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LIBER AMICORUM
BY: ROGER FISHER AND JULIAN COOKE

THIS ISSUE of Architecture SA, devoted to aspects of heritage in the practice of 
architecture in South Africa, has an added intention: as a liber amicorum (Latin 
for ‘ friends’ book’). In the modern sense, this is ‘a compilation having mostly 
personal texts and illustrations offered by friends and/or colleagues to a personage 
to celebrate their anniversary or farewell’. We consider it an appropriate way to 
express appreciation for Karel Anthonie Bakker (1956–2014), as academic, scholar, 
teacher and heritage practitioner. The contributions, in the first half of the issue, 
vary between short theoretical essays and personal recollections. What we present 
here is an academic recall of the life and times of Karel Bakker. We, friends and 
colleagues, dedicate the following pages to his memory and legacy.

As academics, in paying tribute, we reflect on contemporary aspects of  
theoretical engagement and its application in the fields of discovery and research, 
often in that tenuous space where architecture and social practice meet. Karel’s 
concerns with matters of heritage were not so much those of an archaeologist, 
but rather those of an humanitarian. For him, history was not an abstraction of 
a dead past, but a distillation of and an extraction from the past into the living 
present. He wished to understand the past and its peoples profoundly, but so as 
to discern our appreciation of present peoples both for their common humanity 
and richness of diversity.

Our country of disparate and fraught history behoves the heritage practitioner 
to engage history critically, while respecting the built fabric of the past – to give 
it contemporary currency and to ensure that aspects, once harmful, are not sani- 
tised but are kept alive in the present as reminders of what might occur should we 
become forgetful and mindless once again. Yet the legislation also requires that 
what we preserve – the ‘resources’ that enhance our community – privilege the 
less fortunate economically, and catalyse the growth and sustainability of its bene- 
factors. These are all easy words but challenging tasks, and draw on the creative 
energies and resourceful imaginations of the heritage architect.

In this issue, you’ll find contemporary examples of how practitioners engage 
with aspects of heritage in everyday practice. The work ranges from making  
hotels in historical buildings to the interior of a restaurant. It shows considerable 
expertise in restoring old fabric, and in designing entirely contemporary spaces 
which are respectful of it. However, its general content raises a serious question: 
what heritage, whose heritage is being conserved?  

The reply, of course, should be: ‘Ours!’ We want to be able to visit the ‘Great 
Places’ in the Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal, the Tswana towns of the North-
West, the centuries-old settlements in Limpopo. Our children must know how 
their forebears lived: in the richly varied ordinary homesteads of indigenous Afri-
can people, in the estates of early colonial settlement, in great houses and in slave 
quarters, in mansions of diamond and gold barons, and in mine compounds. Our 
cities must show us forever the environments occupied and fashioned by people 
brought here as indentured labour. We want to be able to experience how colonial 
importations, from English Palladianism to modernism, affected everything from 
major government buildings to suburban houses and handmade rural homesteads, 
and how local materials and climate and ways of living transformed the colonial. 
Twenty years into democracy we should be seeing, in the foreground of conser- 
vation efforts, the spatial environments that were destroyed, neglected, con- 
sidered worthless and ignored under colonialism and apartheid. 
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5AUGUSTUS WELBY NORTHMORE 
PUGIN (1812-52)
HOW REFRESHING IT WAS to read 
the article by Roger Fisher (ASA  Jan/Feb  
2015) on architectural prodigies such as 
AWN Pugin, whose works in architecture; 
polemical writing, i.e. Contrasts;  prodigious 
efforts to bring life and meaning to gothic 
revival work, in which he favoured what he 
called ‘Early Pointed’, were so influential. 
The controversy that lasted after Pugin’s 
death in 1852 – and that of  Sir Charles 
Barry (1795-1860), the actual architect of 
the Palace of Westminster  (the ‘Houses 
of Parliament’ in popular parlance) – arose 
from Pugin’s protagonists, claiming that he  
was what they called the ‘art architect’ of 
the building.  

In reality, Barry designed the building 
and Pugin all the details, from the elabo-
rate perpendicular-style gothic details, to 
the furniture and the plethora of scrip-  

tural and patriotic Latin inscriptions 
that form an integral part of the design 
 of the Palace of Westminster, such as that 
in the centre of the floor of the Central Hall:

‘Nisi Dominus aedivicavit domum: labor- 
averunt in vanum, qui aedificant eam’  
(‘Unless the  Lord builds the house, they 
labour in vain who build it’).  

All of this work was detailed in the 
most exhaustive manner by the prodigious  
energy and design of Pugin, including  
the wallpaper and encaustic floor tiles pro-
duced under his personal direction.

The old Palace of Westminster was burnt 
down in 1834 and replaced by the present 
building, won in competition by Barry and 
assisted in details by Pugin. The design  
incorporated the mediaeval remains of  
Westminster Hall, with its 21-metre-wide 
timber hammer-beam roof; the ruined St  

Stephen’s chapel; and the exquisite 
15th-century cloister attached to the  
chapel. Barry made the chapel the main 
entrance to the new building, leading to 
the central octagonal Hall (lobby); flank-
ed on the right by the House of Lords; 
and, on the left, by the House of Com-
mons, which was destroyed in an air-raid 
in 1941 and rebuilt in 1950 as per a design  
by Sir Giles Gilbert Scott (1880-1960).

Not only did Pugin play a key role in 
the detailed design of this great building, 
he also had three wives – the last of whom 
outlived him – and was given a pension by 
Queen Victoria.   

Pugin is buried in the chapel of the  
house he designed for himself, located at 
St Augustine’s, Ramsgate, in Kent, close to  
the spot where St Augustine landed in  
597AD,  bringing Christianity to England.

WHEN GOOD INTENTIONS  
GO ASTRAY: STEALTH TAX  
IN THE BUILDING INDUSTRY
SOUTH AFRICA has a little-known  
surcharge applied to all new homes and 
apartments. This charge of 1,3% of the 
selling price, to a maximum of R34 000 
per house or apartment, has allowed the  
National Home Builders Registration  
Council (NHBRC), to amass at least R4,8bn 
 in assets since its 1998 founding. 

The NHBRC was set up to protect the 
‘home consumer’ and to ensure that build-
ers stood by their work. Established primar-
ily to protect owners of new RDP housing, 
the body requires both government subsi-
dised and non-subsidy homes to enrol with 
its insurance scheme. Enforcement of this 
requirement is via the banks, who are in-
structed not to finance residential building 
where the builder is not NHBRC registered.  

Noble as the intentions, the body last 
year cost South Africans almost R733m 
– of which R518m, or 70,7% went on the  

expenses of running the organisation. 
The value of the claims settled amounted 
to only R2,3m! 

By any measure, the largely non-pro-
ductive annual costs of almost R1bn are 
expensive for the country, and certainly 
don’t provide value for money. Further- 
more, the over-priced insurance now  
creates an additional general tax on deve- 
lopment. It would be better if the tax was 
just that – and paid directly into the fiscus, 
or better still used to actively support the 
creation of well-planned living conditions. 
 At the time of the NHBRC inception, 
those involved appear not to have under-
stood that existing systems were already 
in place to minimise structural and oth-
er failures. The construction industry is 
well served by increasingly more inclu-
sive bodies of registered professionals, 
capable of properly handling all phas-

es of construction work and required to 
carry professional indemnity insurance.   
To further ensure proper compliance, 
contractors can now be appointed with 
some assurance, since the implemen- 
tation of the Construction Industry Deve- 
lopment Board (CIDB).   

Irregular expenditure in the current year 
of R130,5m is mostly ‘under investigation’ 
(Financial Mail Sept 2012). We need to ask 
ourselves whether, with some 12 million 
people living in extreme poverty in SA, 
we are using the funds amassed in the best 
possible way. The NHBRC’s current role as  
a warranty scheme is surely redundant.

READER SURVEY
Congratulations to Shawn Duncan, 
winner of the ASA ‘Reader Survey’.  
Shawn has won a brand new iPhone 6.

BY: PETER HANCOCK

BY: NEVILLE ADLER
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INTANGIBLE CITIES: 
CAPTURING LIVING 
HERITAGE
BY: HEIDI VAN EEDEN

MEMORY, which exists in virtually 
every aspect of human knowledge and 
experience, is able to transcend both 
space and time to form unparalleled  
human connections.  

Despite the potential impact of  
spatial memory, the aspects of Architec-
ture which are defined and preserved as  
‘Architectural Heritage’ fail to represent 
the depth of the field: since space is  
simultaneously entirely democratic and 
intensely personal, the Architectural 
memory of a single space may contain 
the collective memories of an entire 
nation, while at the same time holding 
one’s own childhood memoirs. 

 Why is it that the vast majority of 
conservation in Architecture – a field 
possessed by feeling, emotion and the 
ever-elusive genius loci – is defined large-
ly by the physical? Why do we place so 
much importance on the age of a build-
ing… the elemental proportions of a 
façade… the bespoke cornices or hand-
crafted pilaster… at best, the viewing 
corridors… while neglecting the stories, 
events, sounds, smells, feeling of space?

Not to diminish these elements (they 
are, after all, the tangible aspects of 
Architecture and the physical building 
blocks of space), but Spatial Memory 
transcends the tangible and is largely 
comprised of unseen – or intangible – 
heritage. The city pulsates with layer 
upon layer of hidden histories which 
still linger, just beyond our fields of  
vision, just below the current layer.

Our struggle to preserve intangible 
heritage (and to convey the importance 
thereof) often lies in our inability to 
document it. An infinite number of older 
layers require an infinite number of car-
tographers; they are not self-evident and 
fixed like the physical, but are constant-
ly changing and expanding – an unseen 
universe of experience… Moreover, 
conventional forms of mapping simply 
cannot begin to delineate the intangible. 

As luck would have it, we have reached 
a point where technology enables us  
to develop increasingly unconventional 
forms of mapping. Apps and the inter-
net have wholly democratised map-
ping: capturing history is no longer in 
the hands of a select few, but has been 
opened to billions. This has increased 
the amount of information captured by  
a thousandfold, yielding fresh view-
points of what to map, and how. 

Take, for example, Cities and Memory 
(http://citiesandmemory.com/), a web-
site dedicated to mapping the sounds 
of the world, and the memories of 
these sounds. Individuals are encour-
aged to capture sounds with digital 
media, upload and geo-tag them with 
photos. In a delightful twist, the site 
then allows the uploader to remix his 
or her captured sound by adding audi-
tory nuances – creating a ‘sound mem-
ory’ – a truer representation of the 

individual’s spatial experience in that 
moment. In this sense, both collective 
and personal spatial memories are cap-
tured and stored.

Then there is Invisible Cities (https://
w w w.schemadesign.com/invisible- 
cities/), a 3d interactive platform which 
maps and visualises social networks 
in urban environments. The platform 
translates geo-tagged posts from social 
media sites like Twitter and Instagram, 
in real time, into three-dimensional 
virtual ‘landscapes’. Clicking a node 
on the landscape brings up the speci- 
fic photo or text which was posted.  
The platform enables the viewer to 
‘see’ the social interactions in their  
city in real time, while constructing 
an increasingly complex virtual reality 
based on aggregate social connections 
as time passes.  

Another interesting application being 
developed is the Museum of London’s 
Augmented Reality app – StreetMuseum. 
The app, which is able to recognise your 
location from GPS coordinates on your 
phone, superimposes historical pho-
tographs over a cellphone’s live video 
feed of its surroundings, providing brief 
glimpses into the past. 

When you start imagining what this 
type of application will be able to do 
in a few years if combined with Google 
Streetview, we may have access to a con-
tinuous, real-space video feed of layered 
spatial histories – a live, augmented  
archaeological reality. 

Cartography finally has the poten-
tial to represent true spatial form: as 
a living, ever-changing, ever-expand-
ing mess of information. In realising 
a map’s full potential – by tracing the 
movements, breaths of energy and  
experiences of citizens into palpable 
representations – we are able to cap-
ture the living memory of the city as 
the sum of all that is, and all that was  
before. This is conservation.

What is conservation, if not an attempt to capture memory?
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REMEMBERING KAREL BAKKER 
– HIS CONTRIBUTION TO MY 
UNDERSTANDING OF CULTURAL 
LANDSCAPES
BY: LIANA MULLER JANSEN, PRIVATE LANDSCAPE HERITAGE PRACTITIONER

KAREL’S LAST REQUEST to me was 
to climb the steps of the Basilica San 
Miniato al Monte, gaze over the city and 
think of him. I was in Florence to pres-
ent a paper at the Scientific Symposium 
of the ICOMOS General Assembly and 
we were constantly corresponding, as the 
organisation was very important to him 
and I could sense his dismay at not being 
able to be there himself.  

The moment I had a free afternoon,  
I climbed each and every step, marvel-
ling at the gardens and stonework, peo-
ple and sheer beauty along the route. At 
the top of the stairs, where the podium 
gives reverence to the impressive façade 
behind it, I turned around and was 
awarded a sight that matched the beauty 
of a man’s soul: in fact, Karel’s expansive, 
warm, embracing and matchless soul. 

I took in the view from different angles, 
tried to capture it on my phone camera 
and, eventually, just sat on a stone wall 
as the setting sun emblazoned the many 
domes and spires. Below me, a group of 
monks and their elders were praying at 
someone’s grave. Distinct peace emanat-
ed from the group and this, together with 
the magnificent skyline and rich setting, 
was what I desperately wanted to send 
Karel. I hoped to ease his pain, set his 
mind on things of the light and remind 
him of places of infinite beauty. I was, 
unfortunately, too late, as he had already 
left on his last big adventure before I 
could physically send him anything. 

I owe Karel Bakker not only the path 
of my career, but also much of the suc-
cess of it. Ever since I sat in his African 
History classes, where my insatiable 
thirst for different cultures and places 
was quenched (or maybe intensified?) by 
his meticulously researched lectures on 
cultures different from my own, I knew 
he would play a major role in my life. He 
urged me to always do more; to under-
take what I had no idea of undertaking, 
and to learn in the process. 

His belief in me always allowed me to 
succeed. His words on one of my major 
university assignments will forever urge 
me to do my best: ‘Do not waste the gift 
of your mind…’ Due to his influence, my 
research focus began to include heritage, 
communities and people of different cul-
tures and, up to the present day, these 
are still the major themes of my career.

After studying Landscape Architec-
ture, I attended a course on heritage 
studies in Germany but was struck by 
how, as designers, we often fail to un-
derstand who we are designing for. If we 
want to design meaningful places, we 
need to understand how different people 
engage with the landscape in different, 
or even similar, ways. 

After some research and prompting 
by Karel, I discovered another men-
tor in Professor Chris van Vuuren from  
the Department of Archaeology and 
Anthropology at Unisa. While on assign-
ment to study the Cultural Landscape 
of Pondoland (Eastern Cape) for the 
Environmental Potential Atlas of South 
Africa, I often knocked on his door to 
ask for guidance on how to conduct an-
thropological fieldwork: interviews, par-
ticipant observation, walking the land… 
The study propelled me to complete  
a Masters Degree in Anthropology un-
der Prof van Vuuren, in which I studied  
the oral narratives of a massacre site in 
Pondoland, Ngquza. 

Back at the Department of Architec-
ture and Landscape Architecture, this 
study was largely considered senseless. 
Karel was one of the few individuals that 
supported my studies at the time! How-
ever, this study chartered the course of 
my career; ever since then, I’ve complet-
ed numerous heritage audits, invento-
ries, and management plans for cultural 
landscapes throughout southern Africa 
and beyond. I believe my focus areas 
– Landscape Architecture and Anthro-
pology – have allowed me to find a sus-

tainable way to conduct environmental  
planning and heritage conservation; to  
work with people intimately engaged 
with the land. This is one of the core  
values that Karel believed in and  
promoted in all the projects in which  
he participated.

My research proved a few things that  
I instinctively knew to be true, but did 
not have the means to incorporate into 
a professional career. The most impor-
tant was that in order to understand a 
landscape in its entirety, as a transmit-
ter of meaning, every feature of that 
landscape is a vital part of its narrative. 
Every feature, then, is a potential clue, 
a key to meaning. Yet, it is not only by 
observing the landscape that one is able 
to perceptually engage with and gath-
er knowledge from it; specifically, it is 
by moving through the landscape that 
the full spectrum of body plus percep-
tion can combine to gather the clues to 
meaning. Thus, the process of walking 
through the landscape involves a gath-
ering together of synaesthetic, mate-
rial and social-sensory experiences as 
they unfold in the sequence and dura-
tion of the walk. Through walking the 
land and using one’s perception to pick 
up clues or keys to meaning, the land- 
scape tells – or rather, is – a story. 

On numerous fieldwork excursions, 
Karel and I experienced the above first-
hand and included these experiences 
in our studies of the conservation of 
historical places: the Union Buildings 
in Pretoria, Elim in Limpopo Province, 
Le Morne in Mauritius, Fort Beaufort 
and Hogsback in the Eastern Cape and 
Robben Island in the Western Cape.  
We would spend hours walking the sites, 
understanding the whole together with 
its parts. He would often guess at the 
landscape’s story or marvel at the sheer 
beauty of the place. 

One constant was that he always 
worked incredibly hard. Most days, after 
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intense meetings or bouts of gruelling 
documentation, we had to meet after din-
ner and work some more. His attention 
to detail required focus and effort, and 
always resulted in exemplary and pio-
neering work. Additionally, his ability to 
integrate and combine seemingly discord-
ant aspects and bring them together har-
moniously consistently achieved a more 
holistic solution than was at first evident.

Apart from working hard, Karel also 
had the unique ability to create work. 
Very often, one of his World Heritage 
Missions would result in him offering 
his time and expertise to the State Par-
ty free of charge, in sight of the greater 
good it would afford. He forged strong 
bonds with the people involved in the 
conservation of the following countries: 
Mauritius, Zanzibar, Lamu, Zambia and 
Uganda, to name a few. Through these 
interactions, larger projects often fol-
lowed, whereby fortunate students and 
colleagues would be enlisted to partake 
in groundbreaking and, moreover, fasci-
nating research. 

Karel not only paid attention to his 
work – he was also deeply concerned 

with the people around him or those he 
met, whether students, colleagues or  
a shop attendant. He listened, remem-
bered, and genuinely cared. He truly 
wanted the best for each person he met 
and rarely spoke ill of others. He loved 
to learn from others, truly hearing, with 
that characteristic nod of his head and 
half-smile on his lips.

That is how I will always remember 
him. The moment you caught him in a 
relaxed mood, he unfolded as a person 
with an intense appreciation of all forms 
of life; a person yearning for adventure, 
a deeper spiritual connection and a sim-
pler life.

Karel promoted me tirelessly to many 
of the organisations with which he was 
involved and often included me in his 
projects. One of these organisations was 
ICOMOS and, most specifically, the  
International Scientific Committee on 
Cultural Landscapes. I was approached 
to conduct an evaluation mission on a 
nominated World Heritage Site and spent 
hours discussing the protocol and meth-
od with Karel, before I embarked on the 
34-hour flight. I had so many questions 

for him, but I could sense his weariness 
during our final interactions. When, on 
my return, I sat down to complete the  
report, I still expected to phone Karel up 
from time to time for advice. 

The day I had to complete the report, 
Graham Young rang me in the early 
morning to share the tragic news of his 
passing. I spent that entire day reading 
the eloquent, perceptive words of one 
of his World Heritage Mission reports, 
stunned that the person with this wealth 
of knowledge, deep insight and profound 
experience was no longer with us. I ex-
perienced an intense sense of loss, but 
also relief.

During one of our last conversations, 
Karel told me that he would soon be 
moving down to Stellenbosch and that 
we would be able to start working to-
gether in earnest from then on. I recall 
saying to him that he would probably be 
too busy walking in the mountains and 
enjoying the beautiful scenery. 

I trust that his dream has come true; 
that he is now truly walking free, being 
the story in, of and through the land-
scape of life.

ALWAYS SEEKING COMMON GROUND: 
KAREL BAKKER’S CONTRIBUTION  
TO WORLD HERITAGE IN AFRICA 
BY NICHOLAS CLARKE, HERITAGE STUDIES ASSOCIATE AT THE UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA, DELFT UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY 
PHOTOS: NJ CLARKE, COLLECTION KA BAKKER

MY EARLIEST FORAY into World 
Heritage was under the guidance of  
Karel Bakker when his firm, Cultmatrix 
CC, was appointed in 2003 to map the 
cultural landscape of the Vredefort Dome 
as part of the nomination file for World 
Heritage for that, till then, near-forgotten 
corner on the border of the Free State and 
Gauteng. This was Karel’s second World 

1. Karel Bakker documenting oral history during 
the cultural landscape survey for the Vredefort 
Dome World Heritage Nomination Dossier, 2004. 
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Heritage project: with his business part-
ner, Gerard-Mark van der Waal, he had 
previously completed South Africa’s first 
Heritage Impact Assessment under the 
then-new National Heritage Resources 
Act (25 of 1999), entitled Affordable  
Housing Project, Pilgrim’s Rest. Heritage 
Impact Assessment1.  One of the side-am-
bitions of the projects had been to move 
the Department of Arts and Culture to 
nominate the remnants of the industrial 
Reduction Works at Pilgrim’s Rest for 
inclusion on the World Heritage list; an 
ambition still not fulfilled.

Cultmatrix had asked me to participate 
and map the built environment as part 
of the Vredefort mapping project. Karel 
had, in keeping with his character, first 
instructed me to do a desktop review and 

had provided me with a complete copy of 
the entire project to date, including cor- 
respondence. In Vredefort, I was giv-
en the freedom to design the mapping 
project, and being young and impatient,  
I jumped into my ramshackle 1966  
Beetle, careering down rutted dirt tracks 
in search of whatever I would find. I was 
guided by what I had read, but soon 
this was overlaid with new information 
gleaned from discussions with locals who 
had lived there for most, if not all, of their 

1 For more information on this HIA, see Clarke, N. 
‘Pilgrim’s Rest HIA’ in Herholdt, A. (ed). 2014. Architectural 
Conservation in South Africa since 1994: 100+ projects. 
Port Elizabeth: Dot Matrix. pp 410 - 413.a
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lives. I was amazed by the richness of  
the site, especially as regards the linger-
ing earthen architecture of the area. 

Karel joined me after some time and 
was equally enthusiastic about our find, 
leading us to prepare a posted presenta-
tion for Terra 2008, the 10th Internation-
al Conference on the Study and Conser-
vation of Earthen Architecture – held 
in Bamako, Mali. Vredefort Dome was 
inscribed on the World Heritage List in 
20052, but unfortunately the cultural as-
pects of the site, which Karel had cham-
pioned as having been a direct result of 
cultural interaction with the specific ge-
ological qualities present there, had not 
made it into the Statement of Outstand-
ing Universal Value. This perspective of 
the interconnectedness of things, rep-
resented by the emergent cultural land-
scape, remained a constant stream in his 
engagement in World Heritage specifical-
ly, but also coloured his everyday engage-
ment with the world. 

CONTRIBUTIONS AND DEDICATION
Karel had been one of the driving forc-
es in the South African chapter for the  
International Council on Monuments 
and Sites and, in 2000, established its  
Gauteng Chapter. Throughout his career 
he served ICOMOS with diligence, as 
Vice President of ICOMOS South Africa 
and as member of the National Executive 
Committee. He also served on various 
International Scientific Committees and 
was convener of the ICOMOS-SADC 
Task Group on Vernacular Architecture.

It was through the offices of ICOMOS 
that Karel continued his contribution to 
UNESCO World Heritage in Africa. He 
soon became the go-to person for ICO-
MOS in Africa, when dealing with sites in 
potential danger in the Anglophone Afri-
can countries. He was seen as an expert 
in impact assessment, shared heritage, 
vernacular heritage and intangibles, and 
was continuously invited to international 
meetings – such as the 2004 ICOMOS 
Scientific Committee on Shared Built 
Heritage forum in Melaka, Indonesia, 
and the forum on Heritage Impact As-
sessment, held by the World Bank at the 
ICOMOS International Scientific Sym-
posium in Xi’an, China, during October 
2005. UNESCO, the Getty Foundation, 
the International Centre for the Study 
of the Preservation and Restoration of  
Cultural Property (ICCROM) and the Na-
tional Geographic Centre for Sustainable 

Destinations also regularly called on him 
to share his expertise in the public arena. 

A hallmark of Karel’s contribution was 
his absolute dedication to the cause. 
Mauritius enjoyed the benefits of his en-
gagement over a period spanning nearly 
10 years. My engagement here was the 
second time he and I had worked toget- 
her on a World Heritage Site; in this case, 
Karel gave me the opportunity to map 
the resources in the buffer zone of the 
Aapravasi Ghat, the historic landing site 
of indentured labourers from India and, 
therefore, the historic point of entry into 
that country for a large portion of its 
population. In Mauritius, he successful-
ly laboured to pass new legislation that 
would protect the buffer zone of the 
Aapravasi Ghat (he was invited to ad-
dress this in Parliament) and dedicated 
himself to the nomination of, and later 
protection of, the Le Morne Cultural 
Landscape World Heritage Site. For 
Le Morne, he guided the nomination 
process, trained conservators in impact 
assessment, contributed to the plan-

ning policy guidelines and continually 
reviewed Impact Assessments, much of 
which was done pro amico. 

Karel’s dedication to each of the plac-
es he was engaged with became clear 
to me when he asked me to participate 
as project leader in the mapping of the 
Stone Town of Zanzibar public open 
space network, with students at the 
University of Pretoria (a project fund-
ed by the Flemish Funds in Trust held 
at UNESCO and for which he actively 
lobbied). Once again, he gave me free 
reign to design the project myself, but 
worked constantly and effectively be-
hind the scenes to smooth the potential 
political bumps along the way. It was in 
Zanzibar that I learnt that Karel always 
travelled with three items: a light, yet 
smart, jacket (not to impress but to show 
respect), a Swiss army knife, and a slab 
of chocolate for late-night production. 
I could never match Karel’s ability to 
burn the midnight oil during non-air- 
conditioned tropical nights after a day of 
outdoor mapping under the blazing sun, 

2 Karel was also instrumental in the nomination of 
the Richtersveld World Heritage Site and the 2012 
Intergrated Management Plan for Robben Island.
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despite the sweet boost given by the  
always-present chocolate he provided.

Zanzibar and the wider East coast of  
Africa held a special place in Karel’s heart 
and he undertook many official visits to 
this area, at the behest of ICOMOS, as  
representative in so-called World Heritage 
Joint3 Reactive Monitoring Missions. The 
World Heritage Sites he had the opportu- 
nity to inspect in this capacity, include  
Zanzibar’s Stone Town, Tanzania’s Kilwa 
Kisiwani and Songo Mnara, Lamu Old 
Town in Kenya and, of course, the World 
Heritage Sites of Mauritius, Le Morne and 
the Aapravasi Ghat. He also undertook 
official missions to report on the states of 
conservation of the Tombs of the Buganda 
Kings at Kasubi, Kampala, Axum, Ethi-
opia and Suakin, Sudan. These reports, 
conducted jointly with various stakehold-
ers, formed part of the official decision- 
making processes of the World Heritage 
Committee and now form part of the  
official UNESCO World Heritage  
records. He conducted Heritage Impact 
Assessments for the Government of 

3 In the 1972 UNESCO Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage (or World 
Heritage Convention), ICOMOS is listed as one of the official advisory bodies to UNESCO, along with the IUCN and 
ICCROM. Reactive Monitoring missions are often carried out with representatives from more than one of these 
advisory bodies. See: Article 8 (3).

2. The Great Mosque at Kilwa, one of the great 
architectural monuments of the African continent 

3. Stone Town of Zanzibar. The World Heritage 
site where Karel had the longest continuous 
engagement, and fought the most engaged 
conservation battles of his career

4. The Gereza on Kilwa Kisiwani. Karel was a great 
proponent of ecological measures to mitigate sea 
-level encroachment and actively lobbied for the 
planting of mangroves to halt wave action here 

5.  Ceiling of the Bujjabukula, Kasubi Royal Tombs 

Karel’s concern for the structural stability 
of this structure has lead to its temporary 
stabilisation and a restoration process which  
is due to start soon

6. On-site discussions of plans for the Mauritian 
Slave Monument, 2007

7. Kasubi Royal Tombs – the entrance gate 
(Bujjabukula). The last remaining building  
on this site dates to the 1800s

8. Karel Bakker and Ron van Oers en route to 
Kilwa Kisiwani and Songo Mnara, 2009 
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Tanzania (the Mambo Msiige project in 
Stone Town) and assessed the impacts of 
the Lamu Port Southern Sudan-Ethiopia 
Transport (Lapsett) Corridor project’s 
impact on Lamu Old Town, Kenya, as  
direct consultant to UNESCO. 

APPROACH TO REACTIVE  
MONITORING MISSIONS
I have had the privilege of conducting  
follow-up Reactive Monitoring Missions to 
three sites for which Karel’s reports served 

as baseline. And while the three sites are 
quite different in their character, three  
aspects of Karel’s approach always emerge 
in these reports, aspects he taught me as  
a colleague, mentor and friend. 

The first is his absolute respect for 
local people and their knowledge. 
For Karel, heritage could only be and  
remain heritage if it was inherited by 
people. Therefore, heritage without 
meaning was dead, and heritage without 
ownership was doomed. He had great  
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9.-12.  Reconstruction of the Mazibu Azaala 
Mpange, the tombs of the Baganda Kings. 
The original timber-roof structure was 
replaced with steel in 1938; this was 
destroyed by a fire in 2010. Karel was  
a champion for its reconstruction. He pro-
posed a programme that would document 
and facilitate the knowledge transfer of 
traditional thatching techniques, seeing  
the reconstruction of the tangible as a  
vehicle to give longevity to the intangible

4 His contribution is recorded in an In memoriam, 
published on the UNESCO World Heritage website. See: 
http://whc.unesco.org/en/news/1202/ (Accessed 16 
February 2015 at 12:33 GMT+1).
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respect for local knowledge systems. 
The use of, as well as the active support 
of these systems, forms a golden thread 
through the reports and recommen- 
dations he wrote. He presented himself 
with humility to all parties, no matter 
their position, and was always grateful  
for the unique opportunities granted to 
him (refer to the light jacket above) and 
respectful of customs and belief systems. 
He always gave more than what was  
required; in service was his motto. 

The second aspect of his approach (which 
will always remain with me) was his view 
that artefacts provide us with the means to 
access the mind, times and environment of 
the maker and their culture. The artefact 
affords us entry into its world of origin and 
modulation. Buildings, places and things 
tell us something about their origin and 
we can, through study and engagement, 
unlock some of those intangible aspects  
of the act of making and its context. 
This raises the physical above the mere  
encyclopaediac, and makes it one with the 
intangible realm. 

The act of understanding was, for 
him, the interaction between artefact, 
place, people and time. This is why every 
voice was equally important to him and 
why every actor, potentially, presented 
an opportunity for engagement with  
the valuable inheritance on a new-to- 
be-discovered level in the here and now. 

But for all of this to remain, the inher-
itance had to be conserved for use. Karel 

12

was both active in the formulation of, and 
an early champion of, the UNESCO His-
toric Urban Landscapes approach (HUL), 
which was first applied under his guid-
ance at the East African World Heritage 
sites4. The HUL approach, new within 
the UNESCO perspective, takes the inte-
grated conservation approach which does 
not seek to freeze in time those aspects 
that are valuable enough to conserve, but 
rather ‘aims at preserving the quality of 
the human environment and enhancing 
the productivity of urban spaces, and 
integrates the goals of urban heritage  
conservation with the goals of social and 
economic development.’ HUL is heritage 
in service of society. Karel saw heritage 
as part of a system which, when engaged 
with, could couple to form greater, strong-
er and more resilient systems. It saddened 
him personally to see links between peo-
ple and place eroded, knowledge systems 
abandoned and evolution of cultural  
ecological  systems disrupted. His great 
fear for Lamu Old Town was that the tra-
ditions, livelihoods and ways of life of the 
artisanal fisherman and tradesmen would 
disappear under development pressures 
of the new port, leaving a sterile tourist 
resort in the wake of their demise.

The third cornerstone of Karel’s personal 
approach and contribution to World Heri- 

tage was that of constant documentation. 
Activities and reporting went far beyond 
the call of duty. He always acknowledged 
the influence of Prof Schalk le Roux, in 
his belief that the creating of a record was 
the first and one of the most important 
actions of conservation, as this practice 
serves as a catch-net to retain the bare 
minimum of knowledge of a place, should 
other conservation mechanisms fail. 

Joe Addo, chairman of ArchiAfrika, 
which promotes African architecture,  
announced Karel Bakker’s passing to  
that network with the heading: ‘We 
have lost a Great African advocate for  
Architecture.’ In his obituary, Ron van Oers  
reminds us that… 

‘A typical characteristic of Karel, one for 
which he was widely admired: he was a calm, 
soft-spoken and articulated personality, sel-
dom agitated, always seeking common ground 
on which to build trust and relationships. It 
was what made him an ideal professional 
for working in a multicultural context, where 
much hinges on clarity and mutual under-
standing – he was outstanding in that regard.’
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SHAYKHS, VILLAGES, TOWNS  
AND TOMBS: HOW I WAS 
INFLUENCED BY THE ECO-SYSTEMIC 
SCHOOL OF THOUGHT
BY: AMIRA OSMAN, DEPARTMENT OF ARCHITECTURE, UNIVERSITY OF JOHANNESBURG
PHOTOS: AMIRA OSMAN

I COMPLETED MY PHD in 2004,  
under the supervision of Professor  
Karel Bakker, at the University of  
Pretoria (UP). I was greatly influenced 
by the thinking of both Prof Bakker 
and Prof Roger Fisher, as well as by the 
general approach of the department  
under their guidance and leadership. 

I studied the built culture of North-
ern Riverain Sudan, a region that is little 
known and highly neglected. Scant in-
formation is available on the region, and  
I found no relevant theoretical framework 
that can be applied to its unique histo- 
rical and socio-geographic conditions.  
I therefore had to construct an inter- 
pretative framework to allow me to em- 
bark on this analysis. Being based at UP, 
as well as being exposed to the African 
architectural history courses that Kar-
el delivered at the time, gave me great  
incentive in my investigation.  

To achieve relevance in the study, it 
emerged that space and place-making 
are better understood by broadening the 

conventional definitions of architecture – 
i.e. acknowledging people, activities and 
networks in the production of architec-
ture and place. My research question was 
simple: what led to the frugality currently 
evident in the built culture of the region? 
Especially, when this frugality exists ad- 
jacent to the archaeological remains of 
the ancient Nubian kingdoms – with their 
elaborate structures, sophisticated tech-
nologies and siginificant demonstrations 
of wealth and abundance. A comparison 
between the tangible and intangible re-
mains of the Funj kingdom and of the  
earlier kingdoms of Nubia was seen to be  
a viable method of testing this statement. 
A shift in attitudes over time meant that, 
in later eras, rituals (in open space) and 
body images seemed to supersede the 
built form and monuments of Nubia. 

 The eco-systemic approach had 
become well developed at the Depart-
ment of Architecture, UP, and had in-
deed come to underpin much of the 
teaching and research that happened at 

the department. My thesis developed a 
construct of the context to identify the 
milieu within which artefacts exist, and 
how they developed within a framework 
of people’s beliefs and social interaction 
systems. The idea of the ‘ecology of the 
artefact’ was used as a method, while the 
study aimed to expand the definition of 
‘artefact’ to include any cultural agent; 
it was not restricted to a physical object 
but included ritual, social practice and 
linguistic agents – explored within their 
contextual settings – in the belief that no 
‘thing’ stands alone, but rather pertains to 
a whole setting and is what it is by virtue 
of its relationship to other ‘things’. 

I was able to harness the knowledge 
embodied at the department through the 
writings of Roger Fisher (1992/93). In a 
proposal for the teaching of history, he 
describes an ‘eco-system of paradigms’, 
where the prevailing paradigms of vari-
ous historical episodes can be articulated. 
This entails the selection of historical 
milestones, the manifestations of those 

1 2
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on a broad spectrum of disciplines, the 
identification of artefactual material and 
the development of a relevant vocabu-
lary with which these can be articulated.  
I was also conscious of Karel Bakker’s 
thesis, a study on the early Ionic capital, 
its founding history explained as design 
evolution and the degree of ‘fit’ between 
this particular architectural element and 
its paradigmatic context. An understand-
ing of this element, in its built context, 
is understood as ‘emanating from an  
ordered database’ (Bakker, 1999). 

Using this approach, I was able to  
elevate traditional building practice and 
space use, and to study these with respect 
to the knowledge embodied in people 
shaping space at the micro and macro  
levels. It become evident that social struc-
ture greatly influences the configuration 
of built form and reflects the character 
of the natural environment to a large ex-
tent. I found that architectural expression 
takes on different forms over time, espe-
cially when comparing different eras with 
drastically different climates – as a region, 
for example, became dessicated and the 
climate harsher over time, this had great 
impact on political systems and reflected 
on religious interpretations and practices. 

I studied various Sudanese artefacts, 
including religious centres in Sudan, 
which later became the nuclei for urban 
centres. The qualities of these religious 
centres – now sacred sites of visitations 
– were identified and I found that the re-
lationship between the bearers of Islam 
to the country and the future teachers of 
Islam was manifested in these centres. 
During the very long transitional period 
during which Sudan became Islamised, 
i.e. 642AD when the Bagt Treaty was 
signed (believed to be the first diploma- 
tic agreement in history) until 1504 (with 
the establishment of the Funj Kingdom), 
many towns were established as centres 
of trade on routes between Egypt and 
central Sudan, and internally between 
different regions of the country – these 
were sometimes far from the banks of the 
Nile rivers. Yet, the new religious centres 
of learning were mainly located in the 
Gezira area, between the White and Blue 
Niles. I identified a general pattern in the 
establishment of these centres of learn-

ing – many times the identification/selec-
tion of a location was based on a vision or 
supernatural guidance. This is reflected 
in the names attributed to the locations. 
The establishment of the Funj Kingdom 
was an event of great significance in the 
history of the Sudan. The Funj, an ob-
scure people who came from the South, 
established their centre in Sennar on the 
Blue Nile. Until its demise in 1821, when 
the Turks took power in the region, this 
kingdom shaped the characteristics of the 
Sudan as we know it today. 

Each urban centre had a masjid 
(Mosque), masid (boarding place for 
students and visitors) and khalwa (a 
Quran-teaching school). Aspects of ur-
ban living were introduced, such as reg-
ular roads, wells and houses. Later, the 
shaykh’s dome would be built there, at his 
burial place, and it would become an area 
of visitation. The urban centre would 
develop around all of these sites, while 
the religious centres were mostly situ- 
ated on land suitable for cultivation. Some 
centres were situated on what were then 
existing trade routes, which became re-
dundant after the construction of modern 
roads. This pattern of Sudanese urban-
ism is fairly unique, while the eco-sys-
temic framework that developed around 
it became crucial in understanding this 
and various other manifestations of Su-
danese culture on the built environment.

The arrival of the Arabs in the region, 
and the acculturation that took place 
thereafter, had an impact on the way that 
people intervened in the environment 
through buildings and the manipulation 
of space. New power relations affected 
the spatial arrangements within the home 
and along gender-related subdivisions. 

The Arab nomads who introduced Is-
lam to the Sudan, through the influence 
they exerted on settled communities in 
the area, were later confronted by the at-
titude of those same Sufi Shaykhs, who be-
lieved that urbanism is a condition for ‘ilm’  
(Islamic teaching). This became something 
of a paradox in the relationship between 
the migrant Arabs and the sedentary Nubi-
ans on the banks of the Nile, i.e. between  
the nomadic lifestyle and urbanism.  

The carriers of Islam were mainly trad-
ers and nomads, and their contact with 

the Nubian culture was not one of domi-
nancy, but of interaction. It is said of the 
Nubians that they always conquered their 
conquerors. They did this by absorbing 
newcomers into their culture, through 
an elaborate process of social rituals to 
which everyone had to conform. Thus, 
development of settlements in the re-
gion did not follow the accepted Western  
social evolutionary theory, that assumes  
a rise in social complexity, internal strat- 
ification and central authority. On the 
contrary, it is evident that there was more 
obvious stratification in the pre-Islam eras 
and that complexity reflected on the set-
tlement planning at the micro- and macro 
levels. Social hierarchies appeared in lay-
outs, while status-defined segregation in 
settlements later became less eminent, 
without disappearing completely. 

There was a dynamic incorporation of 
non-Islamic components into the new 
religion, while nomads adopted many of 
the cultural traits of the original settlers. 
This situation brought about the charac-
ter of the Sudanese and resulted in the 
region as it is today. 

I continue to be inspired by the UP 
architecture department; it so happened 
that its ethos was aligned with my own 
approaches to Open Building thinking, 
time-based design approaches and the 
interface between people and built form, 
which I continue to support through my 
teaching and writing. I am indebted to 
Karel and his influence, as well as his  
passion for Africa’s built culture. 

Karel was also a member of the UIA 
2014 Durban Scientific Committee, 
which I headed, and even during his 
illness reviewed many abstracts and  
papers as a member of the review panel. 
Early in the process, and at a time when 
the event seemed almost impossible,  
Karel’s support never wavered. 

I will always appreciate the immense 
influence he had on the department, the 
profession and my life. 

1.  The pyramids at Al Bejarawia
2.  Um Dawan Ban religious complex
3.  A view of the Al Bejarawia ruins near Shendi
4. & 5. Random sketches of villages in northern 

Sudan, showing the prominence of the 
“gubba” or burial place of the Shaykh  
in many villages in the region

4 5
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My cousins, friends and me playing football

My cousins, friends and me swimming on a very hot day

Nkambule was Karel Bakker’s 
last Doctoral student and is 
making use of visual research 
as one of his methodolgies.

SCENES FROM CHILDHOOD 
– A VISUAL ESSAY
BY: EMMANUEL NKAMBULE, DEPARTMENT OF ARCHITECTURE, UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA

In this essay, Nkambule 
explores tacit knowledge 
and indigenous knowledge 
systems as a heritage 
resource and design 
informer, as part of 
his Doctoral studies 
in Architecture. 
Editor’s Note: This 
submission demonstrates 
one of the techniques for
the recall of oral tradition 
and tacit knowledge, in 
the recording of heritage.

In loving memory of a friend and colleague ... Karel Bakker

Newtown Landscape Architects – www.newla.co.za
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My cousins, friends and me sliding 
down a slippery river bedrock,  

where I almost lost my life – 1995 My uncle’s funeral  – 1995Urban settlement

My cousin getting married in the kraal
My cousins and me slaughtering 

a sheep for a family ancestral ritual

I was born in a car – 1983 My uncles, cousins and me planting maize

My cousins and me around  
a stove in a kitchen

My uncles sitting in  
the shade of a tree and me  

kneeling to talk to them
A family meeting in a  

beehive-shaped house
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IN 1951 Prof AL Meiring, founder of the 
Department of Architecture at the Uni-
versity of Pretoria, and his students, began 
documenting the homestead complex or 
village of Speelman Msiza on the slopes 
of what later became the suburb of Sino-
ville, Pretoria. In terms of apartheid policy 
at the time, this village and its residents 
were earmarked for forced removal to the 
farm Klipgat in the present Sochanguve 
township north of Pretoria. Meiring’s  
vision paved the way for a scholarship 
that would, in the ensuing decades, in-
volve scholars from the disciplines of Art  
History, Architecture and Anthropology 
(see Bakker van Vuuren 2006:124).  

More than four decades later, in 2004, 
another lecturer from the same depart-
ment had the vision to extend Meiring’s 
contribution and to elevate the study of 
Ndebele architecture towards a model 
for its conservation. Then head of the 
department, Karel Bakker also served as 
a heritage expert on a number of interna-
tional initiatives and bodies; these were 

closely associated with either UNESCO 
or the Getty Conservation Institute.   

THE MSIZA VILLAGE: A NEW INITIATIVE 
‘A model for the conservation of deco-
ration on Ndebele earthen architecture 
is needed, within which the intangible  
dimension of both academically conserved 
and extant heritage fabric can be includ-
ed’ (Bakker & Van Vuuren 2006:133). The 
way in which the conventional or scienti- 
fic processes for conservation are activa- 
ted is based on our Western understand-
ing of ‘the museum’ – its basic and extend-
ed functions. And yet, there is increasing 
interdisciplinary international scholarship 
that holds different views. These views 
have been expressed and supported by, 
among others, the huge involvement of 
the Getty Conservation Institute and 
UNESCO, through ICCROM (Joffroy 
2005). Conservation practices among  
African communities, discovered in 
Northwestern Africa, display embedded 
conservation rituals for earthen architec-

ture that were developed over centuries. 
One such example is the annual conser-
vation work by the elderly master masons 
of Mopti, Djenne and Timbuctu, which 
consist of a local knowledge base that was 
controlled by these elders and transferred 
to descending generations. These prac-
tices appear to be superior to all previous 
efforts conducted by Western-inspired 
conservationists (Marchand 2008). 

Between 1998 and 2001, Bakker’s stu-
dents made drawings of structures at the 
Msiza village that appeared to be endan-
gered due to a lack of maintenance, or 
structures that had become obsolete and 
so were deserted at the time. In 2004, fol-
lowing on from the work of these students, 
Bakker and Van Vuuren decided to apply 
– among others – the genealogical method 
to obtain a comprehensive understanding 
of the social history of the village, reach-
ing back over more than four decades and 
perhaps even further. By interviewing the 
elders, using a collection of the earliest 
photographs, and identifying present and 
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deceased individuals, it became possible 
to determine changes in the architectural 
features over decades, changes in mural 
art style, paint and pigments, and to ob-
tain a comprehensive biographic picture  
of the residents of the village over the  
decades (Bakker & Van Vuuren 2006:126).      

It was also possible to compare and 
expand the existing database of some 
of the indigenous practices of earthen 
conservation of the Ndebele. Architect/ 
anthropologist Trevor Marchand refers 
to a ‘fragile relationship between local 
knowledge and vernacular mud architec-
ture’ (2008:19). The Msiza elders men-
tioned that they doubted whether the 
transfer of Earth Building Technology 
(EBT) and mural art would successfully 
survive in the future. One way in which it 
might survive lies in a ‘mixed bag’ of op-
tions, among others, to replicate the skills 
in heritage-related projects, commercial-
ise the skills of the builders and actively 
market EBT proficiency in the industry. 

John Thubana (68), a master thatcher at 
the royal village of King Mabhoko of the 
Ndzundza, was assigned to me to help 
build the Ndebele museum in Middel-
burg, in 1979. He worked alongside elder-
ly men on a reconstruction project, where 
he had to follow their oral instructions for 
the building of an Ndebele grass-dome 
house. John excelled; he made his own 
drawings, and figured out difficult and 
complex processes of tying, weaving and 
knotting. Later, he duplicated his newly 
acquired skills at a number of museum 
sites and successfully transferred these 
skills to his son, Godfrey. He, in turn, 
established a small company of men and 
women who are now competent in EBT 
construction; they build replicas of all 
the types of Ndebele houses that existed 
from pre-colonial times up to the mod-
ern period, among others the recent re-
construction project at the KoMjekejeke  
archaeological site near Wallmannsthal. 

 
EARTHEN ARCHITECTURE AS 
INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE
Ndebele architecture reflects the 
male-dominated world at the time. The 
traditional courtyard was divided into a 
front male and public space, while the 
smaller area behind the house represents 
the female and domestic world. The in-
terior of the house is divided into a right-
hand male space (incamadoda), and a left 
half that constitutes the female space or 

incabafazi. The entire homestead has 
a number of corridors and thorough-
fares. To the uninitiated, these corridors  
appear to provide mobility for residents 
between the sectors. But from an intangi-
ble perspective, they allow for the flow and 
maintenance of the ukuhlonpiha principle 
in Nguni and Ndebele society. The Nde-
bele bride will use these corridors to avoid 
her father-in-law, as a gesture of lifelong 
respect. The avoidance includes the fol-
lowing: she should not face him, address 
him, or ever enter the same space or room 
when he is standing or sitting. Ndebele  
elders, whom I interviewed recently, com-
plained that in modern Ndebele archi- 
tecture these principles have become 
eroded and, at the same time, relations 
with the in-laws (Van Vuuren 2012: 340). 

These and other intangible features in 
the built environment featured as a ses-
sion, in 2008, at the 10th International 
Conference on the Study and Conserva-
tion of Earthen Architectural Heritage in 
Bamako, Mali. The Getty Conservation 
Institute funded the conference, which 
aimed to build a body of research on in-
tangible aspects of earthen architecture. 
In doing this, the aims and principles of 
the 2003 UNESCO Act on the Safeguard-
ing of the Intangible Cultural Heritage 
were also expanded. South Africa also rati- 
ified the act and co-signed it towards the 
end of 2010. One of the devoted support-
ers of the UNESCO act and, in particular, 
its place in South African architectural 
heritage was Karel Bakker who, at the 
Terra Conference in 2008, campaigned 
for a separate session on intangible heri- 
tage. Consequently, he was assigned to  
arrange and chair a highly successful ses-
sion on the topic that will feature again in 
the Terra 2016 in Lyon, France.           

THE RURAL INITIATIVE AT  
BUNGELA’S HOMESTEAD
One always sensed that Bakker understood 
the need for an interdisciplinary approach 
towards studying earthen architecture, a 
research initiative that involved the archi- 
tect, anthropologist, historian and art  
historian. During earlier fieldwork in the 
(late 1970s), I realised that even in remote 
rural areas of the former pre-colonial terri-
tory of the Ndebele, certain house styles 
and types were on the brink of an inevi- 
table disappearance. The cone-on-cylinder 
house and its earlier double-walled version 
(iqhathane) were by then extinct, except for 

a few remote examples of homesteads in 
the upper-Steelpoort valley near Stoffberg. 
One such village was that of the Bungela 
family, which still featured a classic central 
cattle-pattern layout. The village is built 
on a steep slope and I photographed it on 
various occasions in 1985, 2000 and recent-
ly, last year, in 2014. I discussed this unique 
village with Karel Bakker and we decided 
to replicate the Msiza initiative of 2004, but 
in addition to arrange a weeklong excursion 
that would involve third-year students from 
all three sub-disciplines of the Department 
of Architecture – namely landscape, interior 
and architecture itself. We anticipated that 
students of Anthropology from Unisa would 
join the groups on a second excursion. 

The excursion did not materialise but 
Bakker’s initiative most certainly ought to.

1. The original Msiza settlement                                                                                                                                
2. Godfrey Thubana, who took care of the earthen 

work of the Manala homesteads at KoMjekejeke 
3. The landscape surrounding the Bungela 

homestead. The footpath links with neigh-
bouring homesteads on the same farm

LITERATURE CITED  
Bakker, K. A. & Van Vuuren, C. 2006. 
‘Change and continuity in Ndebele 
earthen architecture: toward a model 
for conservation of meaning in archi-
tectural decoration’, in The conser- 
vation of decorated surfaces on earth-
en architecture, edited by L. Rainer 
& A. B. Riveira. Los Angeles: Getty  
Conservation Institute, 123-135.

Joffroy, T. (ed). 2005. Traditional 
Conservation Practices in Africa. Rome: 
International Centre for the Study of 
the Preservation and Restoration of 
Cultural Property (ICCROM).

Marchand, T. 2008. ‘Negotiating 
tradition in practice: mud masons and 
meaning-making in contemporary 
Djenne, Mali’, in Terra 2008: The 10th 
International Conference on the Study 
and Conservation of Earthen Architec- 
tural Heritage, edited by L. Rainer,  
A. B. Rivera & D. Gandreau. Los  
Angeles: Getty Conservation Institute.

Meiring, A. L. 1955. ‘The Aman-
debele of Pretoria’, SA Architectural  
Record, April: 26–35.

Van Vuuren, C. J. 2012. ‘Iconic  
Bodies: Ndebele Women in Ritual 
Context’, in the South African Journal 
of Art History, 27, 2: 328-347. 

KINDLY SPONSORED BY Revel Fox & Partners  
A rc h i t e c t s  a n d  P l a n n e r s

Telephone (021) 425 1710  

website: www.revelfox.co.za

Ndebele_Earthen.indd   21 2015/04/08   11:54 AM



Untitled-1   1 2015/03/27   7:32 AM



 2 3

BAKKER, IN HIS STUDY ‘Die formul-
ering van ‘n vindingmodel vir die ekolo-
gie van die Ioniese argitektoniese kapiteel’ 
[The formulation of an ecological model 
for the founding of the Ionic architec-
tural capital – Note: the words ‘found-
ing’ and ‘ecological’ in the titles were 
switched when originally translated in 
the study] (1992: 9) writes as one of his 
assumptions that:

It is accepted that the ecosystemic approach 
is a valid approach within the discipline of 
architectural history and that its application 
leads to valid deductions.

This and the study by Fisher (1992), 
to which it refers, were concurrent and 
the one assumed the reader familiar 
with the other. However, both predated 
electronic publishing. Bakker’s remains 
obscure, firstly because its subject – 
the Ionic capital – was considered eso-
teric and within the ambit of Classical 
scholarship, and secondly because the 
study is presented in Afrikaans. In his 
Addendum D to that study, Bakker out-
lines the theoretical premises that guide 
the study – presented here as extracted 
– and in particular the specifics of that 
study edited into generic premises. He 
also outlines those sections that he au-
thored, in translation from the original 
Afrikaans into English, and that all text 
translations were by Fisher.

SOME TERMINOLOGY
For the purposes of this discussion, only 
those terms that have bearing on the cultu- 
ral domain will be illuminated. These are:

autopoiesis – the regeneration by liv-
ing systems of themselves (ascribed by 
Jantsch [1980:7] to the Chilean biologist 
Humberto Maturana).

homeostasis – the internal self-cor-
recting mechanism of a system (ascribed 
by Bateson [1980:52] to the Frenchman 
Claude Bernard).

recursiveness – the process of system-
ic ‘feedback’ for achieving homeostasis 
(see above).

ECOSYSTEMIC EPISTEMOLOGY
Postulates
The following are accepted as postulates of 
the ecosystemic epistemology and derive 
from the works of Bateson (1972, 1985).

Knowledge is context-bound.
A phenomenon is only understood in 

relationship to its environment.
The nature of the relationship between 

a phenomenon and its environment is 
characterised by recursive processes, 
rather than linear causality.

Rather that the search for proofs, there 
is a need for richer and more complex 
descriptions of relationships within the 
greater whole.

Research goals are the determining  
of probabilities, rather than the search  
for truth.

The ecosystemic approach is holistic 
and characterised by equifinality.

The construction of meaning pre- 
supposes processes of recursive abstract 
symbolism or encoding [of cultural pro-
duction, including its artefacts].

Knowledge is subject-bound and there 
is a recursive relationship between the 
object and subject.

Application
It can be accepted from the preceding 
that an ecology described from this ap-
proach cannot be absolute. It is the most 
complex description of the related real-
ity possible within the framework, but 
will remain an incomplete description of  
reality. Hence, depending on the com- 
pletedness of the description, there can 
be a reality more likely than the others – 
without denying the possibility of another.

It is assumed that a founding theory 
and iconology of an artefact can be de-
duced from information that has pre-
viously led to other conclusions, and 
conversely that alternative information 
can be supportive of existing founding  
theories and iconologies.

This approach requires that the arte-
fact be described ecologically, and that 

the observer acts subjectively and is  
interactive in the processes of obser- 
vation, description and extraction of 
meaning, while the process of obser- 
vation influences that which is distin-
guished and observed.

AN UNDERSTANDING OF  
THE TERM ‘PARADIGM’
Kuhn, in his 1970 postscript to the 1962 
seminal ‘The structure of scientific revo- 
lutions’, gives a sense to the term ‘par-
adigm’. The following is a summary of  
a sense of the term, derived from its read-
ing as well as commentary by others:
1. A paradigm is implicit and shared, and 

directs the common endeavours of  
a community in its encountering of  
the phenomenological world at a par-
ticular time. 

2. A paradigm is a property of man’s ab-
stract world. Its prescripts are tacit and 
unformulated, but direct the intellec-
tual modelling of the community. It 
exists, however, beyond the meta-level 
of cognition and therefore cannot be 
articulated by the community. It is an 
endlessly regressive set of schemata 
that cannot be determined at will.

3. The paradigm, as a shared intellectual 
model, directs and limits the normal 
activities of the community. It is im-
portant, however, that it is kept in a 
state of dynamic equilibrium in order 
that it may adapt to the altered circum-
stances of the community.

4. The paradigm will be exclusive of cer-
tain unshared schemata. If enough of 
these become shared, a period of crisis 
will prevail.

5. A paradigm changes after a period of 
crisis and gives rise to a new paradigm, 
which might be partly or wholly inclu-
sive or exclusive of the previous para-
digm’. [Kuhn’s ‘paradigm’ in science 
can be extended as being the tacit 
directive of ‘style’ in the arts] (Fisher, 
1989 b: 49-50).
The idea of an ‘Ecosystemic Paradigm’ 
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is then proposed from this understanding 
of the idea of a paradigm.

THE ECOSYSTEMIC PARADIGM
In the Ecosystemic Paradigm, the follow-
ing are accepted as postulates (or unques-
tioned premises). The patterns of organi- 
sation in all things inanimate and living:
- are created according to their own  

internal nature; that is, natural laws  
determine the pattern-making.

- are existing hierarchical structures, 
that are ascendant in complexity; i.e. 
things can give rise to things more 
complex than themselves.

- are systems that have dynamic equi-
librium and can be either entropic or 
neg-entropic; i.e. levels of greater com-
plexity can evolve to higher energy  
or information states or can become 
extinct.

- form part of an ascendant complexity, 
the evolution of which is a function of 
time; i.e. that evolution is in the ‘arrow 
of time’.

- are internal to the nature of one level 
of complexity and do not predict that 
of the next; i.e. novelty in organisation 
can arise spontaneously.

- have mechanisms of feedback or recur-
sion; i.e. matter is self-regulating.

The following aspects of the ecosys-
temic paradigm are seen as relevant to the 
formulation of a founding model, these 
being derived from the works of Bate-
son (1972, 1985), Laszlo (1973), Prigogine 
(1979), Van Zyl (1985) and Bakker (1986).

Systems (see Diagram 1)
Systems are constructs used to order and 
organise the world. A system is a metaphor 
used to describe a group of elements that 
interact and form patterns of organisation, 
e.g. communities, intellectual milieu, cul-
tural expression, architecture, style. 

The organisation of elements, in oth-
er words the specific relationship and 
nature of interaction between elements, 
defines the system. The organisation of 
the system ensures the persistence and 
continuity of itself. The interconnections 
and relationships within systems are re-
cursive. The processes of interaction are 
homeostatic and evolutionary.

The ecosystemic paradigm requires the 
notion of totality (a system functions as a 
whole) and notion of inter-relationships 
(relationships and interactions between 
systems) and hence cultural expression, 
strivings and exchanges can be viewed as 
both a whole and interactive systems, or 
the sub-systems of human endeavour and 

culture – namely politics, religion, philos-
ophy, science, art, architecture, literature, 
history, trade and so on.

Hierarchical organisation of systems
Each system can be regarded as part of a 
supra-system, ecosystem or environment, 
and part of that system can be regarded 
as a sub-system. If parts of a system func-
tion as a whole, then that part may be re-
garded as a system, and that of which it is 
part the supra-system.

The sub-system, system and supra-sys-
tem are characterised by isomorphic pro-
cesses, i.e. the organisation of the sys-
tems display patterns of similarity. The 
reconstruction of these synergetic activi-
ties of culture make an iconological inter-
pretation of the artefact possible.

Autonomy
Systems functioning in an autonomous 
manner have a unique organisation and 
identity, which determines how they 
function. While systems are not closed 
to interaction, they are closed in terms of 
their autonomy – hence their functioning 
cannot be controlled by other systems. 

So there is no recourse to determine 
causality when examining a system. 
The structural determinism of a system 
ensures that the system itself, through 
mechanisms of recursion and autopoiesis, 
maintains its structure in response to its 
interaction with its environment, while 
the structure of the system determines 
its behaviour.

A formal architectural or artistic system 
is regarded as an autonomous system.

Structural coupling
All systems are constantly interacting 
with their environment or, put other-
wise, other systems. When two systems 
are continuously interacting so that the 
behaviour of one becomes a function of 
the other, they are structurally coupled. 
Structural coupling is hence a requisite 
for the endurance of the other.

The principle of structural plasticity 
assumes that a system will respond to 
structural disturbance or upsetting of the 
environment changes structurally, so as 
to retain the organisation of the system 
itself, and hence survive. This implies 
that systems ‘learn’.

Synergetic changes in cultural expres-
sion, in times of paradigmatic shift, are 
consequent to structural coupling.

Interaction between systems
The principle of control is not valid 
within the ecosystemic paradigm. When 

systems are structurally coupled, the sub-
jective experience of linear causality may 
occur. But linear causality is impossible 
within the ecosystemic paradigm. The 
relationship between systems is one of 
non-causal fit.

One part of a system cannot control 
or change another part, as each part of 
a system is subject to the same circular 
processes to which the entire system  
is subject.

So, to argue that some other system  
imposes on the architectural system, the 
architectural system must be seen as 
part of the greater whole of which both 
are part, and that there is a consequent 
resonation or fit within the processes that 
maintain the whole. These same princi-
ples relate to its supra- and sub-systems.

Systems and change
Systems are always in a process of evo-
lution and invariably are interacting with 
other systems, hence co-evolution. 

Changes in one system require adap- 
tation by the others, with which they 
are structurally coupled. No system can 
produce novelty, without the presence  
of chance. 

Co-evolution is a stochastic process 
that depends, and is dependent on, hap-
penstance, fluctuation and the unknown; 
these, in turn, lead to greater complexity 
in the organisation of the system and the 
emergence of new structures. 

The new structure is always dependent 
on that from which it emerged.

It is accepted that architecture as sys-
tem, in interaction with other systems, 
is in a process of co-evolution and that  
stochastic processes are in action. In  
architecture, the term ‘structure’ refers 
here to the nature of the discipline, and 
‘organisation’ to the typological coher-
ence of architectonic systems.

Ecological description (see Diagram 2)
Ecological description is a way of describ-
ing the widest possible context in which 
mutual relationships and interactions can 
occur, between systems, for the founding 
of the artefact. This involves complexi-
ty and as many of these relationships as 
possible, i.e. to form the context-network 
(Le Roux, 1987: 64).

The purpose is to extract the richest 
possible meaning, hence ideas, embed-
ded in the artefact.

A cognitive hierarchy of interpretation 
has been given by Panofsky (1962) for 
investigating artwork as artefact, which 
we expand to all artefacts. Within the 
interpretative hierarchy, each act of inter-
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pretation is directed at a particular object 
type and accessed through a different 
historical system:

Pre-iconographic interpretation is de-
scriptive, and has natural and factual mat-
ter as objects, which are accessed through 
analysis of their characteristics. The ma-
terial and use of the artefact, however, 
needs to be determined.

Iconographic interpretation is associ- 
ative, has conventional subject matter as 
object, and is accessed through an histo- 
rical understanding of types and styles.

Iconological interpretation is specula-
tive, has the symbolic content as object, 
and is accessed through a familiarity 
and empathy with the nature of the hu-
man mind which produced the artefact 
– hence it is subjective, although it is 
informed by empirical knowledge, inter-
pretation and the ascription of meaning.

Repositing meaning – Popper and Eccles’ 
‘Three Worlds’ model
A triadic model of the interrelationship 
between the artefact and the mind of 
the interpreter is posited by Popper and  
Eccles  (1981), as authors of a Three 
World model: 

World 1 is the world of ‘natural’ objects 
and is cumulative, since artefacts also be-

come part of World 1. It is the world of 
all that which ‘is’, even the products of 
‘natural’ or ‘biological’ man. It could be 
considered the world of ‘meme’ carriers, 
in terms of Dawkins’ (1976) concept of 
‘meme’ as the smallest transferable cul-
tural schema. In this world, the objects  
of pre-iconographic analysis may be 
found; i.e. the descriptive interpretation 
of natural material and artefacts.

World 3 is the objective realm of ab-
stract ideas; the world brought about by 
the cultural activity of humankind. It 
could be called the meme pool. It is also 
cumulative, since culture is in a dynamic 
state of growth and change. This realm 
is the concern of iconographic interpre-
tation, since it requires the discernment 
of abstract ideas that are preserved, for 
instance, in writing, ideograms, alle-
gorical representations and art objects. 
The expertise brought to bear on this 
realm derives from the disciplines of the  
humanities; i.e. psychology, sociology 
and cultural science.

World 2 is the inner realm of mental 
being and is the preserve of the indi-
vidual. It is unique and transient, and is 
directly associated with the life, experi-
ence and existence of the individual. The 
researcher, as individual, brings personal 

expertise derived from the wealth of his 
experience to the interpretation of arte-
facts and, from them, discerns meaning. 
This task of iconological interpretation 
is speculative, focusing on the symbolic 
content accessed through a familiarity 
and empathy with the nature of the hu-
man mind that produced the artefact. 
World 2 could be considered the world of 
memetic encoding. Iconological study is 
ultimately a creative act. From the inter-
section of Panofsky’s (1967) processes of 
analysis of the artefact with Eccles’ and 
Popper’s “Worlds”, the following relation-
ships can be established: 

The mind of the researcher (World 
2) engages the artefact (World 1) and, 
through an identification process (World 
2), discerns the iconography (World 3) of 
the artefact (World 1). Through interpre-
tation, meaning is derived (World 2) in 
order to produce from known material 
(World 1) an iconology (World 3) which, if 
recorded, becomes an additional artefact 
(World 1).

POSTLUDE – CLOSING THE CIRCLE
These studies were started some 25 years 
back and, through the distractions of life 
and its duties, faded into the past. Hav-
ing to revisit them has brought back vivid 

DIAGRAM 1
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DIAGRAM 2
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recall and I see that we were engaged in 
our own ecology of ideas so as to bring 
about a living system of dynamic tools 
for thought. They have served us well 
and, in revisiting them, I find myself  
as inspired.

To this ecology I need to add that 
while the thinker dies, ideas do not, and 
that is the purpose of our cultural system 
and the reward of our endeavours.
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OMVORMENDE 
ERFENIS: GEDAGTES OM 
GOEWERMENTSLAAN
ARCHITECT: WALLACE HONIBALL & SCHALK W LE ROUX

AS DIE VERHAAL van die Kompanji-
estuin in Kaapstad deur ’n landskapbril – 
vorm, gebruik, karakter – beskou word, is 
die huidige morfologie die gevolg van vier 
opvolgende en oorvleuelende ingrypings 
op die terrein: die inisiële produktiewe 
landboutuin, uitgelê in 1652 deur Hendrik 
Boom en Jan van Riebeeck; die botaniese 
tuin en versamelplek van kuriositeite aan-
gevoor deur Jan Hartog en die Van der 
Stels en durend tot die Britse oorname aan 

die begin van die negentiende eeu; die 
Engelse plesiertuin met sy kenmerkende 
gardenesque randakkers, slingerpaadjies en 
promenades; en die behoudingsbestuurs- 
en meersteplan wat in 1994 vir die  
Stadsraad van Kaapstad voltooi is. Hierdie  
bemoeiings is ondersteun deur subskemas 
en intervensies, wat die teenswoordige 
voorkoms help skep en vasmaak het. 

Hoewel dit frivool mag voorkom om die 
omvormings van die tuin tot vier oorlegte 

te vermaer, word hierdie herskikkings 
geëien na aanleiding van die skaal van 
ambisie en omsetting wat vir die landgoed 
visualiseer is. Om die plek op ’n veel fyner 
skaal te deurgrond en die talryk, oorme-
kaarvallende lae op die 8.5HA Erf 217 
van mekaar los te torring is ’n veel gro- 
ter uitdaging omdat ’n deurlopende draad 
in al die strata vasgevang is in die aard 
van omsluiting, grens en ruimtelikheid, 
teweeggebring deur die plante self en die 
uitspelende mikroklimate wat plantkeuse 
en plasing in die geskiedkundige ruimte 
tot gevolg gehad het. 

Tuinruimtes word wesentlik gevorm 
deur plantegroei, die ‘lewende monu-
mente’ in die terminologie van ICOMOS se 
Florence Charter (1982). Hulle is dinamiese 
plekke waarvan die aard grootliks bepaal 
en omskryf word deur die lewensloop van 
plante. Die preservering van so ’n omge-
wing is uit noodsaak gekoppel aan die on-
derhouding van die plantlewe, wat hier oor 
amper vier eeue prakseer en vorm gegee is 
deur verskillende mense met verskillende 
denkbeelde in verskillende tye. In verge-
lyking met die bewaring van ’n bouwerk, 
waar die begrip daarvoor en die argitek-
tuur daarvan in ’n veel vaster verhouding 
tussen materialiteit en argeologie gelees 
kan word, is hierdie begrippe nie altyd vir 
’n tuin voor die hand liggend nie. 

Om die dinamiese verhouding tussen 
plante en erfenis te illustreer, is dit nie 
nodig om veel verder as die oudste en mees 
kenmerkende wesenstrek van die Kom-
panjiestuin te kyk nie. Die wandellaan wat 
deur die tuin sny en as Goewermentslaan 
bekend geword het, is sedert die ontstaan 
van die tuin as ’n boombelynde roete 
teenwoordig. Al het dit verskeie trans-
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formasies van karakter en funksie in die  
anderhalf eeu van Nederlandse besetting 
van die Kaap ondergaan, het die ordende  
en rigtinggewende gang van die VOC se  
oorspronklike skepping behoue gebly. Die 
huidige lommerryke staproete is deur die 
Britte ingebring, toe hulle die bopunt van 
die laan oopgesluit het om van die geheel ’n 
skaduryke openbare looppad te maak.

Ofskoon die eiening en funksionering 
van hierdie hoofas as meganisme in die 
ontwerp van die tuin steekhoudend is, kan 
dieselfde nie gesê word van die plante- 
groei wat dit toom en tooi nie. Navorsing 
deur Gwen Fagan het bevestig dat die 
vroeëre beplanting daarvan voortbrengend 
was en uit alternerende rye sitrusbome en 
roosstruike bestaan het. Dit is mettertyd 
vervang deur die eikelanings wat allengs 
sinoniem met die deurgang geword het. 
Eike is daarnaas in enkelgelid of allee  
geplant en in dubbelrye om contra-allees 
te vorm. Die spesie wat daarvoor aange-
wend is, was die Engelse eik, die Quercus 
robur (Fagan, 1989).

Die gemiddelde lewensverwagting vir 
’n hardehout boom, afhangende van die 
genus, klimaat en versorging, is selde meer 
as tweehonderd jaar. Dit skep ’n probleem 
en skynstrydigheid wanneer die behoud-
ing van die boomlanings en die bewaring 
daarvan vir toekomstige geslagte argu-
menteer word. Ter plaatse ondersoek en 
kartering van die ‘lewende monumente’ 
in die laan dui aan dat die Engelse eike 
wat in die 19de eeu aangeplant is vandag 
maar 12% van die bome uitmaak. Turk-
se eike (Quercus cirrus) beslaan 53% van 
al die bome, 27% daarvan word deur die  
Watereik (Quercus nigra) verteenwoordig 
en drie ander variante van subspesies, 
Quercus virginia, Quercus palustris en  
Quercus canariensis, voltooi die versa- 
meling. Herbeplanting het op ’n ad-hoc- 
basis geskied waar die individuele eksem-
plare, oorspronklik op ses meter afstande  
gevestig, vervang is met verskillende  
spesies wat in sommige gevalle op slegs 
twee-meter afstande ingesit is. Dit het 
praktyk geword, en die aanvanklike 
ritme en ruimtes van die groter allee  
en contra-allee is gevolglik onherkenbaar. 

Deur oor die boomkultuur van die laan 
te mymer, veral wanneer die ouderdom 
van bome vergelyk word, word die persep-
sie dat dit as ’n uniforme plek met ’n en-
kele karakter beskou kan word ondermyn. 
Die verwisselings in die mikroklimaat 
wat geleidelik gekenter word deur gekose 
beplanting en geboue wat langs die laan 
hulle verskyning gemaak het, sterfte en 
siekte wat deur die Europese heuning-
swam (Armillaria mellea) veroorsaak word 

en in die meeste bome vatplek gekry het, 
asook wyses van onderhoud is almal fak-
tore waarmee rekening gehou moet word 
as die toekoms van die bome besin word.

Terwyl die Engelse eik se lewensloop 
voltooi is en hulle uitsterf, is daar geleen-
theid om die plantontwerp van die 900m- 
lange laan te heroorweeg. Dit wil voorkom 
of die strategie wat tans gevolg word, slegs 
preservering ten doel het deur middel van 
die herstelling van die boomrye met die 
meer weerstandige Watereik, ’n boom met 
’n geheel verskillende blaargrootte, seisoe-
nale kleuring en vorm as die Engelse een. 

Omvorming is ’n uitdaging met vele  
en uiteenlopende bemoeiings. Die lanings 
het veral in die laaste paar dekades skade 
gely deur boomsterftes en herbeplanting, 
wat ’n bedreiging vir die historiese egt- 
heid daarvan en die Engelse eik as spesie 
inhou. Die oorspronklike en eenvormige 
beplanting het met verloop van tyd so ver-
strengel en vervorm, dat die herinstelling 
daarvan skade aan omtrent tweederdes 
van die laan en lanings kan aanrig. By 
beide toegange tot die laan bestaan die 
moontlikheid tog om die herkoms (prove-
nance) daarvan terug te roep, Noord as 
enkelry aanplanting vir omtrent 120m en 
Suid as ’n 180m dubbelry, wat prakties sal 
neerkom op die algehele verwydering van 
die ad-hoc-beplanting en die vervanging 
daarvan met bome volgens riglyne wat die 
Engelse ontwerp en beplanting volg. 

Dit is moontlik nodig dat alternatiewe 
bladwisselende hardehout spesies oor-
weeg word, boomsoorte wat ooreenkomste 
het met die Engelse eik wat blaargrootte, 
seisoenale kleurverandering en karakter 
betref. Die Europese kastaiing (Castanea 
sativa) is ’n goeie alternatief; dit het ’n lang 
en suksesvolle geskiedenis as lanings- 
boom in die Kaap, is meer weerstandig 
teen die swam en ’n rits ander peste (wat 
veral die eike takel) en produseer oesbare 
neute wat as rappel van die outentieke  
erfenis kan dien.

Wat idees en benaderings vir die res 
van die as en die omvorming daarvan 
betref is die morfologiese verandering 
wat plante gedurende hulle leeftyd on-
dergaan – ’n onvermydelike eienskap van 
hulle preservering. Hierdie denkbeeld 
van die ontwerpgedrewe onderhouding 
van ’n tuin of landskap word deur Julian 
Raxworthy, aan die hand van die Sweed-
se argitek en landskapargitek Sven-Ingvar 
Andersson se tuin in Marnas, ondersoek. 
Hy lê nadruk op die belang van die inslu-
iting van meganismes wat tradisioneel in 
tuinboukunde aangewend word. So kan 
snoei- en spalkwerk, en ander manipuler-
ings van groei en vorming, gebruik word 

om die ontwerp van ’n landskap te onder- 
steun en sodoende betekenisvolle en 
gedissiplineerde ontwerpvisies verse- 
ker (Raxworthy, 2013). Die huidige prak-
tyk om spesies willekeurig en sonder ’n 
duidelike voorneme en verwagte eind- 
resultaat in te boet, het die punt bereik 
waar onderhoud ter wille van onderhoud 
uitgevoer word en ’n skeppende geleent-
heid ongesiens verbygaan. 

Wanneer ’n boom in ’n tuin sterf, is 
dit nie net ’n kwessie van die vervanging 
daarvan nie. Om die gelaagde morfologie 
en tussenruimtes wat om en tussen bome 
geskep is te behou en erkenning aan die 
‘lewende erfenis’ te gee, behoort die an-
amorfiese eienskappe van vegetatiewe 
lewens as deel van die toekomstige ont-
werp aangespreek te word. ’n Gefasseerde 
onderhoudsplan, wat die ontwerp van die 
hele laan in ag neem, word benodig. Dit 
verseker die wegkering van ‘museum- 
ifikasie’ en restourasie na ’n benadering 
wat die dinamiese aard van plante, hulle 
verskillende groeiwyses en effekte, asook 
die oorspronklike ruimtelikeheid en vari- 
asies daarvan as gevolg van die mikro- 
klimaat – wat ook deur hulleself help skep 
is – voorhou, en die gestalte van die laan 
as rugstring van die Kompanjiestuin sal 
erken en vaslê. 

Dit is die laan wat die herkoms van  
erfenis in pag hou, nie die lanings nie.

1. Lugkaart van die Kompanjiestuin (Departement 
Geografie, Universiteit van Kaapstad, 2014)

2. Boomkroonplan van die Kompanjiestuin met 
Goewermentslaan aangedui in grys (Honiball, 2014)

3. Ouderdomsverskille en ad-hoc-spasiëring van 
bome in die lanings (Honiball, 2014)

4. Die oorspronklike Engelse beplanting (Fagan, 1982)
5. Voorstelling van die laning, waar die karakter 

en mikroklimaat bepaal is met die omvorming 
van plante as uitgangspunt vir die ontwerp 
(Honiball, 2014)
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B(L)ACK-GROUND AND  
FOREGROUND
BY: ARTHUR BARKER OF THE DEPARTMENT OF ARCHITECTURE, UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA

‘A PICTURE IS WORTH A THOU-
SAND WORDS,’ or so the saying goes. 
The inheritances of this phrase are attri- 
buted to a number of sources, including  
an ancient Chinese proverb, Napoleon  
Bonaparte (who remarked that ‘a good 
sketch is better than a long speech’) and, 
more accurately it seems, to Fred R Bar-
nard, in the advertising trade journal 
Printers’ Ink, on 8 December 1921 (which 
carried an advertisement entitled, ‘One 
Look is Worth A Thousand Words’.) The 
inherent meaning of these statements 
is powerfully evoked in photographs of 
Zuid Afrikaansche Spoorwegmaatschappij 
(NZASM) infrastructure, completed in 
the late 1800s (i.e. 1883 to 1900) in the 
then Zuid Afrikaanshe Republiek (ZAR)

‘The formation of the NZASM was 

necessitated by the increase in economic 
activity in the ZAR, after the discovery of 
gold on the Witwatersrand. The massive 
competition for rail transport charges, be-
tween the various republics, had by then 
already set in motion attempts by the ZAR 
to seek independent access to a seaport’ 
(Barker, 2014:113). The company was es-
tablished around 1890 and set about the 
construction of a number of railway lines 
– most important being the Eastern Line 
from Pretoria to Delagoa Bay (now Mapu-
to), which was completed in 1894.

Unlike the instant electronic imag-
es of today, the bromide photographs of 
the 1890s are staged, requiring time and 
effort to organise. These images, taken 
before railway infrastructure was com-
pleted and shortly before the outbreak of 

the Anglo-Boer War or second Boer War 
(1899-1902), subtly capture the state of 
relations between so-called ‘whites’ and 
‘blacks’ during the presidency of Paul 
Kruger. On one hand, they express the  
hierarchy, importance and status of 
‘white’ individuals and the sublimation 
of black labour, but on the other they 
capture a sense of common purpose 
through the inclusiveness of all individ-
uals involved in NZASM work. Similar-
ly, they tell of possible pacts between 
local inhabitants and ‘foreigners’, imbu-
ing a sense of camaraderie and mutual  
protection. They also, indirectly, ac-
knowledge the contribution of the sub-
stantial ‘black’ labour force that was used 
to construct the railway lines, bridges and 
supporting infrastructure. ‘In April 1899, 
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the successor to the Chief NZASM En-
gineer of Middelberg, Jhr J A van Kret-
schmar van Veen, who had left at the end 
of 1898, had under his control a staff of  
1 770 Netherlanders and ex-Netherland-
ers, 4 477 South Africans (of whom 3 700 
were black1 and 777 white labour) and 
1615 representatives of 26 other nation-
alities. (http://www.artefacts.co.za/main/
Buildings/archframes.php?archid=1184) 

The grainy images tell us little of the 
inheritances of the workers or the conse-
quences of railway construction on their 
lives. Where did the ‘black’ labourers 
come from, were indigenous inhabitants 
displaced during construction work, and 
how did they fit into the politic dispen-

sation of the day and the administrative 
structures of NZASM?

Recently, Professor Karel Bakker (1955-
2014), in his chapter ‘The Departement 
Publieke Werken’ in Ecelectic Wilhelmiens 
– a shared Dutch built heritage in South Af-
rica, provides a glimpse of the labour con-
text of the times. He notes (2014:70) that 
the 1870 Constitution of the ZAR con-
tinued the legacy of control and manage-
ment of black labour, devised and tested 
in the Cape Colony and on the Kimberley 
mines, but expressly precluded citizen-
ship, while the Native Taxes and Vagran-
cy Law controlled Africans and ‘colour-
ed’ persons inside the Republic. In 1871,  
a commission on African labour in the 
ZAR was set up by the Volksraad to re-
spond to complaints regarding the lack 

of subservience. They had to investigate 
petitions pertaining to native servants 
and native laws (Bergh, 2002:41). How- 
ever, ‘the dispossession and displace-
ment during the previous 32 years, of Af-
ricans by white settlers in the Transvaal 
was, of course not on the agenda of the 
1871 Commission’ (Bergh, 2002:43). In 
fact, the report was never published as 
there were many complaints against Paul  
Kruger himself (Bergh, 2002:41). It was 
only in 1881 that the system of slavery 
and/or indenture of Africans was abo-
lished through British pressure but, as 
Bakker notes (2014:70), the position of 
black labour remained ‘precarious, ex-
ploitative and oppressive’. Although 
chiefs of tribes such as the Pedi, Swazi, 
Venda, Tswana and Ndebele were al-
lowed to govern their people and retain 
possession of much of their land, they 
were also forced to pay kraal taxes. The 
black chief Malaboch and his followers, 
who were based in the North-Eastern 
Transvaal, refused to be conscripted as 
they had no political rights in the ZAR 
(Muller, 1984:288). Notwithstanding, the 
NZASM infrastructure would never have 
been so speedily completed had it not 
been for the availability of ‘black’ labour. 
As evidenced by photographs taken at 
the time, it is important to note that ‘any 
current definition of cultural significance 
of the industrial capital landscape and 
built environment of the ZAR must in-
clude the African contribution’ (2014:71). 

A subjective reading of NZASM pho-
tographs, taken between 1890 and 1900, 
reveals a number of hierarchical relation-
ships between ‘black’ and ‘white’ work-
ers. These range from master and servant 
to comrade and sometimes even pro-
tector. Although the Dutch forged good 
relationships with the local tribes, they 
harboured a hidden agenda in that with-
out the assistance of ‘black’ workers, the 
extensive NZASM infrastructure would 
not be possible. To maintain control, the 

1 De Jong et al (1988:?) indicates that there were 7 000 
Africans in the employ of the company

1. ‘Blacks’ in ‘traditional’ loin cloths pushing ‘white’ 
official in formal attire at the Kaapmuiden 
station on the Eastern Line (from Pretoria to the 
then Delagoa Bay in Mozambique)

2. White NZASM and black workers at their camp
3. ‘Whites’ in the front, with François Felix van 

der Rijst, station master of Machadodorp and 
Waterval-Onder (1890-1900) in the centre 
and leaning against the pole; ‘blacks’ in the 
background but in formal attire and standing

4. Camp of NZASM personnel, most likely at 
Komatipoort on the Eastern Line, with an array 
of shelters including ‘traditional’ framed and 
reeded structures (De Jong, 1990 4(2):54) 

5. Black workers under white supervision 
constructing new footings for the flooded  
Kaap River bridge 
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strict hierarchical structure of NZASM 
personnel (De Jong, 1989:249) was ex-
tended to the ‘black’ workers. 

This subjugation is most often visible in 
a master and servant relationship. Workers 
are seen seated on the hard gravel, while 
NZASM officials proudly stand on level 
building platforms. Sometimes, work-
ers are organised with military precision, 
while their overseers stand nonchalantly 
and haphazardly. The most telling role 
is that of action versus statis where, for  
example, a relaxed NZASM official in  
formal attire is pushed on a railway cart  
by near-naked workers in loin cloths. Simi- 
larly, but in less overt terms, surveying  
assistants are partially hidden behind staffs 
and tripods while their NZASM bosses 
take the foreground. It is this visually con-
trolled relationship that permeates many  
of the bromide images. 

‘Black’ workers are most often ‘domina- 
ted’ by being placed below, behind or 
off centre of their ‘white’ bosses. But the  
hierarchy extends even further. Workers  
are often exposed to the harsh climatic 
conditions, while their bosses languish un-
der roof overhangs. The lowliest of ‘black’ 
workers wore almost nothing, no doubt to 
be able to work in the sometimes unfor-
giving weather, but their clothing certainly 
reinforced the Dutch perception of them 
being the ‘children of nature’. Even when 
workers were dressed in second-hand  
formal attire, it was to achieve a sense  
of ‘decorum’ while they fulfilled the role  
of servant in their master’s house. 

‘Relatively little is known about accom-
modation for black NZASM personnel. 
It appears they were housed in mostly 
thatched-roofed rondawels’ (De Jong, 
1990:58) and huts in kampongs near station 
precincts (De Jong, 1989:107,119). These 
structures were certainly much more tem-
porary than the brick and stone, and even 
prefabricated, houses of the ‘whites’, and 
smacked of an ‘indigenous temperament’ 
borne out by statements contained in the 
1871 ZAR Commission, which noted that 
‘T Erasmus, who had been a Field-Cornet 
on the Apies River, told the Commission: 
“I think the more harshly a native is treat-
ed, the better he will do his duties.” For 
Field-Cornet HP Malan, “‘[T]he more 
freedom one gives a native, the worse it 
is. He should, however, not be treated too 
harshly.” In connection with his beating of 
Kgamanyane Pilane, he said: “[T]he beat-
ing made him less cheeky.”’

But these sentiments were not whol-
ly representative of the, perhaps, naïve 
feelings of some Afrikaners and NZASM 
personnel, who sought control over the 
locals. Bergh (2002:58) indicates that in 
the same report, PJ van der Walt com-
mented: ‘[I]f the natives could be divi- 
ded amongst the [white] people and they 
would not run away, I would think this 
would be good.’ Erasmus explained it 
as follows: ‘[M]y idea was to make every  
native serve a master and have him live 
on his land and not let him live in kraals.’ 

During their tenure, NZASM immi-
grants had uncomfortable socio-cultural 

relationships with both the British and 
the Afrikaners. They regarded the latter 
as ‘corrupt, lazy, dirty, know-alls, drunk-
ards’ while their religious displays were 
‘merely pretence’. However, according to 
De Jong (1989:197), their relationship with 
‘black’ inhabitants was, on the whole, 
good as a result of ‘little previous expe-
rience and ingrained assumptions’. They 
saw the indigenous peoples as ‘children 
of nature’ requiring their sympathy and 
education, albeit with a little patience, so 
that they could become valuable workers 
for the company. Some NZASM person-
nel even learnt to speak a ‘black’ lan-
guage (De Jong, 1898:198). Through this 
seemingly respectful relationship, many 
of the ‘black’ workers began to dress in 
the formal attire of the railway person-
nel. These were often hand-me-downs; 
De Jong (1989:198) describes the items as 
having seen better days. 

But the inclusion of ‘black’ workers 
in photographs tells us something of the 
close relationship that NZASM officials 
built up with local or imported inhabi- 
tants. The strict hierarchical relationships 
previously seen were replaced by a sense 
of camaraderie, as ‘black’ and ‘white work-
ers stood together in their base camps or at 
stations such as Maraisburg. An extension 
of this partnership was the sense of protec-
tion illustrated at the Kaap River bridge 
site. Here, ‘white’ officials were seeming-
ly protected by ‘black’ workers, who had 
their assegais poised. Previous positional 
hierarchies seem to have disappeared, 

7 9
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with all workers and personnel taking on  
a middle-ground position. This implies 
the recognition of an equal contribution to 
the work of NZASM.

‘An extant, but oftentimes unnoticed, 
NAZSM legacy dots our South Afri-
can landscape as a testament’ (Barker, 
2014:133) not only to the work of the 
managing personnel of the NAZSM but 
more importantly to the ‘black’ workers 
who toiled in harsh conditions to speed-
ily complete the railway infrastructure. It 
is their intangible input that has left the 
country with a physical legacy that quiet-
ly contributes to current economies and 
daily life. The bromide images have fore-
grounded their contribution to this lega-
cy, providing credence to Karel Bakker’s 
postulation that ‘any current definition 
of cultural significance of the industrial 
capital landscape and built environment 
of the ZAR must include the African con-
tribution’ (2014:71). 

• In the article ‘Architecture for life: ex-
ploring regenerative & resilience thinking’ 
(ASA Jan/Feb), Dr Barker’s name was incor-
rectly spelled. We apologise for the error.

6.  ‘Whites’ standing and ‘blacks’ in overalls  
sitting at Elandsfontein Station, ca 1895

7.   Black and white NZASM personnel near the 
bridge on the Kaap River, ca 1892 

8.  A partially clad assistant working on the 
Caretaker’s house in the KM 150 area

9.  Partially clad black worker preparing the river 
bed for the construction of new footings for  
the Kaap River bridge 

10. Woning by Elandsspruit 

10 11

12 13
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BY MARGUERITE PIENAAR  

REVISITING MAKING:  
THE SPACE BETWEEN AFRICA  
AND MODERNISM IN THE WORK  
OF NORMAN EATON (1902-1966) 

IN Studies in Tectonic Culture (1995), 
Kenneth Frampton repositions the en-
tire modern architectural tradition and 
traces the history of contemporary form 
as evolving poetics of structure and con-
struction. Amongst others, he highlights 
the primary influence of the tectonic  
approach of Frank Lloyd Wright (1867-
1959) and the crucial role played by the 
structural detail in the work of Carlo 
Scarpa (1906-1978). 

In Frampton’s words: ‘With the tec-
tonic in mind, it is possible to posit a re-
vised account of the history of modern 
architecture, for when the entire trajec-
tory is reinterpreted through the lens of 
techne, certain patterns emerge and oth-
ers recede. Seen in this light, a tectonic 
impulse may be traced across the centu-
ry, uniting diverse works irrespective of 
their different origins’ (1990; 1996 p.525). 

Coinciding with Frampton’s notion 
of ‘an act of construction’, this piece  
attempts to reposition African tradition-
al craftsmanship and tectonic assembly 
in relation to contemporary culture.  

The attempt is an enquiry into African 
tectonic expression, capable of enhanc-
ing the sensual and intellectual experi-
ence of architecture, opposing the ‘Dis-
neyfied’ or simplified formal impositions 
of African iconography. 

The regional approach of South Afri-
can architect Norman Eaton motivates 
the arguments, as set out above. Within 
the ambit of Modernism, Eaton’s work 
reflected a particular response to the 
landscape and climate. His approach sig-
nified a quest for timeless architecture, 
rooted in the particularities of place. 
For Eaton, it was Africa that provided 
the most compelling forms of the natu-
ral world. His work expressed his deep 
understanding of the textural signi- 
ficance and poetics of African making. 
He sought out forms and artefacts that 
carried what he viewed a ‘unique Afri-
can feel’. His reinterpretation of local- 
and industrially-produced standardised 
building materials set his work apart 
from the machine-aesthetic of Modern-
ism (Harrop-Allin, 1975). 

TRACING 
Eaton’s work was located in the esprit 
de’système of both Wright’s organic archi-
tecture and the distilling of Veneto crafts-
manship in Scarpa’s work. Both Eaton’s 
and Scarpa’s understanding of Wright’s 
work was passive – probably based on an 
appreciation of photographs and draw-
ings. Where Scarpa’s work was informed 
by a profound understanding of Veneto 
craftsmanship, Eaton’s work was deeply 
rooted in Africa. In both cases, the result 
was a modern architecture that was ‘more 
than rational structures and functional 
spaces’ (Frampton, 1990; 1996, p.506). 

Architect Marco Frascari analysed 
Scarpa’s use of detail by comparing 
drawings and built objects in ‘The 
Tell-The-Tale Detail’ (1984). In Eaton’s 
work, the analysis of detail extended 
to his keen observation of African art, 
craft and architecture. ‘He loved being 
in Africa and of Africa. His concept and 

1. A detail for a water spout for Polley’s Arcade, 
1959 (From the Eaton Collection, UP Repository)
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spaces and proportion and materials 
were derived from and concerned Africa: 
light and shade and vast areas of empty 
space, natural forces of rock and stone 
and desert plants and trees, a fusion of 
the elements of a continent and its crea-
tive traditions’ (Harrop-Allin, 1975, p.9). 
Although Eaton’s domestic architecture 
draws strongly on the African monu- 
mental past (Judin et al, 1998, p.115), this 
piece focuses on his later public work, 
which signifies both a regional and a uni-
versal consciousness. Local influences 
were drawn from diverse sources: Cape 
Dutch architecture, Great Zimbabwe 
and the unselfconscious architectural 
endeavours of the Ndebele. Eaton also 
meticulously documented visits to East 
and Central Africa in a series of sketch-
books, letters and diaries. In turn, Scar-
pa’s drawings explored details with par-
tially-coloured sections, elevations and 
analytical multidimensional vignettes; 
Eaton’s drawings were almost working 
drawings – annotated and dimensioned 
with precision. Scarpa’s drawings active-
ly supported the process of construction; 
Eaton, on the other hand, transformed 
the measured and controlled drawing 
into built form. 

Bird’s-eye views of places (even ruins) 
are accompanied by plans, and a section 
of Eaton’s ship to Kenya, plus observa-
tions of people he had met, are all fasti- 
diously recorded. He studied the config-
urations of dwelling layouts as seen from 
the air, the plan and section of a Masai 
manyatta, bamboo partitioning, weaving 
patterns, cluster reeds bound with grass; 
even beehives and the mechanics of  
a folding knife. 

TRANSLATION 
Instead of superficial translation or  
embellishment, Eaton’s architectural  
appropriation of his observations led  
toward a deep understanding of his  
subject matter. This is illustrated in 
the Little Theatre complex in Pretoria. 
At first glance, the original plan of the  
theatre (completed between the mid-
1940s and early 1950s) recalls the plan 
of the Masai manyatta as sketched in 
Eaton’s 1943 Kenya diary. Similar to the 
manyatta, edges of his building fall away 
into roundness. The non-load-bearing 
wall of the manyatta acts as a spatial  
divider, screen and container. Its pattern-
ing was also carefully documented. 

Despite the availability of industrial 
materials, Eaton used locally-manufac-
tured facebrick in most of his work. The 
brick coursework readily emulates the 
woven enclosure of the manyatta. The pe-
destrian walkway and undulating wall of 
the Little Theatre forge a connected sur-
face of patterned masonry, complement-
ing the intricate and ever-changing shade 
patterns cast (Harrop-Allin, 1975 p.99). 
Brickwork details draw directly from  
Eaton’s sketches (see entry 31/12/43). 
The structural patterns in traditional 
Zimbabwean walls also come to mind. 

The translation of a pliable material 
into permanence and the re-interpre-
tation of brick course as a ‘woven’ en-
tity are elaborated by German architect 
Gottfried Semper in The Four Elements 
of Architecture (1851). Semper explains 
that the enclosing membrane (wall) has 
its origin in weaving. The art of the 
wall builder had originally been that 
of weaving mats and carpets; later, the 
light mat walls were transformed into 
clay tile, brick or stone walls (1851; 
1852; 1989, p.103-104). Semper con-
tinued to make a distinction between 
two categories of enclosing membrane:  
the German Wand (a screen-like par-
tition); and Mauer (which represents  
mass). Frampton (1990; 1996) points out 
that both Wand and Mauer translate as 
‘wall’. However, when masonry is bond- 
ed into coursework, it becomes a form 
of weaving. 

Central to Semper’s later thinking was 
the idea of ‘dressing’ or Bekleidung. With 
the need for permanence, because of 
climatic requirements and a more stable 
existence, the hanging woven carpet as  
a spatial divider was reduced to ‘dressing’ 
a wall instead. In all cases, the motive and 
spatial essence of the wall were enacted 
by the dressing – not by the load-bearing 
wall behind it. 

Traditional southern African surface 
dressing is described by James Walton 
in ‘Art and Magic in Southern Bantu  
Vernacular Architecture’ (1975, p.117-134). 
He makes a distinction between natu-
ralistic painting and structural, material 
and surface patterns in traditional sur-
face treatment. Structural patterns re-
sult from the arrangement of monotone 
bricks or stones, or by leaving gaps in 
walls. Material patterns result from using 
stones of different geological character in 
horizontal bands or geometrical config-

urations (1975, p.126). Surface patterns 
include ‘chevrons, triangles, rectangles, 
diamonds and a variety of curved shapes’ 
(1975, p.117). 

Originally, African wall patterns  
attributed cultural significance or the  
symbolical values of, for example, 
chieftaincy, protection or fertility.  
A particular form of low-relief decor- 
ation – common in Sesotho-built work 
– is a finger or fork engraving in the 
soft clay cladding of the wall. Such  
patterns are called litema, and resemble 
the furrows of a ploughed field.

TECHNE 
The details of Eaton’s buildings are 
markedly of African origin. Details take 
on several forms, most notably differen-
tiated by objects (door handles, furni-
ture, bowls) and surfaces (floors, walls) 
– which complement the modernist 
structure of space. The objects, how- 
ever, lose their sense of curiosity, of  
being objects, and the texture becomes 
like a continuous, planar expression or 
field. He reconciles things through the 
way he uses and flattens them. A carpet 
of mosaic (an extension of the floor of 
the city) lines the interior of the pedes-
trian arcade of the Wachthuis – an office 
block for the South African Police Ser-
vice in Pretoria, constructed between 
1955 and 1960. The arcade connects the 
streets on both sides of the building. 
Constructional elements are subjected 
to the horizontal field. The mosaic of 
marble off-cuts was laid in continuous 
strips, with patterns of chevrons and 
short pieces laid at right angles to the 
pavement, at intervals. Visual unity 
is afforded by the long parallel bands 
following the direction of the arcade, 
despite the seeming randomness of pat-
terning (Harrop-Allin, 1975, p.104). The 
central oval pattern shape was evidently 
inspired by designs of an African tribal 
shield. The parallel bands recall litema; 
the mosaic patterns remind one of Nde-
bele wall paintings, weaving patterning 
and pottery shards. 

Small-scale repetitive faggoting tiles 
create a seamless interior in the Bank 
of Netherlands in Pretoria (built from 
1946 to 1953). The word ‘faggot’ means 
a bundle of sticks or grass. These  
terracotta tiles were made to Eaton’s 
specifications, with fine corrugations  
running along the outer surfaces. Placed  
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vertically, the corrugations are reminis-
cent of ‘African tribal grass’ (Harrop- 
Allin, 1975, p.43). Narrow earth-colour-
ed and tightly-fitting face bricks make 
up the exterior skin of the bank. These 
bricks were carefully laid in alternating 
horizontal and vertical bands along dif-
ferent courses, creating a delicate and 
rich texture. Eaton’s sketches of woven 
African screens come to mind. Both the 
use of materials and the detailing evoke 
what has been described as an ‘Afri-
can quality’. According to Harrop-Allin 
(1975), the designs of the bronze heraldic 
panels in the entrance portal were the  
result of a conscious effort to this end. Be-
nin figurines embellish the door handles 
of the entrance portal, while the bronze 
waterspout of the fountain on the pave-
ment is a ‘purely African shape’ (ibid.).

The modular rectangular shell of the 
bank holds a courtyard, where a mean-
dering brick mosaic winds around a series 
of circular and semicircular plant pockets, 
linked with a low undulating wall. The 
configuration of the plan – together with 
that of the Little Theatre – is reminiscent 
of Eaton’s sketches of bird’s-eye views  
of African settlements. 

Eaton’s Netherlands’ Bank in Durban, 
on the sub-tropical KwaZulu-Natal coast-
line, is recognised as his masterpiece. 
According to Tony Morphet, the ‘central 
strategy of the building(s) is to recontex-
tualise urban modernism within the nat-
ural built conditions of the Natal coast’ 
(1998, p.153). A green-glazed sunscreen 
wraps around three sides of the building. 
The hollow bricks of the screen were 
made to special measurements and in-
dividually glazed to a colour determined 
by Eaton himself, through a long process 
of experimentation. The bricks were 
threaded vertically onto steel rods, and 
the entire construction suspended from 
the flat roof. The screen was woven from 
the bottom up, the first course bedded 
in plaster of Paris on levelled scaffolding 
(Wegelin, 1994, p.36).

The woven screen wall has now truly 
become the ‘container of space’ – likened 
to a tree providing cool shade in the city 
(Fisher et al, 1998, p.155). Details are re-
peated on various scales in Eaton’s build-
ings. ‘The aquamarine mosaic on the pil-
lars and across the back wall of the hall 
echoes in miniature form the pattern of 
the screen; the curved line of the mar-
ble skirting, that tracks down the edges 
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2. African Heraldry – one of Eaton’s 1:1 drawings of 
the massive bronze panels for the Netherlands 
Bank, Pretoria, 1953 (From the Eaton Collection, 
UP Repository)

of the stairwell, repeats a curve in the  
external podium edge where it rises to  
secure the glass sheets which form the 
outer wall…. Detail is in conversation 
with detail; space with structure; line with  
volume, surface with masses; aesthetics 
with functions’ (Fisher et al, 1998, p.156).

The act of making in Eaton’s work re-
calls African traditions of gathering, mark-
ing, shaping, knotting, binding, dressing 
and weaving. Eaton reinterpreted the po-
etics of African making and the space(s) 
between an African tradition and a univer-
sal culture. Imbued with qualities of re-
sistance and response, sublimination and 
invention, and set within increasingly im-
portant values of place, tradition, moder-
nity and identity, his work is seminal and 
well worth re-evaluation – not only in the 
South African context, but in the broader 
African and international context too. 
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THIS ARTICLE PROPOSES a shortlist 
of issues that reflect current activities, 
concerns and possibilities related to his-
tory, heritage and conservation within the 
discipline of architecture. These are per-
tinent to the practice, teaching and study 
of architecture. The ideas expressed have 
been distilled by the author through en-
gagement with current and recent schol-
ars of the Department of Architecture at 
the University of Pretoria.

Although the concepts that are the 
sub-text to the proposed arguments – 
namely history, heritage and conserva-
tion – are closely associated, it would be 
helpful, given the general associations 
with known terminology and traditions 
of academic use, to refer to each of these 
terms as individual concepts. For argu-
ment’s sake, we might define history as 
the linear unfolding of events that have 
shaped the physical and metaphysical 
human environment over time, as well 
as our intellectual interpretation of the 

related evidence. Thereafter, heritage 
could be framed as the resultant inheri- 
tance (tangible and intangible) that is 
produced and transmitted throughout 
history, and to which society or indi-
viduals attach value (or not) depending 
on culture, context, awareness or inter-
pretation. And finally, conservation can 
be seen as an attempt to curate, based 
on certain criteria, the manner in which 
processes of change within our environ-
ments affect or alter the collective body 
of heritage – at least that part over which 
we have control.

These definitions are useful in most 
areas of human endeavour and relevant 
to most academic disciplines, but have 
a particular resonance, as the title of this 
article suggests, with the discipline of  
architecture. Our discipline associates 
with the ideas (ranging from the abstract 
to the practical) transmitted through his-
tory, as well as the artefacts (ranging from 
isolated remnants to cultural landscapes) 

HISTORY, HERITAGE, CONSERVATION 
AND ARCHITECTURE – REMINDERS 
FOR FUTURE DISCUSSION
BY: JOHAN SWART, DEPARTMENT OF ARCHITECTURE, UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA
PHOTOS: PETRUS C JANSEN
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that embody these ideas. In many ways, 
if one holds the opinion that architecture 
is an act of cultural production, the con-
cepts of history and heritage follow as 
an integral and implicit concern for the 
discipline. And given that architecture as 
a product is in principle transformative, 
we take part in the curative process of 
conservation by default. However, due to 
factors ranging from general ignorance to 
credible argument, it remains necessary 
to argue the positions of history, heritage 
and conservation as explicit concerns and 
as fields of academic endeavour. This can 
be seen as an as-yet-unfulfilled agenda, 
one that preoccupies many academics, 
and one to which they continue to dedi- 
cate their efforts and energies.

Following on from the previous points, 
this article will set out and discuss a list of 
concerns that originate from discussions 
with the late Professor Karel Bakker, as 
well as Professor Roger Fisher, Professor 
Schalk Le Roux, Mr Nicholas Clarke  
and other scholars associated with the 
Department of Architecture at the Uni-
versity of Pretoria. The points of focus 
should, however, be read as the author’s 
personal interpretation and, for that rea-
son, reference is made throughout the 
text to published works that the reader 
can find and refer to directly.

FINDING COMMON GROUND
The first item, which should be consid-
ered as a prerequisite to the discussion 
of many others, concerns sensitivity, 
negotiation and mutual understanding. 

In our diverse and multifaceted society, 
whether it relates to cultural diversity in 
the classroom or conflicts of interest in 
practice, common ground is often hard 
to negotiate. Bakker (2011) argues for 
approaches and policies that allow for in-
clusion and multiplicity of meaning, and 
a respect for heritage as a broader societal 
concern – an idea implicit to the South 
African National Heritage Resources Act 
(No 25 of 1999). The task is set, but to 
address heritage within a context of fre-
netic developmental economies requires 
robust processes; to respond to history 
in a multicultural society requires sen-
sitivity; to avoid polarisation between  
aggressive architectural ambition and 
dogmatic conservation requires com-
promise; and to balance the concerns of 
patrons, practitioners, society and legis- 
lation requires leadership. There are 
guidelines and theoretical frameworks 
which could prove relevant, but the no-
tion of negotiated understandings based 
on common ground should remain our 
first step in the heritage endeavour. 

Also see Bakker & Odendaal, 2008.

HERITAGE AND DESIGN EDUCATION
As a basis for projects in the design stu-
dio, an awareness of and engagement 
with local environments confirms the im-
portance of responding to context (read 
‘sensitivity’) and the understanding of 
design within an historical continuum 
(read ‘awareness’). The academic study 
and formal documentation of local en-
vironments also foster awareness of and 

a sense of responsibility towards local 
heritage. Bakker & Le Roux (2002) re-
fer to heritage-centered enquiry, which 
requires integration of subject areas and 
design projects with appropriate selected 
physical contexts. Related activities, such 
as field documentation (see Le Roux & 
Fisher, 1988) Figure 1, and community 
involvement (see Combrinck & Benett, 
2014), remain key activities so as to en-
sure design graduates that are  sensitive 
to place, culturally aware and able to ad-
vance the local discourse. Within current 
architectural practice where heritage, as 
a specialist activity of architecture, is not 
formalised or regulated, sensitising all 
students to the broader debates and tech-
nical implications of heritage and conser-
vation should be a priority at schools of 
architecture.

Also see Clarke & Fisher, 2010; Fisher & 
Le Roux, 1988; and Peters, 2007.

HERITAGE AND ITS  
LEGAL FRAMEWORK
There is every indication, and unfortu-
nately so, that a great discomfort still 
exists between the formal legal heritage 
regulations, the practitioners who work 
within these constraints and the heritage 
specialists tasked to mediate often-dif-
ficult situations. Despite the theoretical 
uncertainties inherent in the heritage 
legislation (see Bakker, 2007), there are 
the issues of unequipped built-environ-
ment practitioners, developer sponsored 
Heritage Impact Assessments (conflicts 
of interest?) and stifling bureaucracy, 
which all contribute to situations where 
‘heritage’ is usually the loser. In this re-
gard, we require efforts to formalise the 
training of heritage architects, to im-
prove and monitor the quality of heritage 
practitioners and to open lines of com-
munication between clients, architects 
and regulators (see Prins, 2013). Further, 
a need exists to discuss our understand-
ing of the legislation that governs our 
activities, as well as clarifies our approach 

1. Documented as part of a report entitled ‘A 
view along Voortrekker Street in Heidelberg 
(Gauteng)’. ’Bewaringsverslag aan die Stadsraad 
van Heidelberg’, by the staff and students of the 
Department of Architecture, University of Pretoria

2. Norman Eaton’s original drawings of the 
caddy compound at the Pretoria Country 
Club, Repository,  Department of Architecture, 
University of Pretoria

3. A group of researchers and community 
members inspecting rock engravings as part of 
the collaborative Biesje Poort research project

4. Roof ventilator in pressed sheet metal at 
Staatsartillerie, Pretoria. Eclectic ZA-Wilhelmiens 
- A Dutch built heritage in South Africa
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towards grey areas and uncertainties (see 
Wolff, 2009) within the explicit and im-
plied heritage processes.

Also see Bakker, 2004 and Clarke & 
Corten, 2011.

A COLLABORATIVE ENDEAVOUR
This point starts off with the assumption 
that no single discipline has all the tools 
and knowledge to be able to understand 
our complex histories and cultural land-
scapes. Both history and heritage are 
concepts that cut across most academic 
disciplines, and a collaborative attempt 
at understanding adds depth to our dis-
cussions and enriches the individual dis-
ciplines (see Lange et al. 2013) Figure 2. 
Perhaps, the accepted dogma that ‘herit-
age belongs to all of society’ also implies 
that all of society’s input is needed to be 
able to interpret heritage. As architects, 
it is critical to understand what we can 
(and should) bring to the table in terms 
of our capacity to negotiate diverse con-
cerns, our spatial understanding and our 
creative energy. But what we should also 
understand is where others should be al-
lowed to do their part, such as reading the 
remnants of habitation (archaeologists), 
uncovering historic evidence (historians), 
interpreting cultural practice (anthropo- 
logists), studying human interaction  
(sociologists), positioning conservation 
within urban processes (town planners) 
and advising on the technical aspects of 
preserving and reusing historic structures 
(scientists and engineers).

Also see Clark, 2010 and Müller, 2008.

THE ROLE OF THE ARCHIVE
The archiving and safe-keeping of draw-
ings and related architectural documen-
tation is not always a priority in our public 
or private institutions, and the loss of pri-
mary source material, due to tragic acci-
dents, forgetfulness or maladministration 
in the past, has been severe. Archival re-
cords can contribute to our understand-
ing of a physical artefact beyond what can 
be read from the artefact alone – think of 
an exchange of letters between client and 
architect, or of a series of concept sketch-
es during the development of a design 
(see Pienaar, 2014) Figure 3. Then, there 
are those cases where a physical artefact 
was never produced, or was produced and 
later destroyed, leaving the archival ma-
terial as a solitary record. The sourcing, 
sorting, digitisation, interpretation and 
dissemination of archival material should 
remain a priority within our academic 
institutions, ensuring accessible infor-
mation for the use of researchers, teach-

ers and practitioners. Apart from record- 
keeping and the open-source ideal, one 
can also argue that archiving is a worth-
while activity simply related to the pride 
that we should take, as a discipline, in 
safeguarding our past achievements.

THE HISTORY CURRICULUM  
IN A CHANGING SOCIETY
The history curriculum at any school of 
architecture, and attempts within it to-
wards serious scholarship (see Bakker, 
1994 and Fisher, 1993a+b), faces constant 
challenges from the time constraints of 
a studio-based design curriculum and 
the demands of professional learning 
outcomes. Curricula respond to a wide 
range of expected competencies, not 
least of which include technical skills 
and the more recently formalised educa-
tional agenda regarding environmentally 
sustainable design. But besides these 
constraints, there are more fundamental 
questions to be asked that relate to the 
role of history as a subject and to the 
South African environment – questions 
that provide opportunity for exciting de-
bate and critical thinking (see Bakker, 
1995; Fisher, 2014). The issues under 
discussion include the acknowledgement 
(and representation) of cultural diversity; 
establishing a balanced relationship be-
tween African history, South African his-
tory and a traditionally European-centred 
history curriculum; allowing individuals 
to participate in the creation of narra-
tives; and the integration of history with 
other subjects of study in the architec- 
tural curriculum.

DOCUMENTATION AND RESEARCH
Various concerns underpin the impulse to 
document and research: the need for such 
documentation as an informant for appro-
priate development; the opportunities for 
the use of documentation for purposes of 
education; the creation of awareness of 
heritage places; and, in some cases, the 
anxiety that the destruction of certain 
heritage places is imminent and that re-
cording should thus proceed timeously. 
Nevertheless, the continuous documen-
tation and understanding of our built 
environment and cultural landscapes 
remain a project of critical importance. 
Whether through individual research 
interests (see Barker, 2010 and Pienaar, 
2014), formal procedures (see Bakker & 
Van der Waal, 2000), targeted projects 
(Bakker & Clarke, 2011) or broader docu- 
mentation programmes (see Botes & 
Le Roux, 1990; artefacts.co.za and able.
wiki.up.ac.za), our body of knowledge is 

steadily growing – albeit still catching up 
with the backlog of new areas of analy-
sis and ongoing architectural production 
that is proceeding at speed. Additional 
to the goals of research, should also be 
a discussion of what requires research in 
terms of the diverse variety of places and 
histories available to us (relate Bakker & 
Van Vuuren, 2006 to Bakker et al., 2014) 
Figure 4.

HUL AND INTEGRATED CONSERVATION
Over past decades, it was gradually real-
ised that a view of conservation as fun-
damentally opposed to development is 
unsustainable and cannot be reconciled 
with our larger societal agendas of growth, 
transformation and social development. 
This has led to the notion, long discussed 
and recently formalised through recom-
mendation (see UNESCO, 2011), that  
heritage has to be repositioned as an en-
abling asset for sustainable transforma-
tion. This notion, which in principle can 
be viewed as a proactive form of conser-
vation, opens up heritage practices to 
process-based strategies and proposes 
that conservation forms an integral part 
of urban-development strategies. In these 
ideas, lie perhaps an appropriate mod-
el of growth for the broader African (see 
Bakker, 2013) and South African environ-
ments, with their vast potential for deve- 
lopment and their rich cultural landscapes.

RESPONSIBILITIES  
AND INVOLVEMENT
A last thought, with reference perhaps 
to the idea that ‘charity begins at home’, 
aims to raise the point that, apart from 
the fact that we are all members of com-
munities (with traditions and values) 
and residents in neighbourhoods (with 
certain qualities and associations), we 
are also colleagues in the architectural 
fraternity, and we should take responsi-
bility for understanding our own history 
and appreciating our local architectural 
heritage – which is very often mistreat-
ed, in the official sense unidentified or, as 
is the case with our Modern Movement 
heritage, simply misunderstood. There 
are forums of discussion for these (e.g. 
heritageportal.co.za, PIA, academic in-
stitutions, CPD etc.) and even avenues 
for formal objection (e.g. PHRA-G). The 
latter, suggested here, is accompanied 
by the side note that perhaps sharing our 
interests and offering solutions still goes 
further than criticising our systems and 
becoming fixated on the problems.

Also see Fisher, 2004; Fisher, 2012 and 
heritageportal.co.za.
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ARCHITECT: dhk
PHOTOS: WIELAND GLEICH

DROSTDY HOTEL, 
GRAAFF-REINET

The reinvigorated Drostdy Hotel prop-
erty now accommodates 48 new luxury 
hotel rooms with three swimming pools, 
a � ne dining restaurant, bar and lounges, 
art gallery, wine shop, vinotheque and 
spa, as well as associated hotel amenities 
set within fully landscaped grounds. 

The urban design approach has been to 
activate open spaces between the various 
complexes with the use of courtyards, 
swimming pools and terraces, and to 
create a sense of community and a village 
feel. New interventions were designed to 

GRAAFF-REINET’S Drostdy building 
and its courtyard garden are structures 
of great historic and cultural signi� -
cance, as they played a central role in the 
civic life of the original town’s burghers. 
This Drostdy is the second oldest in the 
country. It was designed by Louis Michel 
Thibault, built by local tradesmen be-
tween 1804 and 1805, and was used as the 
Magistrate’s residence for several years.

During this time, the Drostdy formed 
one of the most important centres of pow-
er within the town, occupying a promi-
nent position on Church Street, directly 
on axis with the Church and facing the 
Parsonage at the end of Parsonage Street.

It was subsequently sold and bought 
privately, changing hands several times 
before being converted into Kromm’s 
Drostdy Hotel in 1876 – when it was 
subjected to several Victorian additions.

These were later removed when the 
building was restored to its original form, 
in 1975, by Historical Homes SA. The 
Hotel was declared a National Monu-
ment in 1987 and several parts of its 
precinct are also protected.

The historic slave cottages of Stretch’s 
Court, located along a “mews” street, 
also bear great signi� cance, serving as a 
signi� cant reminder of the agricultural 
past of the town and its history of slavery.

The modern-day architects sought 
to integrate the historic fabric with new 
interventions throughout the proper-
ty, creating a seamless experience of 
rich heritage, while bringing the hotel 
provision up to 5-star luxury country 
hotel standards. The project included the 
masterplan of the entire site, restoration 
of signi� cant historic buildings and the 
design of discreet new insertions. 
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1. A courtyard garden connects the Drostdy’s 
historic courtyard to the new restaurant 
building’s pergola-covered terrace. 

2. Ferreira’s House accommodates hotel suites, 
and a new swimming pool has been added.

3. The fully restored Drostdy Hotel façade faces 
onto Church Street, on axis with the Dutch 
Reformed Church and Parsonage. 

1

2 3
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sit sensitively within the historic fabric, 
and to respond in design and material to 
the contrasting Cape Dutch and Victo- 
rian aesthetics. 

The Church Street elevation remains 
the most important of the hotel property. 

In addition to the restoration of the 
Drostdy Hotel façade, the façades of the 
two adjacent Victorian buildings were 
also restored (by the dhk team ) – the 
first, previously the Camdeboo Restau-
rant, to accommodate a new gallery; 
and the second, previously the Thibault 
Room, to house a wine shop showcasing 
the wines produced on the estates owned 
by the Rupert family.  

The treatment of the Parliament Street 
elevation, which included the restoration 
of that side of the Drostdy Building, its 
werf walls and the Victorian Kromm’s Inn 
building, has become more important 
due to its location at the newly-created 
main entrance to the hotel, both vehi- 
cular and pedestrian.

A new reception building and porte-
cochere face onto the entrance driveway 
court, with a parking area located at the 
back of the site behind the final row of 
Stretch’s Court cottages. Directly adja-
cent to the reception and entrance court 
lie the Drostdy building and its court-
yard. The building was fully refurbished, 
with all original materials restored to 
their former glory, including its remark-
able yellowwood timber flooring, stink-
wood and yellowwood doors and beau-
tiful sash windows. The building now 
houses a cigar lounge, a formal lounge, a 
ladies bar, a boardroom/dining room and 
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a vinotheque, as well as offices and ablu-
tion facilities, thus forming the heart of 
the hotel’s public areas. 

The existing back-of-house areas, con-
structed in the 1970s and linking onto  
the Drostdy building, were demolished 
and have been replaced with new kitchen  
facilities and a restaurant. Additional  
back-of-house functions have been  
positioned discreetly behind the adja-
cent municipal building.

The new restaurant is sited adjacent 
to the Drostdy, with its terrace opening 
onto the landscaped courtyard created by 
the Drostdy’s U-shape. This courtyard, 
though newly landscaped, has retained 
its existing axial design. The existing 
vine-covered pergola within the Drost-
dy’s courtyard was replaced with a new 
pergola of a design consistent with the 
restaurant pergola. 

On the other side of the entrance court, 
along the axis that runs from the Drost-
dy courtyard, lies the existing Victorian  
Kromm’s Inn building. This has been 
transformed into a spa, with private treat-
ment rooms and a gym, and is fronted by 
a fragrant herb garden. 

A green tunnel runs from the entrance 
to the spa courtyard, introducing the 
network of pedestrian routes that link 
the hotel rooms. Points of interest have 
been created along these routes, using 
werf walls, benches and water features, 
and by relocating the slave bell to pro-
vide a focal point at the end of Stretch’s 
Court (and to distract the eye from the 
municipal building beyond). The major-
ity of the hotel rooms are located within 

the 15 Karoo-style flat-roofed cottages 
along Stretch’s Court. The cottages were 
extensively restored on the outside, and 
altered internally to accommodate lux-
ury hotel rooms. Some of them are dou-
ble storey and each one contains two-to-
three rooms, meaning a total of 31 hotel 
rooms in Stretch’s Court. 

The white Karoo cottages have main-
tained their colourful doors, window 
frames and shutters, for which they are 
renowned, and also feature terraces that 
are semi-private. 

Stretch’s Court itself has been pedes-
trianised, retaining the repositioned slave 
bell and street structure, but no longer 
permitting vehicular access. A new pool 
area has been created, located centrally 
off Stretch’s Court, and includes a new, 
larger swimming pool, a pantry and WCs.  

A new Kromm’s Court has also been 
created, housing 10 new hotel suites in 
four buildings that are positioned around 
a new swimming pool. On the far end 
of the property, along Bourke Street, 
Ferreira House and the Barn have been 
upgraded and restored to accommodate 
seven luxury hotel rooms. The garden of 
Ferreira House has been landscaped and 
now showcases an additional swimming 
pool, for the exclusive use of the Ferreira 
House suites. 

Pergolas, situated along the length 
of the new buildings, provide shaded 
outdoor terraces that echo the timber 
structures previously situated around  
the property, while low werf walls have 
also been introduced to the site to add to 
its character.

4. A new art gallery was designed by dhk in  
a building previously used as the restaurant

5. De Camdeboo fine dining restaurant is housed 
in a new building, with interior design by 
Stephen Falcke

6. Shaded rear terraces have been added to all  
of the Stretch’s Court buildings, facing onto  
the landscaped gardens

7. The Stretch’s Court cottages were retained 
and restored as a set of unified façades, each 
accommodating two to three luxury hotel 
rooms. The original colours of the doors and 
shutters were used to maintain the unique 
character of this streetscape

8. A timber-panelled vinotheque houses the  
wine collection for private tastings

9. Luxury hotel rooms befitting a country hotel, 
with interior design by Stephen Falcke

10.The Victorian Kromm’s Inn has been renovated  
and now serves as a luxurious spa and a gym 

11. Drostdy Hotel site plan
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PROJECT TEAM
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OUDE WERF HOTEL:  
HERITAGE ASPECTS
ARCHITECT: REVEL FOX AND PARTNERS CC, ARCHITECTS AND PLANNERS
BY: PETER PUTTICK

THE BRIEF CALLED for the transfor-
mation of the existing Oude Werf Hotel 
in Stellenbosch into a five-star, world-
class sister to the Vineyard Hotel in New-
lands, Cape Town.

At the Oude Werf, as at the Vineyard 
Hotel and the Graduate School of Busi-
ness in the Victoria and Alfred Water-

front, the conceptual objective has been 
to identify significant historical fabric, to 
remove or alleviate damaging intrusions, 
to restore the buildings carefully in order 
to preserve their integrity and memory, 
and to provide a powerful visual anchor 
and reference for the inevitable contem-
porary interventions needed to satisfy 

When we realise that past and present are not exclusive but inseparable 
realms, we cast off preservations, self-defeating insistence on a fixed 
and stable past. Only by altering and adding to what we save, does our 
heritage remain real, live and comprehensible – David Lowenthal:  
The Past is a Foreign Country, Cambridge University Press, 1985

the myriad present and future demands 
of a sophisticated hotel.

The Oude Werf is the oldest hotel in 
Stellenbosch. Its site on Church Street is 
in the heart of the historic core of Stellen-
bosch and housed the town’s first church, 
where a number of deconsecrated graves 
still remain. The site is a good example 
of the typical Stellenbosch urban confi- 
guration – of peripheral buildings group-
ed around central courtyards that are  
entered down narrow poorts. 

As is often the case where farms turn into 
villages and then into towns, the historic 
built fabric has been through many chang-
es over time and, in particular, has suffered 
severely from recent clumsy ‘restorations’ 
and heavy-handed additions. This, and 
the absence of documented historical sub-
stantiation, has made meticulous and non- 
speculative restoration challenging.

INTEGRATING OLD AND NEW
The original footprint and fabric of the 
heritage buildings has been repaired and 
reinstated. This has been achieved us-

1
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1. View from pool courtyard
2. Joining of buildings: before
3. Joining of buildings: after
4. Restored manor house façade
5. New bedroom interiors
6. Restaurant courtyard
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ing traditional techniques and materials, 
such as cement-free lime putty plaster 
externally and locally-sourced bougrond 
plaster internally. Typical historic build-
ing techniques and materials have been 
revealed and displayed.

Particular attention has been paid to 
the most important visible aspect of the 
complex: the Church Street elevation. 
Off-the-peg mock sash windows and 
heavy-handed ‘restored’ plaster detailing 
has been removed and replaced with new 
purpose-made windows and simplified 
plaster detail in order to reflect the pro-
portions and simple elegance that typical-
ly prevailed when the façades were first 
completed. The ponderous and lumpy 
front elevation of the 1980s post-modern 
infill building has been replaced with a 
drastically simplified linking façade, con-
firming that modest changes can often be 
the most radical.

7.     Panoramic view of Church Street façades
8.    Reused door in frameless glass
9.    Tree façade in pool courtyard
10.  Floor plan

7

8
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Today’s sophisticated travellers require 
world-class contemporary interventions, 
which avoid all faux period overtones. 
These interventions tend to be simple, 
respectful and in complementary contrast 
to the dominant historical framework.

Hotels prosper through the number 
of rooms they can rent, therefore much  
effort has been made to maintain the 
scale and visual and environmental qual-
ity, not only of the heritage buildings  
but also of the external courtyards. Two 
major trees were saved at the cost of los-
ing valuable basement parking space and 
having to accommodate a tree trunk in-
side the new building envelope.

Opportunities for reusing characterful 
elements from the old building in new 
contexts (the ‘stains of time’) have been 
sought – for example, an old teak door 
with an arched stained-glass fanlight has 
been reused in a frameless glass shopfront.

Access to the graves, covered at some 
stage by a kitchen floor, has been im-
proved and a project is under way to  
upgrade the ‘crypt’ into an important  
heritage destination for hotel guests, 
tourist groups and the general public.

Apart from ensuring structural sound-
ness and waterproofing, there has been 
the rich mix of challenges involved in 
providing the usual necessities of twen-
ty-first century life (such as air-condition-
ing, lighting, electronic equipment, a lift, 
heat pumps and solar panels), as well as 
satisfying the demands of building codes 
and fire and safety compliance. These 
have been dealt with as directly as possi-
ble and are seen as part of the next layer 
in the ongoing heritage of the complex.

9
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URBAN DESIGN FRAMEWORK
ARCHITECT: JOHNNY WILKENS OF URBAN CONCEPTS

THE HERITAGE and Urban Design 
framework for the Preparatory School’s 
campus focused on providing a set of key 
design and heritage indicators for inter-
vention. They were used to inform the 
conservation of existing buildings and 
features, the improvement of access and 
movement through the campus and the 
location of development pockets.

A series of architectural interventions 
have been undertaken, including the res-
toration of two of the historical buildings 
into an art hub and a knowledge centre; 
and the insertion of new classrooms and  
a contemporary performance building.

BACKGROUND
Somerset House School was founded 
in 1948 by Dr and Mrs Haydock, and 
moved to its present site on the Cloeten-
burg homestead. 

Its historical core – the homestead, origi- 
inal outbuildings, tree-lined avenues and 
central ‘werf’ space – has particularly high 
local heritage significance as it forms part 
of the original Vergelegen farm. The ori-
gins of the ‘werf’ date to the early 18th cen-
tury. The farm has additional associations 
with prominent families in the history of 

Somerset West and was associated with 
the earliest development of the suburb.

The quality of the central ‘werf’ space 
and associated tree canopy, the promi-
nence of the homestead at the centre of 
this space and around which the school 
has developed, gives it specific value.  
The farmstead demonstrates many prin-
ciples of the Cape farm ‘werf’ tradition, 
i.e. hierarchy, symmetry, ‘werf’ enclosure 
and the tree-lined approach routes.  

The main house (Cloetenberg) is  
of particular architectural significance, 
with its historical layering dating from 
the 1700s, hybridised architecture, note-
worthy gable dated 1785 and other peri-
od features. A number of interventions 
have had a negative impact on the main  

1. Haydock Hall
2. Haydock Hall 
3. Guild Hall

1 2
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historical buildings, for instance the work 
carried out on the homestead during  
the 1990s, which resulted in some loss  
of authenticity.

The historical outbuildings, compri- 
sing the stables (Ould Hall), cellar 
(Guild Hall) and Slave Quarters, were 
extensively altered with historical fab-
ric limited to the external walls. Their  
significance is largely contextual in  
their contribution to the ‘werf’ space  
and, unfortunately, very few period  
features remain. 

In terms of landscape features, the 
kraal to the rear of the Ould Hall has 
considerable historical value dating,  
possibly, to the early 18th century. The 
possibly early 19th century ‘werf’ wall to 
the south of the homestead is also con- 
siderably valuable. Unfortunately, a sig-
nificant portion has been lost, due to the 
development of the surrounding erven.

4
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CONSERVATION  
MANAGEMENT PRINCIPLES  
The Heritage and Urban Design frame-
work culminated in a number of conser-
vation management principles, and then 
also specific conservation imperatives re-
lated directly to the findings of the study.  
• An holistic approach was followed, con-

sidering not only the heritage impe- 
ratives, but also the long-term sustain- 
ability of the estate as a whole;

• All periods of history were respected, 
and subsequent layers were only re-
moved where they were clearly of low 
heritage significance or where removal 
contributed to the quality of the whole;

• To maintain authenticity and integ-
rity, the replication of period styles is 
not regarded as appropriate heritage 
strategy. Modern insertions should  
be clearly identified, without causing 
visual dissonance;

• Both the natural and cultural land-
scapes, and their interactions and 
transformation over time, need to be 
carefully understood. They contribute 
substantially to the ‘sense of place’  
of different landscape character zones; 
and

• Development can play a potentially 
positive role in promoting heritage con-
servation. The removal of ad hoc inter-
ventions and the restoration of critical 
visual linkages can enhance the overall 
significance of the site.

SPECIFIC CONSERVATION 
IMPERATIVES
• Retain and enhance the integrity of the 

historical core and central ‘werf’ space;
• Differentiate architecturally between 

new and historical buildings through 
building detailing and subtle colour 
differences, not through scale or overall 
building form;

• Open up views towards the homestead 
from the approach road and gardens;

• Strengthen historical axes through con-
servation of landscaping and replanting 
of main tree avenues; and

• Simplify the central ‘werf’ space in 
terms of landscaping treatment and 
planting patterns.

AREAS OF POSSIBLE  
FUTURE DEVELOPMENT
Interaction with school representatives 
and teaching staff identified changing 
needs in terms of teaching spaces, re-
quiring the reconfiguration of a number 
of existing teaching spaces, as well as 
the addition of classrooms and a perfor-
mance space. 

IMPLEMENTED ARCHITECTURAL 
INTERVENTIONS
The natural conclusion of the above was 
the identification and then implemen- 
tation of a number of architectural inter- 
ventions. There were two main catego- 
ries: alterations to and the rehabili- 
tation of the historical buildings, and the 
addition of new facilities.

Links and views
Opening up key spatial links and views 
within the historic core had a significant 
impact on the legibility and functioning 
of the campus. A number of additions to 
the historical buildings had compromised 
it, disrupting pedestrian flows and creat-
ing visual discontinuity.  

Thus, a major component of the project 
involved ‘cleaning up’ the old buildings 
to re-establish these links. Accretions to 
the historical stables, as well as the cellar, 
were demolished, and pathways linking 
the different sub-spaces within the cam-
pus re-established.

Knowledge Centre (Guild Hall)  
and Art Room (Ould Hall)
The historical cellar and the stable build-
ing were effectively stripped of all con-
temporary additions and internal sub- 
divisions. The cellar will now be used as 
a library and knowledge centre, and the 
stables as an art centre.  

The history of changes to the façades 
of the buildings allowed new contem- 
porary openings to be created in the dis-
turbed fabric. Large glass doors, allow-
ing these buildings to link to the histo- 
rical core, were inserted into the façades 
facing the ‘werf’, while slot windows  
on the southern façade of the Guild  
Hall provide views of the courtyard and 
play areas.  

Internally, contemporary detailing 
such as LED lighting strips and mezza-
nines unashamedly show what is new, 
while causing minimal disturbance to the 
historical fabric.  Other than these inter-
ventions, buildings were stripped down 
to the original fabric, allowing the sculp-
tural nature of the thick, rough walls and 
niche windows to take their place as the  
main features.

Grade 4 and Grade 5 Classrooms
Existing classrooms were extensively 
remodelled to provide spaces more suit-
ed to contemporary teaching techni- 
ques. Their external envelopes were left 
largely intact and specifically not added  
to, minimising the impact on the histo- 
rical core.

4.  Urban Design masterplan
5.  Founder’s Court viewed from Guild Hall
6.  Haydock Hall with Ould Hall in the background
7.  Haydock Hall
8.  Haydock Hall

New classroom block (Taylor Block)
Four new classrooms were added in the 
identified development zone to the south 
of the historical core. The overall propor-
tions and roof shape of the new block fol-
lows those of the historical fabric, while 
the detailing clearly identifies the block 
as a contemporary addition. The build-
ing is located behind and ‘outside’ the 
historical ‘werf’ wall, clearly noting that 
it is not part of the original composition, 
while linking strongly with the existing 
relationships between buildings.  

New performance space  
(Haydock Hall)
The key addition to the campus is a per-
formance space to the west of Cloeten-
berg. The building aligns itself to the  
historical core through the western en-
trance and tree avenue. It tucks in under-
neath the existing mature trees, taking 
great care to integrate with, but not domi- 
nate, what’s already there.  

Like the classrooms, the building 
refers directly to the scale and form of 
the historic buildings, while being un- 
ashamedly contemporary. Large expans-
es of glass connect it to the old stables, 
surrounding campus and overhanging 
trees. Thick gable walls provide a clear 
reference to the historical tectonic, 
while simultaneously providing the 
opportunity for clean contemporary  
openings and detailing.

The interior is similarly minimalist, 
allowing for great freedom in use and 
interpretation. Movable screens allow 
subdivision of the space, while a back-
bone of acoustic treatment and sound 
and lighting infrastructure means that 
the building can be used in a variety  
of configurations for professional- 
quality performances.

CONCLUSION
The goal of these interventions was to 
enhance the experience of the historical 
farmstead, while improving its function-
ality as a school – thereby securing the 
long-term sustainability and, therefore, 
conservation of the heritage resource.  
By allowing the historical to dominate, 
new insertions compliment rather than 
detract, adding a new positive layer to the 
architecture and spatial patterns of a very 
special place.
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FURTHER TRANSFORMATIONS  
OF AN OLD CAPE FARM IN THE  
KLEIN DRAKENSTEIN: 
SOLMS-DELTA ESTATE, COMPRISING PORTIONS  
OF ZANDVLIET/DELTA, DELTAMEER AND LUBECK
ARCHITECTS: THOROLD ARCHITECTS CC
BY: TREVOR THOROLD 

INTRODUCTION
The recent transformation of the Zand-
vliet/Delta Estate in the Franschhoek 
Valley started early in the new millen- 
nium, with the acquisition of a portion 
of the farm in 2001 by renowned neuro- 
psychologist Professor Mark Solms and  
family. The property included the T- 
shaped gabled homestead (dated 1831, 
but incorporating older fabric) and a 
much-altered old wine cellar.

The landholdings have since been in-
creased in association with philanthropist 
Richard Astor, who purchased portions 
of Lubeck and Lekkerwijn. Collateral 
provided by the Astor and Solms fami-
lies facilitated the purchase of portions of 
abutting Deltameer by the farm-workers’ 
Wijn de Caab Trust.

Solms-Delta Estate now comprises 
some 78 hectares, and includes portions 
of the historical properties Zandvliet 
(granted in 1690), Lekkerwijn (1690), 
Lubeck (1695) and Deltameer (a recent 
amalgamation of portions of several adja-

cent properties). It has evolved as a high-
ly-rated wine-producing estate, where 
the choice of grape varieties, vineyard 
management methods and wine types 
has been based on comprehensive sci-
entific appraisals of site-specific data on 
terroir and climate. 

The transformation of the lives and 
opportunities of the estate’s numerous 
historically disadvantaged residents and 
workers has also been fundamental to 
its recent evolution. Through initiatives 
including the establishment of the Wijn  
de Caab Trust, decent houses for the 
workers have been constructed or reno-
vated, and multiple social services have 
been provided. 

Solms-Delta Estate has established 
itself as a serious centre of research and 
celebration of the ‘social and cultural 
heritage of the Solms-Delta estate and 
surrounding region….Ensuring that all 
people, especially those from previously 
disadvantaged backgrounds, have access 
to history and participate in the interpre-

tation of their own heritage and identi-
ties, is part of the Museum’s mission.

‘A larger project … centres on the  
establishment of a community research 
centre, library and artefact repository. 
The centrepiece of this research centre is 
the creation of a genealogical database for 
current inhabitants (and descendants of 
past inhabitants) of the Drakenstein and 
surrounding rural region’ (http://www.
solms-delta.co.za/heritage/families-van-
de-caab. Accessed 8 January 2015).

The estate is thus home to the innova-
tive Museum van de Caab, housed in part of 
the historical wine cellar, and the Music van 
de Caab Centre, a music museum recently 
opened by David Kramer in a conserved 
and altered old stables and wagon-shed.  
It hosts an increasingly popular annual 
Oesfees (Cape rural musical harvest festi-
val), drawing amateur groups and profes-
sional bands from all over the Boland.

THE SETTING
The farm Solms-Delta is located on the 

1 2
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Delta Road off the R45 in the Groot Drak-
enstein, 15km West of Franschhoek. The 
Zandvliet/Delta wine cellar and gabled 
homestead are sited close to the Western 
edge of the escarpment overlooking the 
Dwarsrivier flood-plain, a few hundred 
metres before its confluence with the 
Berg River. Both the floodplain (to the 
West) and the slightly raised area (to the 
North, East and South of the Delta build-
ings) have been cultivated as vineyards 
and orchards for some three centuries. 

The intrusive ‘Deltacrest’ gated resi- 
dential and equestrian development lies 
to the Southeast of Zandvliet/Delta, 
along the Delta Minor Road. This securi-
ty village, with its over-scaled houses and 
gabion stone boundary walls, is incon- 
gruous with the surrounding farmlands.

The gabled Delta homestead and old cel-
lar align in the linear werf. Behind or to the 
Northeast of the homestead werf, at a dif-
fering alignment, is an old stables building. 

A range of secondary buildings are 
scattered about: two early 20th centu-

ry Baker-esque semi-detached cottages 
with similarities to Languedoc housing; 
other mid-20th century workers’ cottag-
es; and large portal-framed fruit-packing 
sheds (now converted for use as wine- 
production cellars).

To the South of Zandvliet/Delta lies 
the incorporated portion of Lubeck, 
which includes an early 19th century 
homestead and a cluster of mid-20th  
century farm-workers’ cottages. 

ARCHAEOLOGY, CONSERVATION, 
RECYCLING AND TRANSFORMATION
‘The Solms-Delta wine farm is particu-
larly rich in historical remains, from the 
early Stone Age to the present. Mark 
Solms employed trained historians and 
archaeologists to undertake archival re-
search and site excavations.’ (Malan 2008)

The Zandvliet/Delta homestead had 
been renovated in 2001/2002, prior to 
our appointment, by other architects. 
Thorold Architects has contributed, 
since 2005, to the incremental conser-

vation and redevelopment of the estate’s 
built environment and landscape, ini-
tially through Solms’s historian and the  
archaeologists who were then investi- 
gating sites located within the homestead 
werf, notably the original c1690 pioneer 
dwelling. A dense scatter of Late Stone 
Age microlithic tools lay in close proxim-
ity to the ruin. An old brick-lined well, to 
the West of the old cellar, was located, 
investigated and conserved. These sites 
have been intermittently investigated by 
the Archaeology Contracts Office (Orton, 
Halkett & Hart, 2005), and more recently 
by Katie Smuts and Hugo Pinto. 

The Dwarsrivier Valley and Groot 
Drakenstein farms are located within 
the portion of the Cape Winelands Cul-
tural Landscape that was provisionally 
protected by the South African Herit-
age Resources Agency (SAHRA), from 

1. Lubeck c1900. Gribble photo, AG7552
2. Lubeck Proposal A4
3. Lubeck from the SW, 2012b

3
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June 2005, for two years. All proposed 
interventions thereafter were subject to  
SAHRA’s close scrutiny, and required 
soundly-motivated submissions. 

We initially recommended that a broad 
‘masterplan’ be prepared for the entire 
farm, to be implemented in phases and 
that was flexible enough to accommodate 
future developments

We worked closely with the historians 
and archaeologists on most of the major 
interventions to historical buildings: no-
tably the Delta Cellar, where there had  
to be considerable redesign of the ini-
tial approved plans; and the old Stables 
Building, where Katie Smuts under-
took comprehensive excavations (for her 
MPhil in Archaeological research).

STAFF HOUSING AND  
COMMUNITY FACILITIES
Many historical buildings at the farm 
had been through changes in use and 
form over time; some, like the Delta 
Cellar and Old Stables, had been sub- 
divided into cramped dwellings for 
farm-workers’ families.

One of our first projects, prior and in  
order to investigate the old structures, 
was the design of eight semi-detached 
staff cottages. These were constructed 
as a continuation of earlier workers’ cot-
tages, in a slow crescent. The new hous-
es are under steeply pitched roofs, with 
additional loft accommodation over bed-
rooms and bathroom. Raised North-fac-
ing front stoeps overlook small cultivated 

gardens and the Berg River floodplain, 
while wide-covered back verandas are 
utilitarian. Some of the older cottages 
have been progressively converted into 
a crèche, social and community facilities.

 DELTA CELLAR/ “FYNDRAAI”
The investigation of the old Delta Cellar 
revealed several phases of construction 
and change from the mid/late 18th cen- 
tury, its growth in the early 19th century 
into a gabled wine cellar, and evolution into 
fruit-packing shed and then farm-worker 
dwellings in the 20th century.

The Museum van de Caab had been 
established in the Northern end of the 
Cellar by Solms prior to our appointment. 
The retention of the abutting old lean-to, 
containing museum and wine sale func-
tions, was obligatory. Following exten-
sive investigations, a permit was received 
from SAHRA, in 2007, to alter, renovate 
and partially restore the building. The 
cellar was much degraded in condition 
and form, with much original fabric lost. 
The eventual scheme retained the build-
ing’s history, producing a layering effect 
that acknowledges its social and spatial 
elements. The central, largest space, for 
wine-tasting and sales, has an engineer- 
ed glass floor suspended over exposed 
archaeological material. A kitchen and 
service facilities occupy the remnant sub-
divided spaces. 

The popularity of Fyndraai Restaurant, 
now located in the cellar, subsequently 
obliged us to design veranda or pergola 
protection for the generous West-facing 
stoep. We explored a range of possible  
options, mindful of visual, structural 

4
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and architectural impacts. The final de-
sign comprises an overtly contemporary 
adjustable aluminium pergola system, 
housed into a steel beam-and-post struc-
ture that is free-standing (and reversi-
ble). A parapetted, flat-roofed Services 
Building, in line with and of equal width  
to the Cellar, was built to its South in 
2011 to accommodate additional staff and 
storage facilities. The Fyndraai Restauant 
has since been relocated to premises  
behind Deltameer Stables; picnics are 
still serviced from the Cellar’s kitchen.

LUBECK HOMESTEAD
The portion of the farm Lubeck,  
acquired by Richard Astor in 2006, was 
included in the early 19th-century home-
stead: a simple, almost 40m-long building 
under steeply double-pitched roofs con-
tained between end-gables, divided into 
two almost equal sections by a central 
fire-wall/ gable. 

The construction of each ‘half’ of the 
building differs, as does the joinery and 
fenestration. Historical and fabric inves-
tigations indicated a form of long-house, 
comprising a dwelling in the Southern 
half, with simple Regency/early Victorian 
detailing, and barn, cellar and/or stabling 
in the Northern section. 

The homestead was substantially reno- 
vated and conserved, with restoration of 
historical fabric, limited reconstruction/
replication of missing elements, and 
limited alteration in order to meet the 
requirements of the new owners. The 
thatched roof was reinstated, as was an 
external staircase to the loft, semi-rep-
licating that shown on the c1900 Grib-

ble photograph AG 7552. Remaining 
historical joinery was restored; and late 
20th-century doors and windows were  
replaced with purpose-made items. 

A new outbuilding was constructed 
some 20m to the South of the house, as a 
continuation of remnant historical fabric. 
The low, flat-roofed structures project off 
the spine Eastwards (carport, laundry) 
and Westwards (guest apartment, pergo-
la-ed stoep overlooking swimming pool).

DELTAMEER OLD STABLES
The ‘Old Stables’ most recently housed 
a number of farm-worker families, since 
relocated to new or renovated houses 
on Deltameer or Lubeck. Katie Smuts 
conducted extensive archaeological and 
fabric investigations, in conjunction with 
us (Smuts 2012). While the external walls 
are of random semi-coursed stonework, 
no evidence has been found of the build-
ing being older than early 20th century; 
the end gables, for example, are Cape 
Dutch Revival. Investigations showed it 
originally comprised a wagon-shed, tack-
room, stables and two dwelling units. 
Later internal walls have been demol-
ished, and the original configuration and 
openings reinstated.

New Kitchen and Restaurant build-
ings, linking walkways and service yard 
were constructed behind/East of the Old 
Stables. The design of the new buildings, 
conceived as steel portal-framed struc-
tures, was derived from both older and 
more contemporary agricultural structures 
(e.g. the c1900 Perdestalle at Elsenberg) 
and farm sheds. The raised ridge provides 
clerestory lighting and high-level venti- 

lation, while the restaurant is enclosed 
with movable glazing that maximises 
views over the vineyards and mountains.

CONCLUDING REMARKS
The landscape of Solms-Delta Estate 
has been successively altered by human  
activity since pre-colonial times, but more 
extensively since the 1690s following its 
pioneering settlement: earlier than, but 
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4.  Solms-Delta Estate site plan, 2015
5.  Dilapidated farm-workers houses, 2007
6.  Converted to crèche, 2010
7.  New Restaurant, old Stables from NE, 2014
8.  Old Stables from the NW, 2006
9.  Music Museum in Old Stables wagon-shed, 2014
10. Interior of new restaurant, 2014
11.  Old Stables new restaurant sketch plan
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in common with the subsequent evolu-
tion of the Southwestern Cape.

Agricultural development transformed 
the natural landscape over the 18th cen-
tury, while the core buildings of Zand- 
vliet/Delta were iteratively altered and 
extended, reaching their heyday in the 
early 19th century. 

Delta, in common with many of the 
struggling local farms, was transformed 
from vineyards to orchards during the 
early Rhodes Fruit Farms (‘RFF’) era, 
following the collapse of wine produc-
tion resulting from the Phylloxera epi-
demic. Rhodes’ deciduous fruit-farming 
project, initiated in 1892, included Harry 
Pickstone and Lionel Baker (brother of  
Herbert) as managers. By the end of the 
19th century, Rhodes had authorised the 
purchase of about 30 farms from bank-
rupt farmers in the Groot Drakenstein 
and Wellington districts, amalgamated 
under the name Rhodes Fruit Farms.

Herbert Baker, Rhodes’ architect,author- 
ed some interesting interventions in the 
Dwarsrivier valley, including the double- 
storey wing to Pickstone’s neighbour- 
ing farmhouse Lekkerwijn; the Languedoc 

Housing; the little thatched St George’s 
Anglican Church at the entrance to Delta 
Minor Road; and some internal alterations 
to the Zandvliet/Delta homestead.

The design and placement of new 
buildings at Delta, and alterations to ex-
isting structures, was increasingly a ‘boer-
maak-’n-plan’ affair over the course of the 
20th century: the design of the Stables 
building followed the new Cape Dutch 
Revival style, but its siting and alignment 
are arbitrary. The placement and orien-
tation of the two Baker-esque semi-de-
tached cottages is equally puzzling – 
perhaps the mimicking of elements of 
contemporary precedent but without a 
grasp of context. An utilitarian approach 
saw the Delta wine cellar transformed 
into a fruit-packing shed. Thereafter, 
both the cellar and stable buildings were 
heavily altered in the 1930s and ’50s to 
accommodate farm workers, under Pick-
stone and his family (Smuts 2012).

The Pickstone landholdings were sub-
stantially subdivided in the late 20th cen-
tury; the subsequent purchase of portions 
of Delta in 2001 by Mark Solms heralded 
the start of a new era.
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WATERSHED, PRINCE ALBERT 

PROJECT OVERVIEW
Situated on the corner of Church and  
Luttig Streets in the Karoo town of Prince 
Albert, the ramshackled mill, cottage 
buildings and Victorian house, which had 
lost much of their original character, were 
in great need of restorative and repair 
work. The brief was simple, yet complex 
in its execution. The Victorian building 
on Church Street was to be adapted to  
accommodate shops, while the mill and 
cottage, together with an extension, were 
to form the new home of the client.

The initial requirements of the client 
proved to be too massive for the site. By 
means of a productive collaboration be-
tween client, conservation consultant, 
the Prince Albert Cultural Foundation 
and the architects, the brief could be re-
defined to suit the site.

The three sections of the project – Vic-
torian building, mill/cottage and extension 
– required different approaches in terms 
of design and heritage conservation. Over 
the years, the Victorian building had lost 
its original character through alterations 
and additions. With the help of an histo- 
rical consultant, as well as photographs of 
the original building, the architects’ de-
sign aimed to restore the building’s origi- 
nal character. The upgraded building is 

not intended to be an exact replica of the 
original, but aims to serve a new utilisa-
tion, while retaining a sense of tradition 
and tying in with the main streetscape 
of Prince Albert. The bay window, stoep 
columns, plasterwork details and fennels 
were fully reconstructed. New shopfront 
windows, the landscaping and internal 
layout were specifically designed to com-
plement the building and support the 
accommodation of shops, while adding  

a contemporary feel. The old mill and 
cottage buildings were carefully repaired 
and restored by local artisans. 

The main challenges were the repairs 
and restoration of the eroded mud bricks 
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1. Victorian building – east façade  
– post restoration

2. Victorian Building – bay window – pre-renovation
3. Victorian building – east façade – original
4. Victorian building – southeast perspective  

– pre-renovation
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PROJECT TEAM
Client: Kurt Steiner, Duke Kaufman
Architects: kr2 architects, Jan Klingler 
and Alan Todd
Conservation Consultant: John Whitton
Engineer: Hofmeyr & Associates
Builder: Niekie Vos Building Consultant 
Photographs: kr2 architects

and lime-plaster details. Internal changes 
were kept to a minimum while reworking 
the functionality of the building, so as 
to minimise disturbances to the original 
structure. Suspended floors were refur-
bished, and articulated timber screens 
and frameless glass screens were used 
where new spaces had to be defined. Ex-
ternally subtle changes, such as the new 
entrance door in lieu of a window and the 
closed-in stoep gates, indicate a new in-
ternal organisation.

An historically insignificant and dilapi- 
dated work shed in the backyard was 
demolished to provide space for a new 
formally shaped ‘timber box’, which 
serves as the lounge, kitchen and en-
tertainment area. This contrasting tim-
ber-clad building is a new interpretation 
of commonly found backyard sheds. 
The addition connects lightly to the mill 
and cottage buildings by means of glaz-
ing, which has been set back from the 
façade. The old mill and cottage walls 
remain virtually undisturbed and have 

become a visual feature from within the 
new extension.

A lightweight pergola structure, serving 
as carport and also providing a shaded gar-
den area, creates a non-intrusive contem-
porary junction between the various build-
ings and defines the garden and pool space.

5.  New extension at the back
6.  Cottage – new skylight in the entrance
7.   Lounge detail in the extension
8.  Stairs to roof garden in the extension
9.  Old mill and cottage building – pre-renovation
10. Southwest perspective showing a glimpse  

of the new extension
11. Ground floor plan
12. Sections
13. Elevations
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12
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13
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ARCHITECT: SLEE AND COMPANY ARCHITECTS – JUDITH ERASMUS

THE CLIENT, master chef Etienne 
Bonthuys, appointed the architects, in 
collaboration with land artist Strijdom 
van der Merwe, to create a dynamic art-
work; a space in which patrons could have 
an exceptional culinary experience.

The building that was to be rehabili- 
tated to house the restaurant was an 
1800s, double-storey Edwardian ‘dorps- 
huis’, with covered verandahs. A lean-to 
structure and a double-pitched structure 
with a raised terrace, protruding into the 
garden, were added to the back of the 
house in 1972 and 1980 respectively.

From the outset, the client and project 
team decided not to tamper with the orig-
inal 1800s structure because, architec-
turally, it was fulfilling its rightful place  
in the historical layering of Dorp Street. 
In respect for the historical core of Stel-
lenbosch, the plan was to have no modern 
additions visible from Dorp Street. Effort 
was, instead, concentrated on the insen-
sitive structures at the back. 

The architects wanted to keep to the 
existing foundations, so as not to disturb 
the archeologically sensitive site any more 
than was necessary. They stripped all add-

ed finishes, exposing the bare structures, 
and demolished the south-west corner of 
the 1980s addition, opening the structure 
onto the terrace and garden. Any additions 
– i.e. the pergola and the postbox red con-
tainer housing the cold room – would be 
non-permanent removable structures.

The project was driven by creative 
thinking, budgetary constraints and 
a client determined to do most of the 
work himself. He was adamant about 
not having a slick ‘designed’ space – in-
stead, he strove for an outdoor, creative 
atmosphere. Various unsophisticated and 

59 DORP STREET:  
CASPARUS RESTAURANT 
(NOW TRUMPET TREE RESTAURANT)

1

2 3
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1. View from upper Dorp Street. Restaurant  
on the left

2. Entrance foyer with floor inlays and enlarged 
copy of original Title Deed

3. Seating area with steel feature frame
4. Night view of pine pergola artwork
5. Kitchen area screened off by moveable  

artwork panels
6. Plan

sometimes crude details reflect this. The 
structure needed to be dynamic, with the 
use of various movable panels and screens 
to create different moods and spaces, and 
to address the seasonal changes.

One enters the restaurant through  
old Stellenbosch. Here, the floor’s sur-
face bed was uncovered, levelled and  
enhanced by inlays. The walls were cov-
ered with enlarged historical photographs 
and a copy of the original title deed, 
identifying the first owner as Casparus  
Termytel, a Dutch East India Company 
doctor who was allocated the land in 1791.

The same floor, with inlay, continues 
throughout the restaurant to the back. New 
insulated wooden ceilings were installed, 
enhancing the exposed old wooden roof 
trusses of the stripped additions. The kitch-
en in this area is partially screened off by  
a line of movable artwork panels. This flow 
continues right into the garden at the back, 
by means of a raw steel feature frame with 
suspended movable glass and steel panels.

An upside-down, see-through pergola, 
construed from ‘rough-sawn’ SA pine, 
was bolted onto the existing raised ter-
race, adding additional restaurant space 

that yawns into the garden. To create the 
illusion of sitting inside an artwork, hap-
hazardly placed timber brandering was  
attached to the inverted roof structure; this 
vanishes into the trees on the one side and 
tumbles like pick-up sticks on the other.

4 5
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TUINHUIS IN DIE LAAN: 
STELLENBOSCH
ARCHITECT: NAUDE & BOUMA ARCHITECTS
BY: JULIAN COOKE

THIS BUILDING, located in the histo- 
ric core of Stellenbosch, houses an active 
senior couple who recently moved from 
the main house, an existing 1900s histo- 
rical building, to make it available for 
their daughter and her family. They will 
all share the garden.

The first necessary decision was where 
to position the new building. A site on 
the historical building line on Die Laan 
was chosen, in order to retain the existing  
garden towards the north. 

This decision required a municipal 
waiver to alter the building line and 
coverage. In addition, an archaeological 
study had to be undertaken to record the 
remains of the previous foundations. The 
decision also required careful judgement 

as regards the height and character of  
the new building. A single-storey struc- 
ture was not suitable as it would occupy  
too much of the garden space,  while three- 
dimensional studies showed a conven-
tional double-storey was not appropriate 
next to the garden, as it would compete 
with  the historic building.

These considerations generated the  
idea of constructing a basement to  
accommodate the second bedroom, TV 
room and utility room. The plans would 
retain the small footprint of a double- 
storey, while keeping a ‘low-profile’ sub-
servience to the main house.  

In terms of architectural language, the 
architects and clients wanted a building 
that was clearly contemporary but sym-

pathetic with the old structure. They 
achieved this by continuing the existing 
boundary wall with its pyramid-topped 
piers, by reflecting the old building’s  
simple, traditional, white-walled archi-
tecture, and by picking up the line of 
the old verandah with a stoep of similar 
height and a new pergola that now en-
wraps the new house in its entirety.

This strategy of conserving the domi- 
nance of the old house produced a few 
unexpected benefits: the pergola sur-
rounding the building will provide ex-
cellent climate control, particularly when 
the deciduous creepers have matured; 
the basement with its skylights has an 
underground-level court providing sun 
and a view of the garden, plus a cooling 

1
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3
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1. Die Laan
2. Basement living room 
3. View from historic stoep
4. 3D view from the garden 
5. Study from the garden 
6. View from bedroom to study to garden 
7. Layout drawings

5 6

4

7

effect in summer; and the flat roof, which 
reinforces the low-profile idea, provides 
space for a roof garden – this, in turn, not 
only gives excellent insulation, but also  
a splendid view of the surrounding moun-
tains and the Eerste River. 

Added to the double-glazing, solar 
heating and LED lighting of the new 
building, the structure has also succeed-
ed in maintaining a rather low carbon  
footprint.
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1.   Street façade from the southeast
2.  West front
3.  View from the north

HOUSE NICHOLAS – 
RICHMOND, JOHANNESBURG
ARCHITECT: NOERO ARCHITECTS
BY: JO NOERO

THE ORIGINAL STRUCTURE of 
this four-roomed mineworker’s house has 
been radically reworked to accommodate 
diverse programmatic requirements that 
are not normally associated with a con-
ventional home.

The author believes that the project 
constitutes an act of conservation for the 
following reasons:

Firstly, the original ground � oor has 
been retained, almost entirely, up to a 
height of three metres, while the new ex-
tension has been built on top of the exist-
ing foundations. This was done to retain 
a trace of the existing house, which has 
important memories for both the owner 
and others. 

Secondly, the footprint of the house 
represents a way of dealing with its place-
ment, in a particular point in history, on 
a small city site. The idea was to retain 
that connection to history, but rewrite it 
in such a way that it could be shown to 

1

2

3
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4

5 6

have been adjusted to the contemporary 
city and the way in which people live in 
it today. The adjustments made aimed at 
internalising the ground floor – not much 
different from what existed before – and 
opening up the first floor as a new ground 
plane with a view to the city, now nes-
tled amongst the branches of a tree adja-
cent to the house. In this way, the house 
has a new ground plane that is relatively 
safe, due to its being disengaged from the  
actual ground plane below.

The owner possesses a rather compre-
hensive collection of Coca Cola memora-
bilia. The house has been remade as both 
a place to live and a museum to house 
the collection. The museum is located on 
the top floor, with commanding east-fac-
ing views over Johannesburg towards the 
iconic Hillbrow Tower. A large window, 
also facing Hillbrow, opens up entirely by 
means of sliding and folding panels that 
allow one to take in the view.

The conventional relationships asso-
ciated with residential design are turned 
upside down in this residence. One enters 
through the kitchen; the bedroom opens off 
the kitchen/dining space, with no apparent 
division between the two; and overlooking 
all these is a mezzanine office area. All of 
the aforementioned rooms are inwardly fo-
cused and surrounded by thick wall spaces, 
which close the inner spaces off from the 
outside. In this way, the spaces give an 
impregnable sense that helps to overcome 

some of the problems of living in Joburg to-
day. Essentially, the ground floor is isolated 
from the other floors and the spaces feed 
off each other, without having to be open 
to the outside. Yet this condition is turned 
on its head when one reaches the first 
floor, where the entire space opens to the 
east through six-metre-high glass sliding/
folding doors. The area opens out onto a  

set of planters, that reinforce the idea of  
a new ground plane set above street level.

The character of House Nicholas pays 
homage to the underestimated Art Deco 
history of Joburg, which both the architect 
and the owner admire. In an historic sense, 
it also reconnects the changes made to the 
house to the era from which the original 
house sprang – namely the 1930s.
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4. The museum of Coca Cola  
memorabilia overlooking Johannesburg

5 & 6.  Spaces that feel impregnable
7.   East view with museum door open
8.  A composite plan of House Nicholas
9.  Original plans
10. Conceptual  

 section

8
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ECLECTIC ZA WILHELMIENS probes 
the connections between Dutch architec-
ture and that of South Africa during the 
late 1800s. The primary focus is on the 
architecture of the short-lived Zuid-Afri-
kaansche Republiek (ZAR), whose exist-
ence coincided with the reign of Queen 
Wilhelmina in the Netherlands. 

The title of the book is a deliberate  
riposte to that stylistic catch-all category 
‘Victorian’, in that it acknowledges oth-
er European centres of power and artis-
tic production. Eclectic ZA Wilhelmiens is 
both a political rejection (given Boer re-
sistance to British Imperialist ambitions) 
and a stylistic alternative to the domi-
nant cultural categories that have been 
used to describe various periods in the 
evolution of South African architecture: 
Georgian, Victorian, Edwardian. These 
stylistic terms derived from the Brit-
ish lexicon may have had some traction 
in the former British Colonies in South  
Africa but, as this book demonstrates, 
are inappropriate descriptors of the  
architecture in the Boer republics, whose 
stylistic origins lay elsewhere.

The book makes a valuable contri-
bution to the study of South African 
architecture. It provides a record of a 
particular moment in the evolution of 
the country’s built environment, record-
ing the Dutch origins of many of South 
Africa’s most important civic buildings; 
an aspect of South Africa’s architectu- 
ral heritage that, until now, has been 
sorely neglected.

The book is profusely illustrated, with 
many archival images of both South Afri-
can and Dutch buildings that are comple-
mented by a series of colour photographs 
showing buildings in their current condi-
tion and contemporary urban contexts. 
The book is both a well-researched ac-
ademic text and a popular guide, which 
should attract a wider audience than if it 
had been exclusively one or the other.

The narrative of the book shuttles  
between the Netherlands and South  
Africa, drawing out connections between 
a once-powerful European nation, whose 
own Golden Age in the late 1600s pre-
figured the somewhat more distant and  
rapacious gold rush of South Africa in the 
late 1800s.

The central character of the book is 
undoubtedly Sytze Wopkes Wierda, 
a competent architect/engineer who 
gained much experience working on 
the expansion of the Dutch railways in  
a period of industrial development. 
Wierda had been recruited by the  
Kruger government to establish a  
Department of Public Works that could 
take on the challenging task of modern-
ising the ZAR. He was commissioned 
to design a wide range of government 
buildings able to accommodate the  
requirements of a newly emerging state. 

Jaap Evert Abrahamse, a Dutch aca-
demic based in Utrecht, describes the 
training and education of architect/
engineers like Sytze Wierde and Klaas 
van Rijsse (another Dutch architect 
employed by the ZAR) and how this 
equipped them for their later careers in 
the New World. According to Abraham-
se, the profession of architecture was 
only starting to emerge, with fierce splits 
between polemicists and more pragma- 
tic practitioners, between those favour-
ing the Ecole des Beaux-Arts and those fa-
vouring the Ecole Polytechnique, between 
those who perceived architecture as an 
art and those who saw it as a science. 
Wierda was placed firmly among the  
latter. His pragmatic approach would 
prove invaluable in a place where there 
was less concern with stylistic debate 
than with the typically New World  
imperative of getting the job done. 

Abrahamse also addresses the origins 
of Dutch eclecticism. Dutch building 
styles drew heavily on the architecture 

of other continental European countries: 
Greek and Roman classicism; stylistic 
elements of the Dutch Renaissance; the 
Gothic, particularly for religious build-
ings; and the vernacular architecture  
of the Dutch lowlands. These different 
stylistic strands were mobilised to ex-
press a new wave of nationalistic fervour 
sweeping through the country. Abraham- 
se shows that although there were direct 
flows out of the Netherlands into South 
Africa, these had been preceded by a  
variety of flows into the Netherlands 
that were re-interpreted before being 
exported to the New World. 

Thus Wierda and his fellow architects 
arrived in the ZAR with a variety of 
stylistic approaches and a wealth of in-
valuable practical experience to exploit 
in the challenging context of the New 
World – where they faced an absence 
of manufactured building materials, 
unknown climatic conditions, unskilled 
labour etc. But Abrahamse is also careful 
to point out that inasmuch as the New 
World presented a challenge, it also  
offered an unrivalled opportunity, par-
ticularly for architects whose careers 
might never have taken off in their  
own home countries: ‘Weirda and Van 
Rijsse … never became leading archi-
tects in the Netherlands, nor did they 
win any competitions…. Their chances 
were limited within Dutch architec-
tural circles.., but they did acquire a 
broad range of technical, organisational 
and design skills that … allowed them 
to play a key role in the emergence of  
a new society in the ZAR.’ (p. 22).

In the second chapter of the book, en-
titled ‘The lure of the “Golden Repub-
lic”’, Nicholas Clarke describes the simi- 
larities between the historical trajectory 
of the Netherlands and that of the new-
ly established Boer Republic. According 
to Clarke, the unexpected Boer victory 
over the British in the first Anglo-Boer 

ECLECTIC ZA WILHELMIENS: 
A SHARED DUTCH-BUILT HERITAGE 
IN SOUTH AFRICA
PUBLISHER: VISUAL BOOKS
AUTHORS: KAREL A BAKKER, NICHOLAS J CLARKE, ROGER FISHER
YEAR: 2014
REVIEWER: MELINDA SILVERMAN
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war (1880 – 1881) engendered a wave of 
nationalist fervour in the Netherlands. 
The Dutch saw the Boers’ struggle 
against the might of the British Empire 
as a re-enactment of their own revolt 
against the Spanish, centuries earlier. 

A leading historian at the time, Rob-
ert Fruin, had argued that in the face of 
growing British control over internation-
al trade, the ‘Dutch Republic was histo-
ry’ and the ZAR had become Holland’s 
legal and moral heir. In an address in 
1882, Fruin expressed his regret about 
the loss of Dutch cultural influence in 
former colonies, such as New Amster-
dam (New York today) and the Cape 
colony, ‘but fortunately what we let die 
lives on’ in the newly independent ZAR. 
Similarly CB Spuyt, a professor of phi-
losophy, argued that Dutch culture and 
language was kept alive in the Transvaal 
by ‘the more vigorous and industrious  
elements of our people’. Others rein-
forced these sentiments, arguing that 
the ZAR was the only remaining place 
where this ‘remaining shoot of the old 
race could develop into a forceful tree’.

Kruger’s effort to mobilise support 
for his fledging republic thus met with 
a sympathetic audience when he travel- 
led to Europe to raise funds and seek 
out skilled professionals for the new 
Republic. The discovery of gold in 
1886 had spurred industrialisation and 
modernisation, forcing Kruger to ac-
knowledge the need for lawyers, teach-
ers, administrators and architects. He 
actively recruited these professionals 
from Holland. Clarke argues that Kru-
ger’s Hollanderpolitiek was motivated 
more by pragmatism than any special 
affinity for the Dutch. Mixed feelings 
on the part of the Boers, who suspected 
that the Dutch immigrants were sec-
ond-class citizens, were reciprocated by 
the Dutch who believed that the Boers 
were unsophisticated.

Wierda, who had recently been re-
trenched by the Dutch Railways, was 
one of these recruits. Within weeks of 
arriving in South Africa, he undertook 
his first and most important architec- 
tural commission: the design of new  
government square in Pretoria. This 
could not be solely reliant on Dutch sty-
listic tropes – a new architecture would 
be required to appropriately represent 
the emerging nation. 

The construction of Church Square 
was one of the main projects of the 
Departement Publieke Werken (DPW). 
Clarke and Bakker, in their respective 
chapters, describe how Wierda, fol-

lowing the instructions of Kruger, who 
wanted ‘buildings that would be Euro-
pean in style’ (p. 45), set about designing 
the Raadzaal and the Palace of Justice 
to flank two sides of the Republic’s most 
important public space. Although both 
buildings bear a strong resemblance to 
similar buildings in Wierda’s mother-
land that had been designed by his more  
talented competitors, they rely on an  
internationally orientated neo-classi-
cism, which seemed more appropriate 
than the parochial Dutch Renaissance 
style. The stylistic consistency of both 
buildings also spoke of unity, a fun- 
damental tenet of the new Republic. 
The two buildings create a monumen-
tal backdrop to Church Square which, 
according to Clarke, is ‘one of the finest 
examples of late C19 European-inspired 
urban space’. (p. 43)

Seasoned academic Karel Bakker 
continues the narrative about the DPW. 
Bakker describes the initial establish-
ment of the department in 1877 and its 
miniscule operations, concerned main-
ly with the maintenance and repair of 
state buildings throughout the small 
towns of the republic. However, after 
the regaining of political independence 
in 1881 and the discovery of gold five 
years later, the fledgling state was pre-
cipitated onto the path of rapid modern-
isation. The enormous task confront-
ing the newly reconstituted DPW was 
nothing less that the transformation of 
an agrarian society into a fully-fledged 
industrial state. 

In the short period from 1887 (when 
the department was reformed) to 1902 
(the date of its demise with the defeat 
of the ZAR in the Second Anglo Boer 
War), Wierda oversaw the construc-
tion of an extraordinary 570 buildings 
located in 48 towns in the Transvaal. 
Included amongst these were a host of 
government offices, the State Artillery 
headquarters, housing for commis-
sioned and non-commissioned officers, 
barracks and industrial buildings. (Also, 
the government printing works, hos-
pitals, psychiatric institutions, leper 
asylums, schools, post offices, court 
buildings, police stations, tax offices, 
telephone towers, magistrates courts, 
prisons, railway stations, bridges, dams 
and waterworks.)

In some instances the work was  
undertaken by the department, but if 
the building was seen as particularly 
complex, responsibility for the design 
and construction was often given out 
on concession – rarely without accu-

sations of nepotism. Bakker acknow- 
ledges the significant role that African 
labourers played in the construction of 
these buildings and the difficult cir-
cumstances in which they worked. ‘By 
the time the ZAR DPW commenced 
its enterprise in earnest in 1890, a per-
niciously sophisticated system of con-
trol and management of African labour 
had already been devised and tested 
in the Cape Colony on the Kimberley 
Mines…’ (p. 70). Similar systems were 
adopted in the ZAR and the ‘position of 
African labourers in the great endeavour 
to build a modern, free and independent 
Republic, remained at most precarious, 
exploitative and oppressive.’

Arthur Barker, from the Department 
of Architecture in Pretoria, has explored 
the building and structures of the  
Nederlandsch Zuid Afrikaansche Spoor-
wegmaatschappy (NZASM), or Neth-
erlands South African Railways Com- 
pany. This Amsterdam-based com- 
pany had been awarded the concession 
to build the railway system, which was 
seen as nothing less than a political in-
strument to open the country for trade 
and investment, as well as a market for 
Dutch railway materials at the exact 
moment when their railway construc-
tion was coming to an end. Barker’s 
interests range broadly: he explores not 
only the architectural infrastructure of 
the railway system in the Netherlands 
and ZAR, but also how this manifested 
in other Dutch-influenced places like 
Java and Indonesia, speaking to the 
global reach of colonial practices.

Additional chapters of the book also 
contribute to the richness of the nar-
rative. ‘Style and structure’, written by 
Mike Louw, a young Cape Town-based 
academic, looks at the work of Dutch 
architect Anthony de Witt, who worked 
in the Cape after emigrating from  
Holland. De Witt’s style was inevitably 
eclectic, given the range of commissions 
that he undertook – including private 
homes, commercial buildings, ware-
houses, shops and churches. There are 
notable traces of Art Nouveau, Gothic, 
Dutch Renaissance Revival and some 
overwrought neo-classical elements 
to be found across his ouvre. These  
historicist trappings were often over-
laid on startlingly modern, steel-frame  
skeleton structures.

Innovative use of steel is also evident 
in many of the railway and road bridges, 
which are the subject of an annotated 
photographic essay compiled by Roger 
Fisher and Nicholas Clarke. These under- 
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appreciated infrastructural elements 
have been carefully documented, largely 
by means of contemporary photographs. 
The authors record that no fewer than 
21 large road bridges and 40 pedestrian 
bridges were built between 1889 and 
1898, providing the basis for a com-
prehensive system of communications  
between the capital in Pretoria and the 
small outlying towns. Many remain in use 
to this day. 

Sadly, by 1902, the dream of the Gold-
en Republic had been shattered by the 
outcome of the Second Anglo Boer war, 
which was won by Britain after a long, 
bitter and protracted struggle. Some of 
the Dutch architects who had previously 
worked in the ZAR scattered, return-
ing to practise in Europe or moving to 
Dutch colonies elsewhere in the world. 
Others stayed on. Although many of 
the buildings they designed have been 
demolished (ably documented by Can-
dice Keeling and Johan Swart in a chap-
ter entitled ‘Lost Wilhelmiens’) and 
many are threatened by neglect, decay 
and ill-considered acts of restoration 
(addressed by Clarke in a photo essay 
entitled ‘Wilhelmiens in Peril’), South 
Africa’s Dutch-born architects made  
a significant mark on the landscape with- 
in a very short space of time. 

The value of this book as an histor-
ical record cannot be disputed. How- 
ever, it falls short of providing a criti-
cal interpretation of architectural prac-
tice in the New World. In their enthu- 
siasm for the architecture – and due per-
haps to an over-identification with the 
subject matter – the book has glossed 
over some significant questions about 
the colonial project, about whiteness, 
about the unsophisticated tastes of the 
nouveau riches in frontier societies and 
about their over-reliance on European 
stylistic tropes. 

Although the eclecticism of the  
Wilhelmiens style in South Africa can 
undoubtedly be traced to the eclecti-
cism of the Wilhelmiens in the metro-
pole, eclecticism is the inevitable sty-
listic trajectory in all colonial situations.  
It is equally evident in the large Park-
town houses designed for the mining 
magnates by British-born architects, as 
it is in the work of Herbert Baker. 

In the New World, ‘styles’ as much as 
land, labour and resources are viewed 
as easy pickings. At the same time, the 
desire on the part of settler colonists 
to reference European models can be 
read as a self-conscious attempt by the 
colonialists to continuously assert their  

European identity in the face of the  
native ‘other’. 

Eclectic ZA Wilhelmiens does not in-
terrogate the role of the New World in 
propping up the Old. In this respect, the 
ZAR was not only a place of pioneering 
innovation but also a site of new markets 
and a place of unrivalled opportunity, es-
pecially for professionals whose careers 
may have remained undistinguished in 
their mother countries. The New World 
provided Wierda, Van Rijsse and De Witt 
with fertile ground; an imagined tabula 
rasa where their architectural fantasies 
could run riot.

Notwithstanding these concerns, the 
writers must be commended for their 
efforts. All chapters have been compre-

hensively researched, fastidiously refer-
enced and carefully indexed. 

The book has been capably  
authored by a number of experi-
enced and well-published academics 
– i.e. Roger Fisher, Karel Bakker and  
Arthur Barker – but, more significantly, 
it has also provided a useful platform for 
various young and emerging architec- 
tural writers – i.e. Nicholas Clarke, 
Mike Louw, Candice Keeling and  
Johan Swart. 

The debut of this new cohort of  
architectural historians bodes well for  
the future of the discipline in South  
Africa. Fisher and Bakker should be  
commended for nurturing new talent in 
this way.
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ARCHITECTURAL CONSERVATION  
IN SOUTH AFRICA SINCE 1994:  
100+ PROJECTS

IT WOULD BE TRUE to state that, from 
a legislative and practical point of view, 
historical conservation in this country is 
an unmitigated disaster, and has been 
one since the demise of the old National 
Monuments Council in 1999. For all its 
ideological faults and Broederbond associ-
ations, the NMC had a national infrastruc-
ture which its successor, the South African 
Heritage Resources Agency (SAHRA), 
had every opportunity of taking over and 
transforming to meet the needs of the 
new South African democracy. Instead, 
SAHRA abandoned its regional structures 
and retreated to its offices in the Western 
Cape, which are now populated by a staff 
that appears to be concerned with issues 
other than the built environment; and 
its Council, where most of the problems 
probably lie, is more focused on the hold-
ing of meetings in airports than in provid-
ing effective leadership at a national level. 

Today, the only regional structures that 
are providing a proper support infrastruc-
ture to conservation efforts are the West-
ern Cape and, partly, KwaZulu-Natal, 
and while the establishment of regional 
heritage bodies is a factor of provincial 
government, SAHRA has failed to pro-
vide the leadership and driving force to 
make these a reality. In Limpopo, for ex-
ample, the heritage staff consists of two 
persons who know nothing about conser-
vation, and seldom travel beyond their 
offices in Polokwane. 

Had SAHRA’s management been in 
any way capable of meeting its functional  
duties, then it would be taking action, as 
a matter of urgency, to head off the pend-
ing disaster facing our cities through the 
blind imposition of its 60-year protection 
rule. In its terms, in 2006, the bulk of 
South Africa’s post-war housing became 
‘protected’, swamping municipalities with 
administrative work that they had neither 
the staff nor the knowledge to handle. As 
most of this housing stock was generally 
non-descript and of little historical value, 

a solution should have been simple to  
implement, but it was never applied. 

By 2020, large parts of the CBDs in 
Johannesburg, Cape Town, Durban and 
Pretoria will likewise be protected, and 
the fear has been voiced that this will 
bring property development in these  
areas to a grinding halt. It will also result 
in a concomitant loss of investment, a 
reduction in new building development 
and a drop in property prices. It will seri-
ously affect any nascent efforts to restruc-
ture the Apartheid City and will bring to 
an end the structural inequality it en-
forces upon its residents. The national 
press raised this issue in 2013, but not a 
single voice could be found at SAHRA to  
reassure the public that the matter was 
receiving its most immediate attention. 

More recently, there has been talk of 
scrapping the 60-year clause which, un-
der current conditions, will also do away 
with the need to group existing heritage 
agencies altogether; however, it will not 
remove the need for an active and com-
petent national heritage body capable of 
administering the Act and of taking pro-
active action in safeguarding the future  
of our historical built environments. 

In terms of the Heritage Act, SAHRA 
was also charged with the creation of a 
national register of heritage resources 
but, 14 years down the line, little work 
of this nature has been done. Instead, 
the agency has left matters in the hands 
of local authorities who, understandably, 
have been reluctant to allocate precious 
budgetary resources to surveys they do 
not perceive, or understand, to be of any 
immediate practical value. To the best of 
my knowledge, Durban is the first, and so 
far only, major municipality in the coun-
try to begin this task, and even then its 
efforts to date have been limited to one 
small area of the city. A handful of small-
er municipalities, predictably all located 
in the Western Cape, have also conduc- 
ted comprehensive surveys. 

SAHRA has also failed to promote the 
establishment of regional representative 
bodies in most of the nine provinces and, 
in places such as KwaZulu-Natal, has 
mandated its work to AMAFA, a provin-
cial agency with few effective powers. In 
desperation, AMAFA recently announced 
that it would now accredit conservation 
practitioners according to criteria it has in-
vented and has no legal right to enforce. 
Attempts to organise regional and national 
workshops, to regulate research method-
ologies towards the creation of a National 
Heritage Resource Register, have been 
met with dumb silence from Cape Town. 

It is no wonder, then, that today the 
National Heritage Act of 1999, promul-
gated in 2000, is a dead letter, and that lo-
cal authorities, municipalities, private de-
velopers and individuals generally ignore 
its provisions in the full knowledge that 
retribution is unlikely, and any penalties 
laughable. The list of buildings and envi-
ronments lost since 1994 is heart-aching-
ly long, and spans the country from the 
potential World Heritage Site at Mukum-
bani, in Venda, to the very few historical 
buildings left standing in Uniondale. The 
Rissik Street post office in Johannesburg 
was burnt down by its security staff to 
hide the theft of its brass fittings and, as 
I write, the historical Ndebele village of 
KwaMsiza, once a potential World Her-
itage Site, is under threat of demolition.

It has been said that every country has 
the government it deserves, but I am not 
entirely certain what South Africans have 
done to deserve the treatment that is 
currently being meted out to its material  
culture and historical heritage. 

Which is why this book, conceived, 
compiled and edited by the fertile mind of 
Albrecht Herholdt, is so important. In an 
era where official controls have withered 
to hollow pronouncements, when the na-
tion focuses upon Nkandla as a pinnacle 
of cultural achievement, and when the 
curbs upon the excesses of megalomani-
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ac developers and self-seeking visionary 
architects have all but disappeared, this 
volume brings together more than one 
hundred conservation projects conceived 
and executed by professional architects. 
Despite its main urban focus, a number of 
projects are located in smaller towns and 
rural villages, and reinforce the belief that 
beyond every major conservation project 
conducted by an architect sits a score of 
smaller,  less recognised restorations. 

The volume itself is a tour de force, con-
sisting of 539 pages of glossy, hard paper 
printed in full colour, stitched and bound 
between hard covers, with a dust jacket. 
The in-house layout is excellent but has 
very small margins, which have allowed 
the printer almost no room for error. To its 
credit, it has met this challenge, its quality 
controls have been excellent and I found 
no signs of guillotine misalignment. How-
ever, students will find it difficult to make 
photostat copies from the pages, which 
reduces its value for didactic purposes. 
The selling price is R650 which, thanks 
to generous sponsorship from Messrs Gor-
don Verhoef & Krause, PPC Cement and 
the profession, is about one third of what it 
should have been. It might appear to some 
to be an expensive volume, but relative to 
its production costs, it is money well spent. 

The editors and designers of this book 
should also be congratulated on achieving 
a standardised style of presentation, both 
in terms of graphic quality and the written 
word – no mean feat when we consider the 
wide range of contributors and the notori-
ously large egos prevalent in the profession.

The content is well-structured into six 
fairly sensible geographical zones which, 
however, also emphasise the paucity of 
formal restoration activity taking place 
outside our major urban areas. Our for-
merly all-Caucasian countryside, the Ka-
roo, the platteland and the highveld, bare-
ly impinge upon the book’s collective 
consciousness, while our African areas 
do not appear at all. Like Jan Smuts who 

saw only a dark abyss when he looked 
into the future of our black compatriots, 
it appears that our colleagues in archi-
tecture see only a void when it comes to 
the indigenous built environment, and all 
activity in this field has seemingly been 
abrogated to archaeologists and anthro-
pologists. Perhaps this is attributable to 
the perceived lack of lucrative commis-
sions on offer, or maybe to the fact that 
Gucci shoes and barefoot architecture do 
not make for happy companions. 

Each geographical zone is introduced by 
a short essay, which serves to contextualise 
the region but fails to engage in any criti-
cal discourse. Only Stephen Townsend’s 
foreword, concerning the ‘Western Cape 
and Surrounds’, makes any reference to 
the shortcomings of some of the projects. 
On the other hand, the essay on Farewell 
Square, in Durban, is sheer nonsense and 
should have been left to a local historian. 
Quite apart from a number of other points 
that it makes, the idea that there exists an 
aesthetic resemblance between Durban’s 
Town Hall and its counterpart in Belfast 
is self-evidently absurd, and only survives 
because it is fondly promoted on Google. 

Nonetheless, these essays assist the flow 
of the text from one section to the next. 
The editor, Albrecht Herholdt, has pro-
vided a comprehensive, if uncritical, over-
view of ‘Conservation in South Africa since 

1994’, while the concluding words are giv-
en by Anton Roodt, whose rambling essay 
covers a number of points, but hardly acts 
as a terminal point to the volume itself. In 
fact, it fails to come to any conclusions at all. 

Entries are each introduced by a short 
essay, commonly descriptive and uncri- 
tical in nature, and usually written by 
colleagues in the profession who, under-
standably, have not wanted to transgress 
the niceties of collegiate behavior. Over-
all, this polite tone is a feature of the book. 

The bulk of the book is taken up by 
the 111 featured projects. Each entry has 
been allocated four pages, including one 
for the text, one for drawings and a dou-
ble-page photographic spread. This means 
that the conversion and restoration of  
Johannesburg’s former City Hall gets the 
same amount of space as a set of homes in 
Parkhurst. No exceptions appear to have 
been made. Democratic? Maybe…

Nonetheless, it is here that the value of 
this book begins to emerge, for contrary to 
any comments I may have made previous-
ly, it is at this point that we begin to realise 
that despite the state of collapse and chaos 
that prevails in areas of historical conserva-
tion, South African architects individually 
have continued to do what they do best: 
mind their own business and get on with 
the pursuit of fine design and competent 
construction. Taken as a whole, the result 
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has been a series of buildings of consist-
ently high quality, often showing a caring 
and sensitive approach to restoration and 
to the history of the buildings concerned. 
The range of work is wide, spanning from 
conventional restoration through to the 
recycling, revalidation and in-fill of his-
torical structures. Taken as a whole, these 
present a sweeping vista of conservation 
that says much about the competence of 
the architects who completed these briefs, 
about the social values they represent, 
their scholarship and the university edu- 
cation they have received. 

It is also heartening to see the range of 
eras that is covered by their work, from the 
more conventional colonial architecture 
through to the Modern Movement. Con-
spicuous by their absence are buildings 
from the Art Deco era, which might seem 
to indicate that these have an enthusiastic 
public following and continue to be loved 
and cherished by their owners, while other 
buildings all about them have been allowed 
to fall into disrepair. Lovers of the Modern 
Movement might wish to take note. 

A preponderance of work by Trish  
Emmett also creates the (quite errone-
ous) impression that she is the only heri- 
tage practitioner in KwaZulu-Natal. I do  
not know the criteria used to solicit pro-
jects for publication, but greater effort 
should have been made to seek out work 
from other Durban studios. 

There are of course a few examples 
that, inevitably, betray the enduring love 
affair that some South African architects 
still entertain for Modernist ideas and 
that have used restoration as an excuse to 
impose their outdated views upon other-
wise modest old structures; but these are 
in the minority. The volume covers work 
completed since 1994 which, under the 
circumstances, is probably apt. 

One of the problems I do have with the 
book is the fact that all of the work has 
been put forward in a current and almost 
timeless manner. That, of course, is a fac-
tor of its style of presentation but a number 
of the projects are now 20 years old, which 
is sufficient time for us to evaluate their 
socio-economic effectiveness and cultural 
value. One particular example I have in 
mind is the Red Location Heritage House, 
set in New Brighton, Port Elizabeth, by  
Noero Wolff Architects, with the partici-
pation of Stephen Townsend. Earlier this 
year, it was invaded by members of the lo-
cal community protesting the lack of hous-
ing delivery in the area, and its premises 
were looted and extensively damaged. Al-
though it was only completed in 2011, the 
building has now been closed to the pub-

lic and, by all accounts, is being gradually 
vandalised. Under such circumstances, the 
value of historical conservation in our soci-
ety and the role of architects in its process-
es needs to be seriously questioned. 

The book also fails to distinguish be-
tween the work of qualified architectural 
practitioners and that of talented amateurs. 
Sandra Antrobus has, single-handedly, re-
stored many notable buildings in Cradock 
but, to the best of my knowledge, has 
never qualified as an architect. (Regret- 
tably) there is nothing in the Architects’ 
Act that reserves conservation work as the 
sole preserve of professional architects, but 
her inclusion without suitable qualification 
alongside many of this country’s architec-
tural firms is misleading. Given the addi-
tion of Ms Antrobus, perhaps the editorial 
net might have been cast somewhat wid-
er, including some of the restoration work  
taking place in places such as Smithfield, 
Clarens and Ficksburg, none of it under 
the guidance of professional architects. 

The book has an Index, which is neces-
sary and invaluable, but might have been 
more comprehensive and better compiled. 
Its entries have been listed according to an 
unfathomable code that separates partici-
pating critics from architectural practices, 
placing critic Karel Bakker under B, archi-
tect Schalk le Roux under S and Jo Noero, 
architect, under N. Although each essay 
provides its own references according to 
the Harvard System, stylistically this has 
not been applied in a uniform manner 
throughout and a collected Bibliography at 
the end would have given added value to 
the book as a reference work. 

Finally, the editor might have paid trib-
ute, however briefly, to the work of those 
few who conduct research in the field of 
architecture and related fields, and receive 
no formal architectural recognition, but 
make a valuable contribution to the body 
of historical conservation in this country. 
Published titles include Old towns and vil-
lages of the Cape, by Hans Fransen (2006), 
and Brakdak, by Gabriel Fagan (2008). 
More recently, work has been done in 
the Department of Archaeology at UCT 
which, I believe, will revolutionise our un-
derstanding of corbelled stone buildings 
in the Karoo. The inclusion of the Drak-
enstein Heritage Resources survey is to be 
welcomed, but the omission of the larger, 
pioneering and far more inclusive survey 
of Durban’s Casbah district is mystifying. 

Whether the architectural profession 
cares to acknowledge it or not, the built en-
vironment, all built environments, create 
a stage-set within which we play out daily 
the soap operas of our lives. Architectural 

historians traditionally hold that a people 
with a mean architecture will belabour 
under mean and mediocre values, while 
buildings with soaring spires and pinnacles 
will inspire their hearts and minds to great-
er things. And with architecture comes the 
memories of people and events, real and 
mythical, from times past, which populate 
the material artefacts, the built forms, the 
civic spaces and the environments of our 
time. Architecture is a continuum, and 
through it we inherit the thoughts, shad-
ows and achievements of previous gener-
ations. Thus, at its most basic, historical 
conservation is concerned primarily with 
the preservation of the memories that are 
embodied in our built environments. 

It goes without saying that such memo-
ries are constructs, fugitive and ephemeral, 
and subject to personal interpretations and 
selective prejudices. But they are also inte-
gral to the built environment and, when we 
demolish a building, we also extinguish a 
whole sector of memories from our collec-
tive consciousness. Generally, we leave it to 
historians to create the frameworks within 
which such memories can be stored and 
interpreted, but even then these are sub-
ject to current political dogma and popular 
opinion, which mould the interpretation of 
facts to suit individual tastes, and narrow 
sectarian agendas and national needs. 

This is why we look to architecture to 
provide a solid and incontestable basis for 
historical fact. The motives and values of 
its builders may be subject to periodical 
contestation and revision, but the bricks 
and mortar live on. It is probably true to 
say that most people do not remember 
their lives as one constant flow, but rather 
as a sequence of events – much like beads 
strung into a necklace. Architecture links 
our memories into a tangible continuum 
that gives a sense of perspective to our 
lives. Take away the buildings and you 
take away the continuum; take away 
that continuum and you replace it with a 
sense of disorientation and personal loss.

So, I may not like everything about this 
book, but it brings together into a collec-
tive the work of a diversity of architects 
and, as a collective, they should feel a sense 
of pride and satisfaction in a job well done. 
At a time when we are faced with collap- 
sing government legislation, obdurate and 
corrupt officials, and a ruling party that 
is set upon rewriting history in the worst  
possible terms, the work of conservation 
architects becomes particularly relevant.

 
• Franco Frescura is Professor and Hon- 
orary Research Associate at the University 
of KwaZulu-Natal.
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ARCHITECT: THOROLD ARCHITECTS CC
PHOTOS: THOROLD ARCHITECTS CC
TEXT: MIKE LOUW

THE NEW RESTAURANT, which 
was recently added onto the old stables 
at Solms-Delta Estate, presents an in-
teresting juxtaposition between old and 
new. Besides being expressed visually, 
this juxtaposition also offers insights into 
a changed approach to climate, crafting, 
expedience and experience. 

The architects were involved in both 
the sensitive adaptive reuse of the old 
stables and the new addition, so they had 
to work in two entirely different modes 
simultaneously: the old building literally 
grew from the earth using local materials 
and its reuse required a slower approach, 
while the new one was designed using 
predominantly off-site manufacturing to 
expedite construction. 

The new addition also represents an 
evolution of the gable end – from a pre-
dominantly enclosing decorative element 
(although it originally also functioned as 
protection for thatched-roof edges) to  
a transparent permeable climatic filter 
that allows visitors (unlike the original 
structure’s equestrian inhabitants) views 
of the wonderful surroundings.

 GABLE DETAIL 
THE OLD STABLES, SOLMS-DELTA ESTATE

1 2

3 4

1. Interior of new restaurant
2. Old stables from NW
3.-4. Restored stable buildings and 
 new restaurant from NW and NE
5. Isometric structure of new  
 restaurant’s gable end
6. North elevation of old 
 and new buildings
7. Section through 
 new gable

5

6

7
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SECURITY SHUTTERS

BURGLAR BARS

SECURE YOUR HOME 
AESTHETICALLY 

www.secura.co.za
email: info@secura.co.za

tel: 086 010 5419

SECURITY GATES

 Niekie Vos
B U I L D I N G  C O N S U LTA N T S

Cell: +27 (0)79 503 7989
Email: niekie@nvconsult.co.za
Website: www.nvconsult.co.za

Renovations 

Restorations 

New Homes
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5DRAWING ON OUR  
COMMON HERITAGE

ARCHITECTS, for all their pecu-
liarities and differences, and for all 
the peculiarities and differences of 
their buildings, are held together by 
a singular piece of archaic and arcane  
technology called ‘the drawing’. Here, 
I am talking particularly about the 
drawings of orthographic projection – 
plans, sections and elevations – which 
are simultaneously clumsy and precise. 
Clumsy, because they render space 
and the material world flat, into a set of 
equivalencies and measureable relation-
ships (that impossible front-elevation 
drawing of a building on sloping ground) 
and precise, because they render space 
and the material world flat, into a set of 
equivalencies and measureable relation-
ships (because it is difficult to get a set 
of dimensions for building a building 
from a perspective). 

 Of course, there are many ways 
to make orthographic drawings. I like 
measured drawings of old buildings be-
cause they present the real battle of life 
and the disconnect between the utopian 
drawings of a design and the lived world 
of buildings: made by people, lived in 
by people and battered by the elements. 
Every kinky line drawn is an acknow- 
ledgement of the lie of the straight 
world. Measured drawings record the 
trapezoidal shifts in squares and rec-
tangles drawn so flippantly in plan, but 
built with much imprecision in the sun 
and rain; in the real world, parallel lines 
are not parallel.

The drawings of Geoffrey Bawa try to 
capture some of this messy future-inhab-
ited world with wonky books and wonky 
bookshelves. Indeed, the drawings of 
Jo Noero (et al) depict a world already 
inhabited, a frozen-in-time social-real-
ism projection of the inhabitation of the 
space that, nevertheless, carries with it 
the utopian trace of the originating tech-
nology of the architectural drawing. 

The Swiss, on the other hand, are 
masters at cool abstraction. The draw-
ings that Swiss students present are 
extraordinary in understatement, or are 
just empty. They describe essential  
architectural conditions such as form 

and space, without conjecturing how 
time and human occupation might  
soften out and inhabit the more obtuse 
angles. They seem to say, much like the 
Swiss banking system, that the build-
ings will happily take on anyone – that 
people come and go, but this form and 
space stuff remains. Unlike the scraggly 
smudgy pencil lines of heritage draw-
ings, the precise emphatic lines of Swiss 
design drawings seem to acknowledge 
that the orthographic drawing is not the 
building but an abstract representation 
of it – lessons also found through Jorge 
Luis Borges’s infamous ‘Exactitude’ map.

If the orthographic drawing is an  
inexact and imprecise abstraction of  
reality, why is it useful?

As Robin Evans in his brilliant essay 
‘Translations from Drawing to Building’  
notes: ‘Recognition of the drawing’s 
power as a medium turns out, unexpec- 
tedly, to be recognition of the drawing’s 
distinctness from, and unlikeness to, the 
thing that is represented.’ 

For Evans, architects don’t make 
buildings… they make drawings, and 
the drawing offers a feedback delay in 
the process of design that allows a simul-
taneously precise, and yet imprecise, 
technology to enrich what might other-
wise be the building of a first idea. The 
drawing is a poor proxy for the building 
but, nevertheless, allows the building to 

gain its richness because of the way it 
disaggregates and synthesises the future 
building at the same moment in time.  
It is precisely in the gap between the 
plan, the section and the elevation that 
the mind gets to work, filling in the 
blank unknown with projective possi-
bilities – a shuttle diplomacy between 
the hardening demands of the floor, the 
walls and the space. 

Now, with a Chinese construction 
company 3D printing a five-storey 
apartment building and the rise of oth-
er CAD/CAM outputs, we are facing  
a rather terrifying WYSIWYG* world of 
straight from SketchUp to building – no 
orthographic drawings needed! No inef-
ficient system delay allowing the project 
to mature and develop! Instant world! 
So, as you print out that elevation study, 
lament the beginning of the end of our 
common heritage, which was an arcane 
process that slowed things down and 
allowed a project to mature. The archi-
tectural drawing, the technology that  
allowed the disaggregated connection 
between the plan and the section and 
the elevation to generate a richness 
through mental work, is nearing its end.

Like Jeff Goldblum’s character Seth 
Brundle in The Fly, we haven’t heard  
that buzzing noise riding along with us in 
our new telepod. Maybe the only scary 
prospect of this future drawingless world 
is a landscape strewn with half-built  
Bryces, Susans, Sangs and all the other 
scaling employees of SketchUp – who 
no doubt are going to be buzzing around 
like flies in the machine, forgotten to be 
removed from the 3D model before print 
is pushed. 

Or maybe, more terrifyingly, that  
3D printer proboscus will, like Seth 
Brundle’s dying moments in the film, 
slop a corrosive spew onto the world  
of architecture, melding steel and glass 
to our better organic selves with mon-
strous effect.

* WYSIWYG: What You See Is What You Get.

BY: NIC COETZER

1. Diderot’s Encyclopaedia: the process  
of making a large equestrian statue

1
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POINTERS & OPPORTUNITIES: 
THE BIESJE POORT EXPERIENCE
BY: ROGER C FISHER

The author was recently presented with the Gold Medal of the Heritage Association of South Africa 
(formerly the Simon van der Stel Foundation), at a function held by the Johannesburg Heritage Trust  
(the proposers) at Northwards, Parktown, Johannesburg on 02 October 2014. He presented this address.

BACKGROUND
The Biesje Poort project came about 
when Mary Lange, researcher in the 
Centre for Communication, Media 
and Society at the University of Kwa- 
Zulu-Natal, prepared a proposal for 
funding by the National Heritage Coun-
cil – firstly, for recording unrecorded 
rock engravings on the farm of Biesje 
Poort, which is in the North-West-
ern catchment area of the Orange; and 
thereafter, involving the preparation of 
a publication to disseminate not only 
knowledge of the site, but also of the 
techniques employed, findings and criti- 
cal reflections. Since the proposal met 
the endeavours of the National Heritage 
Council to support the heritage research 
sector, especially those that engage lo-
cal communities, promote development, 
create access to resources and treat all 

peoples with dignity and respect, monies 
were awarded to the research and there- 
after the publication.

CHALLENGES
The researchers were a diverse team, 
being both interdisciplinary as well as 
transcultural and diverse in their levels 
of education – from salted professors to 
a wet-behind-the ears young member of 
the San*, with a grade 7 education.

The field research team comprised  
archaeologist Dr David Morris, direc-
tor of Rock Art Research at the McGre-
gor Museum in Kimberley and his field  
assistant Koot Msawula; Prof Keyan 
Tomaselli and his team from the Centre 
for Communication and Media Studies at 
UKZN; Liana Muller, professional land-
scape architect, heritage practitioner and 
senior lecturer in the Masters of Landscape 

Architecture programme at the School of 
Architecture, Planning and Geomatics of 
the University of Cape Town (UCT) with 
her final year students; and the Kalahari 
Community Participants under the leader-
ship of Belinda Org and Izak Kruiper.

DIVERSITY AND DISPARITY
Language and Communication
The group had no lingua franca. Our San 
team member spoke Nama and Afrikaans. 
The academics were either unilingual 
English speakers, bilingual Afrikaans or 
English first language speakers, isiZulu 
or siSwati. Hence, communication in the 
field needed translators – and sometimes 
things were lost in translation – e.g., 
when there was much debate around 
the depiction of what was believed to be  
the representation of a rhinoceros (my 
caution is from having been with archae- 
ologists!), yet the Nama gentleman had 
not seen this creature before and did not 
readily have a word for it.

There were interesting and anecdotal 
aspects to this particular project – Kam-
kirri, where we had booked to stay, had 
recently been inundated by the Orange 
(Gariep) River flooding and was under 
a layer of mud. The camp was opened  
especially for our use but still not restored 
to ‘normal’. We no sooner found our way 
into camp, than we experienced high 
winds and torrential downpours; I woke 
up swathed in canvas and in a bed that had 
become a cold Jacuzzi, i.e. what the fallen 
and folded tent had inadvertently created! 
For the San member of our team, this bod-

1. Mary Lange of CCMS, UKZN checking the 
text of the site discussions that are to be 
published with the Kalagadi Participants 
i.e. Lydia Lys Kruiper, Izak Kruiper and Klein 
Dawid Kruiper, with a young Kruiper lad 
looking on (Photo: Hendrik Kruiper, 2013)

1

* The San people (or Saan), also known as Bushmen  
or Basarwa, are members of various indigenous  
hunter-gatherer tribes of southern Africa.
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ed well for our endeavours as he believes 
that rain is a blessing from the ancestors. 
For some of us – well, we were not so 
sure…! But the rain soon abated and the 
heat returned. Although it was not as hot 
as it could get, it was more than hot enough 
for city dwellers. Our San friend thought us 
mad to venture out in the midday sun, but 
there were deadlines and representatives 
of our funders were going to pitch to do an 
audit and an on-site check, which they did!

Distance and equity
For the book production, we were joined 
by Cariné Muller, layout artist, Alexa 
Anthonie, linguist and language edi- 
tor,Petrus Jansen, photographer, Pedro 
Dâusab, Nama orthographer and trans- 
lator, and Nico Botes, book producer.

Us academics take our connectedness 
over distance for granted. We were pres-
sured to get the book to press in order 
to meet our funding deadline, which re-
quired one aeroplane flight per editor in 
order to meet, compare notes, ideas and 
physical examples, but thereafter it was 
all completed over Dropbox. However, 
our team members in the Kalaghadi had 
no such convenience for direct commu-
nication. There was nothing to it but to 
drive the few thousand kilometres to 
where they lived, in the restored ances-
tral land of the Mier, in the Kalaghadi, 
once we had a proof manuscript, so as 
get their sign-off approval. I’m afraid my 
flawed Nama reading and pronunciation 
proved amusing, since they are not liter-
ate, but after going through the texts and 
transcripts, Izak Kruiper said, ‘Ek hoor 
my stem. Dis eg en dis reg!’ [I hear my 
voice. It’s authentic and correct].

POINTERS
The reason I have an interest in archae-
ological sites is because, through habi- 
tation, they take on dimensions that we 

can associate with architecture – parti- 
cularly in its abstract and conceptual con- 
cerns. Hence, although there may not be 
built features, still the human presence, 
occupation and use of site shows embed-
ded intelligence. I am a follower of Leth-
aby, more recently Norberg Schultz, and 
the resonance between the cosmic and  
architectural manifestations hold in-
trigue, since it makes universal the  
particularities – floor-like carpets, ceil-
ing-like skies, a roof like the heavens – 
and here it is exactly that.

My colleagues from the landscape 
disciplines are interested in the special 
‘reading’ of landscape – how natural fea-
tures become directors of actions or move-
ment – both from and towards. Many in-
teresting discussions emanated from San 
observations and ‘reading’ of the landscape, 
and these are useful pointers for designers.

What is of interest to me also is how we 
animate the past in the present – i.e. we 
have different relationships to and claims 
on the engraved surfaces we documented 
– but through the activity documentation 
lay a claim of joint ownership. 

As a teacher of architecture, I have an 
interest in visual thinking so the very 
process of documentation intrigued me – 
i.e. we see things not for what they are, 
but for what we believe them to be. In 
making tracings, the closer one gets to 
the image, the more indecipherable it 
becomes and the more likely one is to 
record features not intentionally there 
or conversely miss features depicted. 
Therein lies a lesson for those who doc-
ument heritage fabric.

Then, the aspect of the creation of  
narrative. Early recorders did so ‘scien- 
tifically’, through merely counting and 
tabulating. But this is not good enough. 
We need a good story line. The San were 
particularly adept at this; the archae- 
ologists the least so. We speak of the 

Roger C Fisher is Emeritus Professor and 
the Acting Head of the Department of 
Architecture at the University of Pretoria.

multi-vocality of the project – i.e. there 
were many voices, many narratives and  
a diversity of intelligences – each of  
which, under varying circumstances, has 
 its validity. We have tried to record this  
important aspect in the book.

OPPORTUNITIES
I went into the project having just turned 
60. I’m supposed to be in my winding- 
down years, but I found this a particularly 
inspirational project. I learnt a great deal. 

Architecture still seems, to me, to hold 
an exclusivity to the built environment as 
heritage. We come from a divided soci- 
ety and my sense in that somehow, even 
in wishing to preserve this heritage, we  
reinforce divides – built environment  
heritage is seen to be the preserve of the 
privileged. We need to find ways to en-
gage with the fabric and narratives of these  
artefacts and to tease out their multi- 
vocalities, both through finding the many 
narratives they represent and by making 
their ‘mystique’ accessible through inves-
tigating the palimpsest of their making. 
Of all artefacts, buildings are least pris-
tine and ‘authentic’, most are made with 
multiple intelligences and many hands, 
and we need to find and make explicit 
these narratives and voices, i.e. the way 
they find and inhabit their place and 
space, and how they become way-finders 
for the users of these places and spaces. 

These are lessons I bring from the  
desert and the remote rock engravings  
of the distant landscape at Biesje Poort.

2.  Koot Msawula of McGreggor Museum and 
Maliswa Magongo of UKZN tracing engravings  
at Biesje Poort

3.  Rock engraving site at Biesje Poort, far  
Northern Cape

2 3
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