
Untitled-5   1 2015/06/26   11:57 AM

september | october 2015                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        journal of the south african institute of architects                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               picasso headline

J O U R N A L  O F  T H E  S O U T H  A F R I C A N  I N S T I T U T E  O F  A R C H I T E C T S

75
SEPTEMBER
O C T O B E R

2015

Issue

RSA R36.00 (incl VAT) 

ASA0915-OutsideCover.indd   1 2015/09/14   12:40 PM



Untitled-2   1 2015/05/15   9:35 AM Untitled-6   1 2015/08/24   3:45 PMASA0915-InsideCover.indd   1 2015/09/14   12:27 PM



S E P T E M B E R | O CTO B E R   A RC H I T ECT U R E SA 1

 EDITOR’S NOTE
02 LEADING A CRITICAL  
 CONVERSATION

 A WORD FROM SAIA 
05 A REPORT BACK ON THE ELECTION  
 PROCESS OF NEW BOARD MEMBERS 

 NOTES & NEWS
06 LETTER: THE AESTHETIC  
 ASPECT OF ARCHITECTURE

09 BOOK REVIEW: THE ARCHITECTURAL  
 GUIDE: SOUTH AFRICA

10  Q&A: THE DRAWINGS OF  
 BLANK  INK DESIGN

10  INTRODUCING KOHLER

 PERSPECTIVE
13 THORSTEN DECKLER ON THE  
 AFRICA – ARCHITECTURE,  
 CULTURE, IDENTITY EXHIBITION

EDITORIAL
Editorial Advisory Committee

 Paul Kotze, Roger Fisher, Ilze Wolff

Editor
Alma Viviers  

almav@picasso.co.za

Content Manager
Raina Julies 

Content Co-ordinator
Natasha Maneveldt

natasham@picasso.co.za

Copy Editor
Vanessa Rogers

PRODUCTION
Head of Design Studio
Jayne Macé-Ferguson

Designers
Anja Hagenbuch, Mfundo Nzo

Production Editor
Shamiela Brenner

shamielab@picasso.co.za

SALES
Business Manager

Lodewyk van der Walt 

Project Manager
Hendri Dykman

architecturesa@picasso.co.za

Sales Consultants
Gift Bouwer, Noel van Breda,  

Munashe Mbavarira, Ryan Sexton

Advertising Co-ordinator
Merle Baatjes

OPERATIONS
Senior Bookkeeper

Deidre Musha

General Manager: Magazines
Jocelyne Bayer

subscriptions 
and distribution
Shihaam Adams 

E-mail: subscriptions@picasso.co.za
Tel: +27 21 469 2400

publisher
Picasso Headline (Pty) Ltd 

Times Media Building
Central Park

Black River Park, Fir Street
Observatory, 7925

Tel: +27 21 469 2400
Fax: +27 86 682 2926

cover image
Lecture hall at NMMU

by Zani Dreyer

Copyright: Picasso Headline and saia. No portion of this magazine 
may be reproduced in any form without the written consent of 
the publishers. The publishers are not responsible for unsolicited 
material. Architecture South Africa is published every second 
month by Picasso Headline Reg: 59/01754/07. The opinions expressed 
are not necessarily those of Picasso Headline. All advertisements/
advertorials and promotions have been paid for and therefore do not 
carry any endorsement by the publishers. 

CONTENTS  ISSUE 75

30

39
16

 SOPHIA GRAY
16 BIG DREAMS IN A ‘SMALL’ CITY:  
 PLACES OF MEMORY; SPACES OF 
 IMAGINATION by Anton Roodt 

 PROJECTS
30 NMMU LECTURE HALL  
 by Muse Architects 

39 HERMANUS COMMUNITY  
 DAY CENTRE  
 by Gallagher Lourens Architects

46 WEST COAST COLLEGE  
 CLASSROOMS  
 by KLG Architects

 TECHNICAL
56 FILIGREE DETAIL OF THE CENTRAL   
 MEDIA GROUP BUILDING

 END NOTE
60 SMALL CITIES THAT NEVER WERE  
 by Nicholas Clarke 

ARCH75_contents.indd   1 2015/09/15   9:48 AM



2 A RC H I T ECT U R E SA S E P T E M B E R |  O CTO B E R

Editor’s note 

Heidi van Eeden earned her MArch Prof in 
2013 from the University of Pretoria, scooping 
the prestigious Corobrick Architectural 
Student of the Year Award with her thesis 
‘Machinarium: Architecture as a living 
machine, a 21st century textile mill’. Over the 
past year, she has been a regular contributor 
and ‘Field Note’ columnist to ASA. Here, she 
reviews the West Coast College (page 46). 

Thorsten Deckler is the principal architect 
of Johannesburg-based 26’10 south Architects, 
which he co-founded in 2004 with his wife 
Anne Graupner. The practice’s work, which 
is passion, people and process driven, is 
regularly published and exhibited around 
the globe. On page 13, he reflects on their 
participation in an exhibition at Denmark’s 
Louisiana Museum of Modern Art.

Mary Anne Constable is a freelance architect 
and journalist, who writes for some of the 
key publications in the built environment on 
topics ranging from design, construction and 
technology, to sustainability. In 2014, she was 
awarded Property Feature Journalist of the 
Year by the South African Property Owners 
Association. She reviews the Hermanus 
Community Day Centre on page 39. 

contributors

I 
n an age where readers have so 
many ways to access information 
and images on a daily basis,  
what is the value of publishing  

a magazine, and journal, on South  
African architecture? Does it still 
make sense to print these pages 
when architects have websites and 
Facebook pages, and are able to 
tweet from the construction site?

While there is an indiscriminate 
deluge of imagery to pin, like and 
retweet, is this really the measure 
of engagement? I believe the pages 
of this magazine, and journal, offer 
up a different platform for a more 
critical conversation. More than just 
documenting or reporting on built 
projects, or being a communication 
vehicle for the South African Institute 
of Architects (SAIA), the magazine 
aims to create an opportunity for 
more systematic analysis, review and 
reflection. It aims to direct our collec-
tive attention to the critical realities 
faced by the discipline and practise  
of architecture in our particular 

context. In its capacity as the Journal 
of South African Architecture (ASA), 
it also provides a space for sharing 
scholarly research and critique in 
a broader public way as a means to 
further the knowledge and under-
standing of the field. This in itself also 
sets up an interesting conversation 
between practise and theory. 

To further expand the possibilities 
for this critical conversation, you 
will notice certain changes in this 
issue. Some of these changes are 
immediately apparent, such as the 
new cover treatment and layout, 
which contribute to telling each 
story in a graphically coherent 
and visually arresting way. New 
introductions also include a 
dedicated space for SAIA to 
share vital information with its 
constituency, and an expanded 
news section that will feature 
Q&As, book and exhibition reviews. 
From the next issue, we will also 
be introducing a regular interview-
based feature under the title 

‘Discussion’, along with an expanded 
‘Technical’ section. 

Other changes are more subtle and 
will only become apparent over time, 
as I attempt to draw more diverse  
voices into the conversation and to 
extend the editorial gaze to tap into a 
broader regional and global conversa-
tion. This, as with all design processes, 
is an iterative one, a work in progress. 

An open invitation 
Under the dedicated editorship  
of Julian Cooke, ASA has come to 
stand for credibility and quality and 
I can only endeavour to be as faithful 
a custodian of the integrity of the 
publication and champion of the  
discipline as he has been over the 
years. To this end, I wish to extend 
an open invitation for your feedback. 
I welcome letters, and suggestions 
for stories or projects to be featured. 
I would also encourage you to 
share ideas on how we can ensure a 
vigorous and rigorous conversation 
in this magazine. 

a critical conversation 

Alma viviers   
Editor
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notes and news

In this new ongoing feature, Obert Chakarisa shares vital information and news from  
the Institute as a way to keep members in the know about its aims and work.

A Word from SAIA 

S 
AIA is committed to serving as a vehicle for the  
collective voice of South African architects who aim 
for excellence and responsible design. In pursuit of 
this mission, the Institute has been hard at work over 

the course of several years to develop and adopt a new  
constitution, which finally took place on 1 July this year. 

In line with this new constitution, and in the interests 
of a more democratic and transparent process, the elec-
tions for the vacant positions of the SAIA Vice President 
and Deputy Treasurer required, for the first time ever, 
the participation of the general SAIA membership. 

To this end, SAIA members were asked to submit 
nominations for the positions and then to vote for candi-
dates on an online voting platform.

Effective from 1 September 2015, Kevin Bingham, 
director at FGG Architects Inc. in Durban, takes over  
the reins from Simmy Peerutin as Vice President,  
while Simmy will continue to serve as the chair of the 
Practice Committee. 

Jan Ras, University of the Free State lecturer and   
principal of his eponymous practice, was elected  
Deputy Treasurer. 
 

The SAIA Board members 
Sindile Ngonyama  President 
Kevin Bingham  Vice President 
Andy Hart  Treasurer 
Jan Ras   Deputy Treasurer  
AJ Corbett  SAIA Border-Kei
Andrew Cunningham CIfA a Region of SAIA
Neill Kievit  SAIA Eastern Cape
Neil van Zyl  SAIA Free State
Daniel Van Der Merwe GlfA (SAIA)
Ruben Reddy  SAIA KZNIA
Koos Visser  SAIA Limpopo
Gerhard Jooste  SAIA Mpumalanga
Johan Lategan  SAIA Northern Cape
Brian Smith  SAIA North West
Faan Nel   PIA a Region of SAIA
Simmy Peerutin  Chair: Practice Committee
Fanuel Motsephe  Chair: Transformation 
Obert Chakarisa,  Chief Executive Officer

follow SAIA on www.facebook.com/SaiaArchitects 
and on Twitter @saiaarchitects 

In order to support the recently  
re-aligned SAIA strategy, the  
organiSational structure HAS  
BEEN streamlined for effective  
delivery of its set targets.

Regional Institutes & Membership

Board of Representatives

Chief Executive Officer

Admin Support SAIA Enterprises

Management Com

Exec: Practice & 
Stakeholder

Exec: CPD & 
Environment

Exec:  
Transformation

Exec: Marketing  
& Fundraising

Exec:  
Finance & HR

Practice  
Committee

Transformation 
Committee

Finance  
CommitteePAG − Heritage PAG – Awards  

& Competitions

PAG − Habitat

RID Function Benefits

PAG – RID 
(Think Tank)
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notes and news

Peter Hancock responds to Heidi van Eeden’s ‘Field Note’ column, 
entitled ‘� e Capital O� ence’ (ASA, July/Aug 2015). 

The aesthetic aspect 
of architecture 

T 
he excellent and thought-provoking article by 
Heidi van Eeden, ‘� e Capital O� ence’ (ASA, July/
Aug 2015), clearly merits an appropriate response. 
� e certi� cate of membership of the RIBA states, 

for example, inter alia, and I quote:
‘A body politic for the general advancement of Archi-

tecture and for promoting and facilitating the acquire-

ment of the knowledge of the various arts and sciences 
connected therewith.’ 

From this it is clear that architecture, per se, is both an 
art and a science. � at is, an art (something created); and 
a science (Latin, scientia = knowledge).

According to the above writer, and correctly in my 
view, in commercial work form does indeed follows 
� nance. While this may well be true, it puts a new gloss 
on the old modernist axiom: ‘form follows function’. 
One has only to look at the bonnet of a car, or even the 
human, or animal, body to realise that form does not 
necessarily follow function. We do not see the workings 
of the internal combustion engine, nor do we see the 
workings of the human digestive system – at least not 
on the surface. Another example may be that of walking 
along a street, seeing a house and remarking: ‘I’d love to 
live in a house like that’ or ‘I wouldn’t be seen dead in a 
house like that!’ Why is that? � e answer is simple: ‘I like 
the look of one, but not of the other.’ What does that con-
� rm in the simplest possible manner? It’s what it looks 
like that matters most to the observer. And that is true of 
architecture, in general.

Contrary to the preoccupation with scienti� c aspects, 
such as technology, it is the aesthetic (or beauty) aspect of 
architecture, as in nature, which really animates us.

If we look at some schools of architecture, which have 
now been subsumed into departments of engineering or, 
the so-called ‘built environment’, what do we � nd? � at 
architecture, the ‘mother of the arts’, has now become the 
stepchild of the engineering, or technology, profession. 
A dog kennel, or a hen coop, are both structures, parts of 
the ’built environment’, but are scarcely what we could 
call ‘architecture’.

Why do we admire the Athenian Acropolis, crowned 
by the nonpareil* of the Parthenon? Because of its 
ordered beauty, and the mathematical perfection of its 
proportions and planning. To sum up: it is the aesthetic 
aspect of design, and not the mere ful� lment of function 
dictated by � nance, which creates the tranquillity of 
order and beauty.  ■

* Adjective: having no match or equal; unrivalled. In this case, the word takes the 
form of a noun = matchlessness.

tecture and for promoting and facilitating the acquire-

6 6 

tecture and for promoting and facilitating the acquire-
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notes and news

The Architectural Guide: South Africa by Roger C Fisher  
and Nicholas Clarke encapsulates some of the essence of the 
country’s extant built heritage of the last 350 years, as found  
in its three large metropolitan centres of Cape Town, Durban 
and the Pretoria-Johannesburg axis.

Architect’s 
top travel 
companion

By Mike Louw

T 
he Architectural Guide: South Africa (2014) published 
by DOM Publishers starts off with a short 
architectural background of each of the featured 
cities, which outlines their respective historic, 

cultural and stylistic backgrounds while also providing 
some background to the thematic groupings that are 
mentioned later. The book is then divided into four 
sections that are colour-coded rather appropriately (the 
gold for Johannesburg and Jacaranda-purple for Pretoria, 
in particular) for easy reference. The chapter for each city 
starts off with a narrative by an architect who knows 
it intimately. Ilze Wolff, Nina Saunders, Mo Phala and 
Melinda Silverman each give a very personal perspective 
on their respective cities and provide the uninitiated with  
a way of accessing them.

Each city’s works are divided into seven socio- 
architectural themes and seven typological themes.  
The socio-architectural themes include Early Architects, 
United South Africa, Art Deco, the Modern Movement, 
Regionalism, New Brutalism and Monumental 
Nationalism, which should provide both visitors and 
locals with a frame of reference to allow comparisons 
with similar groupings elsewhere in the world. These are 
then followed by the seven typological themes of Forging 
the New South Africa, Civic Projects, Intermodal 
Interchanges, International Airports, Convention 
Centres, Stadia and Architectural Schools.

The second grouping should prove particularly useful 
to visitors to South Africa as it covers venues that are 
very likely to be frequented by travellers.

The book features more than 150 projects and each 
featured building is provided with a map reference, a 

current photo, construction date, architect and  
a Quick Response (QR) code that can be scanned with 
certain mobile devices to provide GPS coordinates and 
a digital map location. The buildings chosen are all of 
a secular nature, and are either physically accessible or 
viewable from the public realm. The book is an ideal 
quick-reference guide for architects, enthusiasts and 
tourists alike, and it is generously indexed: firstly by 
the physical address, then according to theme and map 
reference, followed by the buildings themselves and the 
architects who designed them.

It is a pity that each featured building could not  
have had its own short description as part of the general 
theme, but this would not have been possible while still 
keeping the guide compact.

I could make a case for the inclusion of other cities but 
since the three large metropolitan centres are arguably 
the most visited destinations in the country, it makes 
sense to limit the descriptions and works in this manner.

I can also think of more buildings that merit inclusion, 
such as the Castle of Good Hope, Cape Town City 
Hall, Pretoria Station (or Hatfield Station), and the 
Departments of Architecture at the Cape Peninsula 
University of Technology and the Durban University  
of Technology.

This is, however, one of the real pleasures of the 
book: it makes one consider and take stock of the built 
treasures in our major cities, whether by inclusion or 
exclusion. The guide brings together history, narrative 
and built works in a condensed portable format that 
makes for a practical and very informative travelling 
companion, without any unnecessary small talk.  ■
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notes and news

How would you describe your drawing style?
My drawing style is architectural. I draw using the 
same principles I learned while studying architecture at 
university. The pen line is controlled and the palette of 
colour minimal, highlighting only solid,  
void and shadow. 

What criteria do you use to select  
buildings that you feature as part of  
your architectural guides?
The criteria are very simple. I draw only cities that 
I’ve visited and it basically gets narrowed down to the 
24 buildings that come to mind and which also hold 
architectural merit – whether good or bad. 

Do you ‘live’ draw the buildings or do  
you work from photographs?
I draw from photographs.

Do you see this as a documentation project?
It didn’t start out as a documenting process but it has 
moved organically in that direction. 

As a sideline project to his work as a partner at Osmond Lange Architects & Planners, architect 
Shaun Gaylard creates illustrated guides to significant buildings in the cities he visits.   

A Visual Guide  
In the digital age, do you think there is still 
value in the ability to draw by hand? 
Without a doubt. When drawing by hand, the design starts 
from the macro (concept and space planning) and morphs 
intrinsically into the micro (design resolution and detailing). 
Drawing by hand is also a valuable skill in effectively 
explaining an ‘off-the-cuff’ idea to a potential client.  

How does this project influence your design 
process as architect? 
It certainly does. I gather tremendous insight into the 
history of buildings in each city, while researching my 
city guides. I also meet wonderfully interesting people 
along the way.

Which of the buildings that you’ve  
illustrated is your personal favourite?
Mutual Heights in Cape Town.

Which city is next on your drawing agenda?
I am currently busy with both Pretoria and Israel.  ■ 
• Blank Ink Design, www.blankinkdesign.com

W 
ith a history stretching all the way back to 1873, 
Kohler has built an international reputation for 
their comprehensive range of bold and innova-
tive kitchen and bathroom products. Now these 

products are available on our shores directly from their 
showrooms in Johannesburg, Durban and Cape Town. 

 This new offering includes unique items from their 
Artist Editions* range, which has been inspired by rich 
cultures from across the globe where their wares are hand-
crafted. On the other side of the spectrum, they also offer 
innovation in the form of a fully automated showering 
experience with DTV+ and the new Karbon Faucet. The 
latter has been designed with multiple, moveable joints to 
allow you to position the flow exactly where you need it.

Kohler, the American kitchen and bathroom products 
brand, launches in South Africa. 

New arrival

According to Salil Sadanandan, managing director of 
Kohler Africa, the brand hopes to appeal to discerning local 
customers: ‘We look forward to bringing bold inspiration 
and gracious living into South African homes.’  ■ 
• Kohler Africa, 011 050 9000, www.africa.kohler.com
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T 
he Louisiana Museum of Modern Art in Denmark 
must be one of the most beautiful museums in the 
world and we gladly accepted an invitation to con-
tribute to Africa – Architecture, Culture, Identity, 

the most recent of a spate of exhibitions on Africa held  
in Europe. This elation was soon tempered, however, by  
a feeling that we would be part of, once again, feeding the 
media machinery which thrives on content created in a 
very different context and is then necessarily simplified 
or exoticised for consumption by a European lay  
audience whose knowledge of Africa is limited. In the 
words of one of the Danish curators: ‘They think that 
Ebola can be contracted in Mozambique.’ 

What ensued over the weeks leading up to the opening 
was a protracted stand-off with Louisiana’s curatorial 
team, who could simply not answer repeated questions 
on how the state-subsidised housing development they 
had asked us to submit – as part of the Johannesburg 
city section – would be contextualised. While we could 
achieve some shifts in the layout and design of the 
settlement, which was firmly bound in the RDP/BNG1 
straightjacket, we also became acutely sensitised as to 
how debilitating this form of slow, resource-intense 
housing delivery really is. In our opinion, there was 
therefore no way that such a project could be validated 
as a feasible approach to housing without a measure of 
critical reflection, despite the captivating nature of the 
images. By withholding the work, we eventually entered 
into dialogue with the curators who expressed surprise 
at our resistance, since ‘architects are usually very happy 
to exhibit here.’ As the conversation evolved, a mutual 
understanding was reached and a way was found to add 
the necessary layers of information. This was achieved 
with a compact post-occupancy study of each house  
type, in order to touch on the structural inequities per-
petuated in environments built for South Africa’s poor.

We ended up delivering a set of commissioned models 
directly to the venue, on the day before the opening, 
walking into an intricate, diverse spectacle celebrating art, 
film, design and architecture in the museum’s intimate 

and picturesque setting. While some of the work showed 
a genuine collaborative engagement, a few projects, such 
as the cloyingly ‘makeshift’ pavilion by SelgasCano,  
bordered on the meaningless. In some cases, this mix of 
views from inside and outside Africa worked – as in the  
juxtaposition of the recycled Austrian contribution to the 
Venice Biennale, consisting of a model inventory of all the 
African seats of government (many of them funded by 
China) and a delirious Kinshasa modelled by Congolese 
artist Bodys Izek Kingelez (seen above). 

At the packed opening, players of the global and by 
now established Euro-Africa exhibition scene talked 
shop, while a sizeable public commuted in from  
Copenhagen and beyond. The sheer magnitude of the 
show allowed for limited engagement with the political 
and social themes that shape art, design and architec-
ture. This resulted in both a limitation and a sense of  
emancipation of the medium that follows in the footsteps 
of the exhibitions on Africa, held in Munich, Milan 
and Basel. These can only be understood as incom-
plete samplings, bringing into awareness the creative 
output of a continent so vast that it could contain all of 
Europe, China, and America. Of course this exhibition 
was curated through a European filter (supported by 
local gatekeepers, no less) and by its very nature either 
rendered information too detailed to take in or flattened 
projects into colourful postcards. 

The inclusion of art and film provided a very welcome 
reprieve from the worthy, but sometimes tedious,  
earnestness of the architectural contributions. We left 
with a feeling that the interest in Africa was genuine, not 
a little superficial, quietly opportunist, awkward, patron-
ising, incomplete, but also revealing and invaluable. It 
comes from a Europe of established but narrowing possi-
bilities, directed at an Africa representing a profusion of 
prospects, energy and innovation, rendered all the more 
striking for countering its image as a failed continent.  ■

Thorsten Deckler, principal of Johannesburg-based practice 26’10 south Architects, reflects  
on the need for contextualisation in the curation of architectural work from Africa to allow  
for a nuanced, critical reading of, and engagement with, the work presented.   
By Thorsten Deckler  

Africa  
on show 

1Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) responsible for the construc-
tion of approximately two million subsidised homes since 1994.  Breaking New 
Ground (BNG) is a follow-on programme to oonstruct subsidised dwellings to a 
standard sufficient for owners to use property as collateral in raising finance. 

Perspective 
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BIG DREAMS 
IN A ‘SMALL’ CI  TY
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Sophia Gray Memorial Lecture 

BIG DREAMS 
IN A ‘SMALL’ CI  TY

University of the Free State (UFS) alumnus and  
principal architect of Roodt* Architects, Anton 
Roodt, was named the 2015 Sophia Gray laureate. 
His address entitled ‘Big Dreams in a “Small” City:  
Places of Memory; Spaces of Imagination’ was  
presented in Bloemfontein on 27 August. 

T  
he architect is a dealer in dreams. This notion 
came to me when I chanced upon the word ‘onei-
ropolist’, i.e. someone who sells dreams for money. 
Personally, I prefer ‘oneiroscopist’: an interpreter of 

dreams. The very talented among us can send dreams to 
their clients. Then we are ‘oneiropompists’.  

The Jungian psychoanalyst, Robert Bosnak, believes 
that dreaming is the purest form of imagination we 
know of and describes how a dream ‘instantaneously 
presents a total world’ – one so real that you’re convinced 
you are awake. 

Our dreams are about two subjects mainly: people and 
places. As architects, we try to imagine how people will 
be in spaces. What will they ache for? The human body 
gives dimension and orientation to space, but it is our 
determination to dwell that makes architecture real.  
This is when place emerges.

To paraphrase Clare Cooper Marcus, ‘At Roodt*  
Architects, we try to dream about places as if people  
mattered – or, if you wish: we think about people as  
if places mattered.’ 

My lecture concerns some of these dreams… Those 
of our clients, as well as my own big dreams in the small 
city of Bloemfontein.

Many years ago, the late Roelof Uytenbogaardt told 
me that one of the most important decisions an archi-
tect can make, is where to set up his or her practice. 
Sometimes you do not consciously choose. I returned 
to Bloemfontein for personal reasons and I have been 
fortunate to be involved in projects that would not have 
been possible, in other, seemingly more desirable parts 
of South Africa.

My lecture comprises two parts: first, our work, which 
could be considered part of the past of Bloemfontein 
and which I will call ‘Places of Memory’  and, secondly, 
projects that are in a sense part of the future of the city. 
These I have denoted ‘Spaces of Imagination’ . The former 
suggests architecture with historical connections and, the 
latter, architecture that could enable latent possibilities.  ›  

1 In this conversion on the historic Tempe Farm outside Bloemfontein, a free-standing steel 
structure was inserted into the barn, previously used as a tannery and stable, preserving the 
memory of its former function while reimagining it as a contemporary residence. 1

By Anton Roodt
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PLACES OF MEMORY
‘The past is a foreign country, they do things differently 
there’ (Hartley 2002). This idea alerts us to the fact that 
the past is unknowable. We do have historical versions 
of the past, albeit written up by those with an objectivity 
shackled by the prejudices and fashions of their time. 

It is architecture and the city that silently testifies to 
the past. It is to these places and buildings that we are 

ushered, when words fail the tourist 
guide and the past becomes opaque. 
When we are there, scale, dimen-
sion and hapticity are added to our 
re-imagining. 

Alejandro Aravena refers to the 
‘double condition of cities’. This is 
another way to describe the apart-
heid city and its legacy. Cities attract 
people, knowledge, development 
and opportunity on the one hand, 
and on the other they concentrate 
and magnify social pressures. In 
our case, this divided condition has 

a spatial dimension that has resulted in South African 
cities with suburbs and precincts that might as well be 
foreign countries, even to residents of the same city who 
visit them (Aravena 2014).

Such is the nature of Bloemfontein… best illustrated 
by the contrast inherent in President Brand Street, on the 
one hand, and the Waaihoek Precinct, on the other. 

In the latter half of the 19th century, white people 
in the Free State (FS) republic squabbled over land and 
diamonds, and tried to act out the manners, lifestyle and 
affectations of their counterparts on another continent. 
The defeat of the South African (or Anglo-Boer) War 
forced the Afrikaner – and who else was based here – 
into submission. Black people hardly featured in  
contemporary accounts of these events. At best, they 
were shadowy figures or spectres existing on the edges  
of towns or in the margins of memoires.

The people who lived here had one thing in common, 
though: they dreamed of making this town a habitable 
place for themselves. For some, it meant a large  
double-storey mansion with mature willows and fruit 
trees; for others, a neat mud-brick house in a bleak  
landscape. And so, by the first decade of the 20th cen-
tury, material prosperity and freedom for some became 
more or less established. For others, hardship, frustration 
and disappointment stretched out beyond the horizon.

As a city, Bloemfontein is part of a collection of urban 
settlements somewhat optimistically proclaimed as a 
metropolis. The historical, social and political differences 
between the three conurbations of Bloemfontein,  

Botshabelo and Thaba’Nchu that constitute the Mangaung 
Metropolitan Municipality could not be greater.  
Thaba’Nchu is a town founded by the Barolong Boo- 
Seleka and defined by their religious attachment to the 
Black Mountain. During the 19th century, Moroka II, the 
blue-eyed chief and shrewd politician of Arab descent, ruled 
the town with a well-organised administration that even 
included a few white officials (Murray 1992:13-14; Roodt 
Partnership 2008:17). He had a friendly relationship with 
the Voortrekkers and cordial ties with the FS government.  

Botshabelo, adjacent to Thaba’Nchu, is a sprawling 
town with suburbs denoted by letters of the alphabet. In 
1986, it was described as the largest rural slum in South 
Africa. It mushroomed into existence as part of the pre-
vious regime’s Homeland Policy. Despite the distance of 
80km from Bloemfontein, people have made their homes 
here but it remains dependant on Bloemfontein for most 
of its needs. It has no perceivable civic centre and a feel-
ing of placelessness (Murray 1992:2014). And here we are 
inevitably reminded of Aravena’s concept of the ‘double 
condition of cities’ (Aravena 2014). 

PRESIDENT BRAND STREET:  
WAITING TO BE RE-DISCOVERED
The legacy of Republican and Colonial Bloemfontein, 
in terms of architecture, is a rather splendid street with 
a number of fine sandstone buildings that were com-
menced in the Republican period, and were added to 
over the next 50 years or so. These buildings symbolised 
the concentration and centralisation of Republican po-
litical power that was conveniently appropriated after the 
South African (Anglo-Boer) War by the colonial victors, 
and extended during their occupation.

Against this backdrop, the new Government buildings 
were erected to accommodate the budding Free State 
republic’s administrative functions.

The Government Buildings 
By 1880, the Free State as a republic, and Bloemfontein 
as a town, were entering maturity. Despite the loss of the 
diamond fields, the republic was financially sound. The 
£90 000 that was received as compensation for the dia-
mond fields made various building projects possible. One 
of these was the new Government offices erected at the 
top of Maitland Street, designed by the German architect 
Richard Wocke (1876). These offices, although at the 
western edge of the town, were the first of a series of insti-
tutional buildings that would, over the years, be erected 
in President Brand Street as it came to be described as 
‘one of the most beautiful streets in South Africa’.  

The vision for the street came from a talented land 
surveyor, Gustav Baumann. In 1881, he laid out new 
erven to the west of the town. He noted specifically that 
he made President Brand Street 103ft (31.5m) wide. 

The original building, designed by Wocke, essentially 
consisted of a large squat tower that was out of scale with 
the rather utilitarian single-storey office wings on both 
sides. The situation was ameliorated to some extent when 

2 The 27th Sophia Gray laureate, architect Anton Roodt. 3 The Presidency where Roodt* 
Architects carried out extensive restoration work on the roof and water damaged areas, as well 
as reproducing decorative details. 4 The dome of the Fourth Raadzaal. Roodt* Architects was 
responsible for repairs and upgrades to meet modern parliamentary requirements. 

‘At Roodt* Architects, 
we try to dream about 

places as if people 
mattered – or, if  

you wish: we think  
about people as if  
places mattered.’
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JE Vixseboxse, the government architect, added  
another storey to the building, which benefited greatly 
from these alterations.

After the turn of the century, the firm of Baker & 
Masey was approached to enlarge the government 
buildings, which they designed in a style, according to 
Herbert Baker, that was ‘somewhat after the manner of 
Sir Christopher Wren’s work at Cambridge’. The additions 
were completed in 1906 but, on Wednesday, 28 October 
1908, probably due to an electrical fault, a fire ignited and 
the building was largely destroyed (Roodt 1992:3 & 8). 
Fortunately, not one civil servant was injured as they were 
all busy with sport. Two days after the fire, Baker & Masey 
presented their drawings to the Government so that the 
building could be rebuilt. Baker had been developing a 
South African architecture based on an abstracted version 
of Cape Dutch architecture, combined with contempo-
rary stylistic ideas. The courtyard that remained after 
the fire is an early example of his ideas in this direction 
(Roodt 1992:3 & 8).

The government architect, Frank Taylor, eventually 
redesigned the building in what was noted in the press  
as ‘Modern Renaissance’ (Roodt 1992:5).

Our involvement with the Government Buildings, 
which currently accommodate the National Afrikaans 
Literary Museum (NALN), commenced in 1992. Our 
initial brief was to repair water leakages and damage 
caused by blocked rainwater goods. The project subse-
quently evolved into a full-scale rehabilitation pro-
gramme that was eventually completed in 2008.  

Our interventions included the addition of a set of 
archives, which we placed within the Baker courtyard,  
the closing-in of the west-facing colonnade on the first 
floor to allow for further exhibition space, and the  
removal of a mezzanine floor, installed in the space that 
once accommodated the so-called Third Raadzaal. This 
alteration allowed the space to become an auditorium that 
is often used by the museum. 

Two Competitions: A Presidency and a Raadzaal  
Two architectural competitions were promoted by the 
Government during the early 1880s.  Architects were 
invited to submit designs for a new President’s house, 
as well as a new Raadzaal or Legislature building. The 
competitions attracted entries from all over the world 
and, surprisingly, both competitions were won by 
the same architects – Lennox Canning & Goad from 
Queenstown. The original design for the Presidency was 
a rather elaborate affair, and some of the parsimonious 
members of the Volksraad condemned it as too beautiful. 
The amount voted for the construction of the Presidency 
was quite limited, and so the architects had to imple-
ment radical cost-saving measures. Consequently, in its 
final form, the building was only a shadow of its former 
Scottish baronial splendour. Yet, in its completed guise, 
it is decidedly something of the Free State, although a 
set of serious technical challenges also remained (Roodt 
1990:218-350).  › 

Sophia Gray Memorial Lecture 
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Our firm started work on this project in the early 
1970s and the first restoration of the building was com-
pleted – not without criticism – exactly 100 years after  
its original completion, in 1985.  

The Fourth Raadzaal 
The crowning glory of the Free State republic’s build-
ing programme is certainly the Fourth Raadzaal or 
Legislature Building, which was completed in 1892 in the 
manner of the prize-winning design of Lennox Canning 
and Goad. President Reitz was eager to have the building 
constructed, and he probably favoured Canning’s design 
because of his own interest in American democracy. The 
Fourth Raadzaal has distinct visual similarities with the 
so-called capitol buildings, which are dotted over the 
states and counties of the United States.  

Once again, the actions of the tight-fisted Volksraad 
resulted in a building project that was 
underfunded from the start. Further-
more, the drawings by the architects, 
who now had a flourishing practice in 
Johannesburg, left much to be desired as 
far as detail and structural integrity were 
concerned. A hostile relationship between 
the client and architects developed, and 
several building contractors went bank-
rupt before the well-known South African 

contractor and brick-maker, JJ Kirkness, completed the 
building in 1892 (Roodt 1990:483-598).  

The typical roofscapes of buildings dating back to 
this period are often characterised by numerous smaller 
roofs with concealed gutters, box gutters and downpipes 
that traverse roof spaces, all in an effort to disguise 
the rainwater goods as far as possible. The net result is 
that pigeon droppings, dust and other material clog the 
downpipes so that water damage to ceilings, walls, floors 
and furniture becomes inevitable, unless regular and 
rigorous maintenance is practiced.

In 2003 we undertook repairs to – and an upgrade 
of – the building. We conducted a comprehensive survey 
of the building, during which the extent of the damage 
caused by water leaks became apparent. Ceilings and 
walls bore the scars of consecutive downpours that rot-
ted floorboards, caused the wood graining, simulated by 
a paint technique, to peel, and led to serious damage to 
bespoke furniture pieces (Roodt 2003:5-35).

Apart from repairing damage, the legislature in its  
contemporary democratic guise has functional dictates 
relating to audio-visual equipment, recording and trans-
lating facilities, as well as sound attenuation. The air- 
conditioning system also required a complete overhaul.  

The furniture was restored by a recognised restorer, 
and specialist work like the wood graining was executed 
by a scenographer. The quality of this work is virtually 
indistinguishable from the original. Carpets were also 
especially made-up for the legislature, to include the coat 
of arms. Sound and audio-visual equipment had to be 
incorporated within the existing davenports, as well as 

adding television screens and projectors. 
The Legislature had experienced a lack of meeting 

spaces for smaller committees and other parliamentary 
hearings. Ancillary spaces were converted to committee 
rooms by adding contemporary seating and desks. A large 
meeting space was designed within the erstwhile chamber 
of the Executive Council. Providing suitable lighting levels 
necessitated the introduction of contemporary lighting, 
which was suspended in the form of floating rings.

Other than the Presidential house, or Old Presidency, 
we also became involved in work on other houses that 
are deeply entrenched in the city’s social and political 
history – the first of which is JBM Hertzog House.

JBM Hertzog House
Prior to its restoration, the house of JBM Hertzog, located 
in the CBD of Bloemfontein, was used as a pastorie or 
manse by the Tweetoring Church. After an endowment, 
the residence of JBM Hertzog was comprehensively 
restored in conjunction with the National Museum. 
Hertzog was well-known for his political views, but it is 
sometimes forgotten that he was a founding member of 
the Nationalist Party. The event took place in 1915, in  
the Rambler’s Club in Bloemfontein. The house was erect-
ed in 1895 and, in terms of design, it is a typical late-Vic-
torian abode with a bay window and verandas on its 
north and east sides. In its heyday, it had a pleasant view 
over the town towards Naval Hill (Nienaber 1984:9-13). 

From the late-Victorian era we move to House 
Mapikela, which has significant ties to contemporary 
South African history.

Ulundi Kaya : the house of Thomas Mapikela
By day, Thomas Mapikela was a successful building con-
tractor, carpenter and cabinet maker. He reputedly built 
several imposing residences in the white areas of Bloem-
fontein and eventually constructed, for himself and his 
family, a comfortable double-storey residence in Batho. 
The house is located close to the community centre and 
the railway station. In front of the house is a large open 
space that has, over the years, served the community as 
a public area where livestock and other items can be sold 
over weekends. Mapikela persuaded the municipality to 
allow him to take in lodgers, as black people had no other 
place to stay when they visited Bloemfontein. By night, 
and during his free time, however, Mapikela was active 
in local black politics. Eventually, he became one of the 
founding members of the African National Congress 
which was, like the Nationalist Party, also established in 
Bloemfontein in 1912 (Roodt 2012:2-17).

Unlike the Hertzog house, the Mapikela house 
remained largely unaltered – until 1994 when the late 
Nelson Mandela visited the property and, as a gesture 
of goodwill, arranged for the house to be plastered. This 
unfortunately compromised the character and quiet dig-
nity of the house. Soon thereafter, the house burnt down, 
and the structure was seriously damaged, giving us the 
opportunity to replace the external brickwork.  

‘This unfortunately 
compromised the 

character and quiet 
dignity of the house.’
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In 2012, we became involved in a post-restoration 
project that included maintenance work and an upgrade 
of the utilities within the house. As the family still lives 
there, a small exhibition space was added at the back to 
allow a few of the items that belonged to Mapikela to be 
exhibited, along with several photographs.

House Pienaar 
The farm Tempe has, for the last 110 years or so, been as-
sociated with the military. The farm originally belonged 
to Andrew Hudson Bain, and later became the property 
of Joseph Allison, secretary to Henry Warden, the found-
ing father of Bloemfontein. The farm’s old manor house 
is still in existence today and we were approached to 
convert another of the old farm buildings, a stone stable, 
into a residence for a bachelor. The barn was used for 
tanning leather and shoeing horses and, according to the 
locals, the holes in the corrugated-iron roof were caused 
by boisterous British soldiers firing off their guns after 
drinking one toast too many to the good Queen Victoria. 
The stone floor formed a channel through the centre  
of the structure, and the smell of leather, grease and 
horse manure still lingered on our first visit in 2002 
(Schoeman 1980:41).  

We proposed a free-standing insertion into the exist-
ing structure that would become the client’s bedroom, 
while the rest of the lower level was retained as a kitchen, 
dining and living space. The arrangement changes 
according to the seasons. A set of new windows was 
punched into the stone walls with a different rhythm to 
the existing. We also retained the memory of the storm-
water channel, by placing a row of blue fluorescent lights 
under a Rectagrid in the floor.

Regional Office for the Department of Public Works
For as long as I could remember, there was a vacant plot 
of land in President Brand Street opposite the Synod 
building of the Dutch Reformed Church. In 2005, we 
were appointed to design a new building for the Depart-
ment of Public Works, and it was the client’s wish that  
the building should recognise the context of President 
Brand Street. 

Conceptually, we utilised the organisation of the 
planning of the other historical and mainly institutional 
buildings in the street, but in a physically more accessible 
manner. These buildings are typically approached from 
the sidewalk via an open or courtyard space through a 
portico, and then, internally, one finds larger spaces such 
as meeting halls and courtyards. The offices at the new 
building, as much as possible, were restricted to four 
storeys along the edges of the site so that the massing 
at street level would correspond to that of the adjacent 
buildings; the rest of the office spaces were located deep-
er within the plan. This section rises to eight storeys.  

Other references to the street include the treatment of 
corner elements and the roofs. The roof over the central 
section is curved and accommodates mechanical equip-
ment, while at the same time accentuating the more 

important spaces on the top floor. Stone and brickwork 
are used here in combination, but in this instance the 
stone is a curtain-wall veneer. Double-glazing is one  
of the passive measures requested by the client as  
concrete evidence of the Government’s commitment  
to energy conservation.

Naudes Attorneys (now Phatshoane Henney Inc) 
Bloemfontein is the judicial capital of South Africa and 
President Brand Street is closely associated with law in 
our country. The High Court, Appeal and Magistrate’s 
Courts are located here. We were involved in extensive 
additions and rehabilitation work at the High Court.  

In 2006, a firm of attorneys approached us to design 
a building to accommodate their offices. They wished 
to be associated with the air of dignity associated with 
the historical sandstone buildings in the street, but with 
a more open aspect. We were approached along with a 
number of other firms to attend an interview, and nearly 
fell out when some of the partners considered our first 
presentation too academic for their liking. Fortunately, 
a few days later, at the short notice of about an hour or 
so, we were called back for a second interview and, prior 
to this, we developed a concept and put together a basic 
design which was presented at that second meeting. 

The concept was accepted unanimously and without 
alteration. And such is the nature of architectural work: 
there are the soul-numbingly dull courtships that  
sometimes last for years and are never consummated. 
And then there are others, like this one, which was 
amazingly serendipitous.

The building utilises the natural slope of the site 
to accommodate a basement parking level, while 
the closed curve on the eastern side of the building 
responds to the heavy traffic in Markgraaff Street and 
also anticipates the future re-routing of the street. The 
main meeting space has a commanding view over the 
city, especially towards President Brand Street and  
the High Court. The construction was not without  
its problems. The contractor tendered too low so that 
the building quality suffered. The sandstone tiles  
were delaminating from the building envelope at an 
alarming and potentially lethal rate. We shared the  
cost of retiling the façades with the client.

President Brand Street and its institutions have 
changed and transformed – in David Goldblatt’s par-
lance: ‘Structures of dominion have become structures of 
democracy. Yet, despite frequent national coverage in the 
media and various local and provincial tourism bodies, it 
remains, inexplicably, an undiscovered cultural gem.’  ›  

‘They wished to be associated with the air of dignity 
associated with the historical sandstone buildings  
in the street, but with a more open aspect.’ 

ARCH75_Sophia_Gray.indd   21 2015/09/14   4:04 PM



22 A RC H I T ECT U R E SA S E P T E M B E R | O CTO B E R

SPACES OF IMAGINATION
These are projects that mostly deal with new work. And 
interventions here tend to alter the nature and context 
of the places that went before – be they vacant sites or a 
ruin. Over time, these interventions once again become 
part of the places that make up the city.

Spaces of imagination are about the future of the city. 
The nature of space and places though, if we think about 
the people who will use them, are linked to the nature of 
human beings. This nature remains more or less constant 
over time. However, the way in which we define these 
spaces in future will be different.

Quite often our newer work is located in areas that suf-
fer from a lack of contextual and spatial reference or mark-
ers. Though these spaces are not devoid of meaning, they 
are often without qualities that would sustain higher-order 
needs. Urban design and architecture have the potential 
to unlock these qualities in a balanced, socio-economic 
environment. When spaces are designed with care, i.e. by 
considering who one is designing for, places will emerge 
that bring out the best in people. It is then that we are 
thinking about people as if places mattered and vice versa.

Roodt* Offices
Our own office, the domicile of Roodt* Architects, is 
such a place of imagination… In 2000, we moved from 
the suburb of Westdene to new offices on the outskirts of 
the city. We had bought the seven-hectare property from 
the estate of the late architect, Frikkie Horne. With only 
minor changes, we converted this Modernist bungalow 
into our offices. We liked the fact that the house could  
so readily become something else.

Lourierpark Community Centre
The suburb of Lourierpark, to the southwest of the 
city, was earmarked for affordable housing, but lacked 
amenities that could service the community. In 2005, we 
were appointed to design a community centre here. The 
site is at the western edge of the suburb, in anticipation of 

5 In the abscence of an urban context, the Lourierpark Community Centre seeks to create a 
physical focus.  6 Detail of the Lourierpark Community Centre. 7 Student housing on the Qwa-
Qwa campus of the UFS was realised in such a way to define meaningful social spaces both 
internally and externally, giving students a sense of community. 8 The urban framework, which 
seeks to integrate the two parts of the UFS Bloemfontein campus. 
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a further phase to be developed in the future. Extremely 
aggressive clay soil has probably indefinitely postponed 
further development. The centre was workshopped with 
members of the community, resulting in a programme 
that called for a hall, clinic, library, crèche and small 
shop. These facilities are arranged around a courtyard 
space that also serves as seating for larger gatherings 
when the hall is in use. The lack of an urban context 
and exposed site here necessitated an urban gesture that 
would create a physical focus (Phaidon Atlas 2008:599).

A few years later we followed the same approach for an 
addition to a lifestyle centre, and a recent visit to the court-
yard confirmed its popularity, especially over weekends.

Campus Planning at the Main Campus of  
the University of the Free State (UFS) 
Universities are small cities with big ambitions. The 
etymology of the word ‘campus’ derives from the Latin 
word for ‘a field’. Campus planning therefore deals as 
much with buildings and facilities, as it does with the 
spaces between buildings.

The UFS appointed a firm of planners in the late 1990s 
to prepare proposals for a campus development plan. The 
Markewicz English plan was presented in March 2000 
and, inter alia, suggested that a Student Centre should 
straddle the space between the East and West portion of 
the campus. The intention was that further academic de-
velopment on the West campus could be integrated with 
the existing accommodation on the East campus (From 
Grey to Gold 2006:405-407).

During the mid 1980s, I tried to persuade the universi-
ty to develop a student service centre with a few shops, a 
laundry, post office and so on. It was firmly rejected. So, 
14 years later, as I exited the Department of Architecture 
building, I saw the front page of the student newspaper 
swirling around at the entrance. The main story included 
a plea to the university authorities to provide a student 
centre. I decided to take this up with the Campus Plan-
ning Committee and approached developers who might 
be interested in the project.

After a protracted design period, characterised by 
spirited crit sessions and numerous discussions with 
focus groups ranging widely from students and teaching 
staff to representatives of the cleaning personnel, a de-
sign emerged. It became an inhabited bridge that linked, 
within casual walking distance, the academic precinct 
with the library. Suddenly students, who had only heard 
rumours of a library far out on the West campus, went 
to see for themselves. This is a connector and infill-type 
building that has emphasised the university’s commit-
ment to pedestrianise the central campus spine.

The driving force behind the campus’s pedestrian 
walkways was the late Bannie Britz, who then headed up 
the Department of Architecture. We subsequently assist-
ed the university with ideas to develop the West campus, 
a project that was approved under the title of ‘How the 
West was One’ – suggesting the integration of the two 
parts of the campus (Roodt 2005). 

A notable project was the establishment of a new  
residential district, with ready access to the library and 
other academic facilities. We prepared Urban Design 
guidelines and four firms of architects were appointed  
to design student accommodation.

Campus Planning at the Qwa-Qwa  
Campus of the UFS
The situation was quite different at the Qwa-Qwa  
campus of the UFS. Originally constructed in a drab  
face brick during the 1980s, this campus was conceived 
of with a low-density programme favouring the car. 

It lies on the outskirts of Phuthaditjhaba, on an 
exposed plateau that is buffeted by the icy Maluti winds. 
Furthermore, the widely-spaced buildings offer no 
protection against either wind or sun during the hot 
months. Students have to commute from town and 
distances between buildings become pilgrimages, rather 
than opportunities for academic and social interaction. 
Our involvement commenced with the consolidation  
of the residential precinct, and proposals for the densifi-
cation of the campus.

The commuting of students required that the entrance 
to the campus become something more… It is, today, 
simultaneously a transport interchange with informal 
shopping and a symbolic gateway to the campus, offering 
both security functions and ablution facilities. 

The lecture will now focus on the point of reference in  
a different part of the city of Bloemfontein: from President 
Brand Street to Waaihoek… What remains in this corner 
of the city is akin to what the journalist, Nathan Trantraal, 
calls ‘the post-apocalyptic wasteland… [the] alternate 
reality [of South Africa]’. Again, this underscores the ‘dou-
ble condition of cities’ referred to earlier (Aravena 2014).

WAAIHOEK: DAMNATIO MEMORIAE OR  
WAITING TO BE RE-MEMBERED
Although its disappearance was in a political sense inev-
itable because of its location (pun probably intended), it 
took a disastrous flood to gradually erase the township 
of Waaihoek from the face of the earth. The Mangaung 
Metropolitan Municipality, in conjunction with National 
Treasury, have embarked on an ambitious urban re- 
degeneration programme for this area, now known as 
the Waaihoek Precinct.

Our involvement in this area started with the restora-
tion of the Waaihoek School, where the African National 
Congress was founded in 1912. The project then developed 
further to include the open space behind the school that  › 

Sophia Gray Memorial Lecture 

‘Spaces of imagination are about the future of the city. 
The nature of space and places though, if we think 
about the people who will use them, are linked to the 
nature of human beings.’ 
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once was Waaihoek, and later on became the sports fields 
of the erstwhile Model School (now Motheo College).

After the 1904 flood that washed away some 175 
buildings in the town centre, and left 3 000 people 
without shelter, the town council decided that the Spruit 
would be channelled and the sides dressed with packed 
sandstone. The properties of the inhabitants of Waaihoek 
were expropriated so that quarries could be opened to 
take out stone for the project. If more stone was needed, 
more houses were expropriated.

After the South African (or Anglo-Boer) War, the 
urban landscape of Bloemfontein began to change. The 
Afrikaners were vanquished and they then, as before  

the war, remained on the lower rungs of society. The 
ravages of war and drought also forced large numbers 
of poor whites to move to the town, where they lived 
in informal tent camps that developed around the city 
(Schoeman 1980:208).

On the political front, the first decade of the 20th cen-
tury saw a rapidly changing scenario. With the Liberal 
Party coming into power in Great Britain in 1905, the 
possibility of self-rule for the former Boere Republics  
appeared to be a realistic aim (Schoeman 1980: 214). 
These events would eventually culminate, on 31 May 
1910, in the Orange River Colony becoming part of the 
Union of South Africa (Schoeman 1980:217).

The black community in Bloemfontein also increased 
rapidly after the war, with their political sensibility de-
veloping in unison with that of the Afrikaners. Initially, 
the black people of Bloemfontein openly welcomed the 
British conquerors and felt that the British Government 
was the only one (and I quote from a contemporary local 

13

1514

13 A sketch of Roodt’s vision for the larger Waaihoek Precinct that sees the development of,  
among others, housing,  public transport and non-motorised transport infrastructure as well 
as the establishment of a large urban park. 14 & 15 The visitors’ centre at the historic Wesleyan 
Mission Church and School in Waaihoek. 
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newspaper): ‘…to which a native can turn for his com-
mon rights, justice and freedom…’ (Schoeman 1980:218, 
as reported in The Bloemfontein Post).

But requests for equal rights to those offered to the 
Afrikaner were not forthcoming, and gradually the black 
community realised that nothing much was going to 
change (Schoeman 1980:218).

In 1904, the official census stated that Bloemfontein 
had 15 501 white inhabitants and 18 382 black in- 
habitants. The black communities not only resided in 
Waaihoek, but also in other legal and illegal kampongs, 
brickfields, the military camp at Tempe, the workers’ 
camp at the Railways, the refugee camp, other temporary 
locations and as live-in servants (Schoeman 1980:218).

The largest township was, however, Waaihoek, which 
was enlarged with a new section to the south and 
stretched on – for more than 3km in that direction – 
from the Victoria Hotel at the railway station (Schoeman 
1980:218).

The Waaihoek Township had a large number of neat, 
small cottages built from sunbaked bricks with cor- 
rugated-iron roofs. These houses were built by their  
owners, on stands that were provided free to married 
males (Schoeman 1980:220).

Conditions in Waaihoek became desperate with tu-
berculosis and diarrhoea, especially among the children, 
claiming many lives. The situation was exacerbated by 
over-population and circumstances of poor hygiene. 
There was no stormwater drainage system, and roads 
regularly washed away after thunderstorms. Electric 
lighting had only been installed around the perimeter of 
the township, and at night the area was dark and danger-
ous. The deprivations brought on by the war and drought 
were therefore more difficult for the black population to 
absorb than their white counterparts. 

The most important means of self-improvement was 
to undergo some form of schooling. The various church 
denominations played an important role in this regard. 
The government was slow to provide schools for the edu-
cation of black children, but by 1906 there were approx-
imately 1 500 black pupils enrolled in different schools 
(Schoeman 1980:221).

Gradually, the impact of education on the lives of 
the black community became evident and the black 
Wesleyan reverend in Waaihoek, for instance, was 
known to own more than one hundred books (Schoeman 
1980:221). The increasing sophistication of the black 
community and its leaders also led to a more vocal and 
articulate resistance against racism and general ill-treat-
ment of their kin (Schoeman 1980:222).

This organised action is exemplified by the stance 
the Waaihoek community leaders took after numerous 
complaints were lodged about the dangerous conditions 
resulting from the use of dynamite below the Fort, at the 
adjacent quarry. When their protests were not heeded, 
they obtained a Supreme Court order against the Local 
Authority, which was forced to desist with their opera-
tions (Schoeman 1980: 223). The township was hereafter 

systematically razed until the last residents had been 
resettled in Batho in 1941.

The Wesleyan Mission Church and School 
In 1850, a black Wesleyan congregation was established 
in a small church in St George’s Street, which was also 
utilised for teaching black pupils to read and write.  

When, in 1895, it came to the attention of the City 
Council that the Wesleyan Church in St George’s Street 
was being utilised for a school – and that this was not 
permitted – a decision was made to move the school to 
Waaihoek, which the Local Authority took up with the 
church (Haasbroek 2002:138). 

The site offered to the Wesleyan Church was part of 
Bloemfontein town lands, undeveloped and situated on 
the lower slope of what is now known as Fort Hill. 

The church was opened on 23 August 1903. 
The black diocese decided to construct a school build-

ing on the same site, with funds collected among them. 
By some remarkable turn of events, this school building 
is the only structure of Waaihoek that remains and is 
probably the most significant.

The school is cruciform in plan, and actually resembles 
a church more than a school building. This design aimed 
at more than one objective. The transepts could be used 
for smaller teaching spaces, while the larger area could 
accommodate the whole school or could be used for 
teaching in smaller groups. It was also possible, within 
this configuration, to teach several grades at once – nece-
ssary because teaching staff was in short supply. It was 
found, on examining the structure, that several external 
doors led from the transepts – probably created to allow 
movement in and out of the building without disturbing 
other classes in session.

It is quite remarkable that this school building is more 
or less intact. The church, however, was demolished, 
probably due to alterations to the nearby road network 

Our work here is divided into two phases: 
Phase 1: Restoring the school and  
adding a new visitors’ centre
In 1946, the original school building was extensively 
altered to accommodate a dry-cleaning concern. New 
windows and spaces were added over the years and the 
original windows had been bricked up. Our only option 
to restore the main street-facing façades was to replace 
the face-brick outer skin. The wooden floor that had been 
removed was also replaced.

The visitor’s centre took its design inspiration from the 
surrounding context and was kept visually unobtrusive 
by placing the structure up against the site boundary, 
where a previous warehouse was located. A portion of 
the adjacent Wesleyan Church’s west façade was retained 
as part of the new building. 

Phase 2: Redevelopment of the Waaihoek Precinct
The redevelopment of the Waaihoek precinct is a multi-
faceted programme that geographically includes a  ›  
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portion of the eastern CBD of the city, and also incorpo-
rates a vacant 3.2ha site that was previously part of the 
actual Waaihoek Township (Phethogo Consulting 2014).

Apart from the physical regeneration of the area, the 
socio-economic revitalisation of the inner city is the 
main objective of this programme. The strategy pursued 
by the main sponsors of the project, National Treasury, 
is to capitalise on the economic opportunities created by 
the triad of taxi, bus and rail commuters – especially as 
they move between these facilities. In this case, there is 
also the heritage dimension to be considered.

Traditionally, the area directly north of the old Waai-
hoek was the shopping precinct of the township, where 
formal commercial activities were not allowed. Today, 
it retains some of its commercial functions but other 
outlets in the city and closer to home have taken their 
toll on business, and the area is in decline.

The following interventions are being investigated:
• Improved accessibility to the CBD from the east by 

means of a new bridge over the railway lines, and 
additional internal roads;

• Public transport coordination and introducing a Bus 
Rapid Transport network;

• Enhanced pedestrian movement and accessibility;
• Re-introducing, on a large scale, various forms of hous-

ing, especially to the south of the precinct;
• Providing facilities such as clinics, a library, police 

station(s), crèches, religious centres and a post office;
• Investigating the future use of the Power Station;
• Providing incentives to the private sector to stimulate 

mixed land-use type developments that would aug-
ment the government and local authority initiatives; 
and

• Activating the heritage potential of the Old Fort and 
Waaihoek sites by rehabilitating the existing historical 
structures, and the creation of a large park linking 
the Wesleyan School with the Fort. Linking these 
areas with other heritage areas, eg. President Brand 
Street, the proposed new Legislature Compound and 
Mapikela House, are also envisaged.

I conclude with a brief reflection on my own big 
dream: the first house I built for my small family, set 
against a slope of Naval Hill.

House Roodt (2014)
When the notions of dream and house are brought 
together, the dangerous condition of the dream house 
arises. ‘The dream house’, says Bachelard, ‘must… 
satisfy both pride and reason, two irreconcilable terms’ 
(Bachelard 1969:61). One might even say two inescap-
able terms, the extent of the hubris and the rigor of the 
reason only tempered by imagination and the policies of 
financial institutions.  

The making of this house has been long and difficult. 
To re-imagine your own and the family’s rituals in a new 
spatial environment required that the house be designed 
from the inside out. These spatial relationships find  › 

16 House Roodt, conceived of as a series of box-like spaces, overlooks the city from Naval Hill.  
17 Concept sketches of House Roodt.
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some embodiment in the plan and the sections. Once 
the house is completed, the architect departs and you 
become, as Clare Cooper Marcus describes in House as 
a Mirror of Self , ‘part of the power struggles in making 
a home together with a partner; territory, control and 
privacy at home; self-image and location; disruptions in 
the bonding with home; and beyond the “house’s ego”  
to the call of the soul’.

We have gone through possibly six completely  
conceived and, in some cases, even fully-documented  
designs for our home. And, in most cases, on differ-
ent sites, too. During the process you are wracked by 
insecurities – financial and otherwise – and beset with 
procrastination and indecisiveness, because your ego is 
determined to design along with you. In addition to the 
ego, there is the matter of accommodating secret pas-
sions in a new home. I found some solace in a memoire 
by Rod Stewart, of all people, who had this to say about 
his habit: ‘You know the dangers, but you think you’ll 
just have a little dabble, just to find out what it feels 
like… The next thing you know, your so-called little 
dabble has turned into a raging all-consuming habit… 
It can get hold of a person. It can take over your life…’ 
(Stewart 2012:234).  

Surprisingly, Rod said this in relation to collecting 

art. I mention this, specifically, as making art part of the 
design of a building is more difficult than one may think. 

In an abstract sense, the idea of a series of box-like 
spaces, dark outside and light on the inside, informed 
my early ideas. In its realised version, the distinction 
between inside and outside is less definite, with darker 
tonalities on the outside which assist in merging the 
structure with the landscape, and lighter tonalities on 
the inside which complement the sketches and paintings, 
and aid the distribution of filtered sunlight.

As architects, we are ostensibly concerned with space 
and place, but home – as is firmly stated in most quotes 
– is people, not a place. Yet it is a place that ‘allows one to 
dream in peace’ (Bachelard 1969:6).

CONCLUSION
I did not consciously choose Bloemfontein when I joined 
the Leon Roodt Partnership in 1982. Nonetheless, I have 
been able to dream big here. This is a city with huge 
potential. It no longer ‘dozes’, as a visitor noted in 1902. 
I am confident and excited that the work we as local 
architects are doing here will enhance a metropolis that 
presents many challenges, but also has much to offer. I 
look forward to being part of the further shaping of a city 
that dreams of becoming a truly African metropolis.  ■
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Cutting 
corners

A new free-standing lecture theatre at Nelson Mandela 
Metropolitan University (NMMU), the � rst of two 

new buildings on the campus by Muse Architects, acts 
as a landmark in a nondescript landscape. 

Architects: Muse Architects Text: Architect’s notes Photos: Zani Dreyer

PROJECT 
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The brief
Muse Architects are well acquainted with the context, 
having been engaged in projects on the NMMU cam-
puses for several years, mainly through the upgrade and 
renovation of existing buildings such as the student and 
residents’ cafeteria, as well as the exam centre. The brief 
for the lecture theatre provided an opportunity for a 
definitive design gesture in the form of a new addition to 
the campus. It called for a single-purpose, free-standing 
building on a prominent corner site, which is in a park-
like setting adjacent to a public square and situated on  
a main vehicular route. 

Conceptual development
The lecture theatre is designed to be distinctive in its 
own right, yet establishes a visual connection to the ad-
jacent square. In an urban gesture, the building attempts 
to hold the corner both in the vertical and horizontal 
planes, providing a distinct reference point in the rather 
nondescript campus-building landscape and mediating 
the transition from the road onto the public square.

Due to the limited budget, efficient spatial planning 
of the lecture hall as the core function was the primary 
generator of the building form. Compared to other newly 
built lecture halls on the South campus, which follow a 
more conventional building plan, the elliptical plan of the 
new lecture theatre saves 15 percent in floor space. This al-
lows for more generous circulation and gathering space.  › 

1 The lecture hall by Muse Architects at night with illuminated foyer graphic. 2 Entrance with 
galvanised mild steel artwork. The thumb print graphic was chosen as a symbol of individual 
identity signifying the unique potential of each student who walks through the doors. 3 Staggered 
square windows ,which effectively break up the scale of the wall, provide natural light in the 
toilet facilities. 

2

3
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� e elliptical form means that the building can e� ective-
ly respond in 360 degrees, avoiding a back-of-the-build-
ing scenario. � is also facilitates pedestrian movement 
around it. 

A large-scale, laser-cut steel artwork designates the 
entrance, while stairs sweep up to the public space that 
gives access to a curvilinear semi-public balcony. � e 
balcony, which reduces the scale of the building on the 
side of the square, provides an external pause area, away 
from the bustling nearby cafeteria, where students can 
wait to attend classes.

Materials
� e lecture hall is clad in balau timber slats, which is a 
departure from the dominant facebrick language of the 
current campus buildings. Initially, the client was scepti-
cal about the potential maintenance associated with the 
use of timber, but was � nally convinced of the weather-
ing capabilities of untreated balau. Combined with red 
clay brick, which forms part of the material palette of the 
new aesthetic guidelines for the university, the timber 
gives the building a distinctive character.  ›  

 ‘The elliptical plan of the new lecture theatre saves 15 percent in floor 
space. This allows for more generous circulation and gathering space.’

4 � e lecture hall interior with layered hexagonal acoustic panels contrasted with raw brick. 
5 Filtered light falls through the balau slats in the foyer. � e abstract tree-inspired artwork has 
lasercut perforations and are o� set from the walls and ceilings to aid with sound absorption. 

4
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The only plastered section on elevation is the passage, 
which divides the primary spaces from the ancillary 
spaces and extends to form a canopy over the entrance. 
The interior has also been left as raw as possible in order 
to reduce maintenance. Polished concrete floors and red 
face brick are the primary materials. Plastered walls have 
been kept to a minimum, and tiles and acoustic panels 
have been layered onto the raw finishes.  

Environmentally sound design
Passive climate-control measures were employed to  
reduce energy consumption. The balau slats are  
orientated to allow soft light into the interior, while 
keeping the harsh direct sunlight out. This 'filtered' light 
effect continues in the bathrooms, where small staggered 
windows have been used. Wider wall cavities also  
contribute to enhancing the thermal comfort.  ■

6 1 Lobby. 2 Lecture auditorium. 3 Toilet facilities. 4 Audio-visual equipment room. 5 Store 
room. 6 Circulation. 7 Section A-A showing the internal volume of the auditorium. 
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Holistic 
Health care 

A ‘small CBD’ has been  
created by the designers of the 

Hermanus Community Day Centre, 
where the needs of community members lie 

at the core of the building’s funtionality.  
Architects: Gallagher Lourens Architects  

Text: Mary Anne Constable Photos: Tina Gallagher
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‘The architectural design of the buildings also reflect a restrained and humble approach – 
the buildings are not “objects” in space, they are “places” that embrace and welcome people.’
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A  series of recently built healthcare facilities, 
endorsed by the Western Cape Department of 
Transport and Public Works, demonstrate an 
intention to rethink and challenge previous 

typologies for healthcare building in impoverished 
communities throughout the province. Here, the 
brief has allowed users’ needs to lie at the core of the 
functionality and architectural design of the building. 
The choices of site have provided an opportunity to 
enhance the connection of the facilities within the urban 
landscape, encouraging value-added activities like 
market spaces and greater accessibility for communities 
that rely primarily on travelling by foot. As such, a ‘small 
city’ or a ‘miniature CBD’ has been created, says Henk 
Lourens from Gallagher Lourens Architects, designers 
of the Hermanus Community Day Centre. The design 
of the buildings also reflect a restrained and humble 
approach – the buildings are not ‘objects’ in space, they 
are ‘places’ that embrace and welcome people. 

Three examples of such facilities – the Mitchell’s Plain 
District Hospital, the Du Noon Community Health Centre 
and the Hermanus Day Centre – provide a tiered approach 
to the healthcare system, ranging from full healthcare 
services down to basic primary healthcare services 
that provide a first point of contact with communities 
(respectively). This tiered approach relieves pressure on 
district hospitals by providing a local point of contact at 
which less serious complaints can be resolved locally. 

A ‘small’ cbd
The Hermanus Community Day Centre is situated on 
the western edge of the Hermanus town centre. It is 
located about one kilometre from the District Hospital, 
across the busy Swartdam road from the Zwelihle 
township, bordered by a semi-industrial area to the 
north and open land to the east, and edged by the high 
wall of a gated housing estate. It has replaced three 
previous healthcare facilities which, for the most part, 
were highly crowded, run down and lacking in proper 
equipment, explains Lourens. Some patients were even 
accommodated in prefabricated buildings. 

The front façade of the building creates a street edge, 
thus eliminating the need for a fence. A small covered 
waiting area outside the entrance is designed for patients 
who arrive early in the morning, i.e. before the centre opens 
(as some may have to wait the whole day to be seen by  ›  

1 The front of the building creates a street edge including a small entrance forecourt and  
covered outside waiting area. 2 The asymmetrical shape of the roofs, playfully interpret the 
vernacular architecture of the Overberg. 3 The entrance forecourt to the building relates to 
the open public market space directly opposite on the other side of Swartdam road, creating a 
“small CBD”.  4 An open courtyard within the confines of the main entrance gate is opened to 
the public in the early morning so that they can make use of the ablution facilities while they 
wait. 5 Windows of varying sizes create visual connections between the inside spaces and the 
landscaped outside courtyards. 5
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6 The generosity of the inside public areas of the building allows for large volumes of people  
to move in out of the building at different times of the day. 7  A roof ‘monitor’ over the main 
waiting area reflects diffused light into the space.

a doctor). This generous space creates a threshold that 
integrates with and corresponds to a small formalised 
market across the road.  

The plan of the building comprises four rectangular 
‘wings’, which are articulated as different blocks and  
orientated to the north, and are joined together by a spinal 
corridor. These accommodate a large central waiting area 
and, in addition to all the necessary primary healthcare 
services, offer a Mother and Child unit, Infectious Diseases 
section (i.e. HIV and TB) and an Oral Health unit. A core 
requirement was to provide flexibility for changing needs, 
with minimal disruption, by creating a plan that allows for 
future building additions to each wing. The wings can be     
individually extended towards the east.

Another core principle, which underlies the spatial 
arrangement of the building, is to give ‘breathing space’ 
to the communal waiting areas that are most populated 
throughout the day. The wings enclose a series of 
protected courtyards, each with a specific function  › 

6
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‘Another core principle, which underlies 
the spatial arrangement of the 
building, is to give “breathing space”  
to the communal waiting areas.’
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8 The core underlying concepts of the spatial arrangement of the plan. 9 Section showing the 
progression of the outside courtyards varying in nature from public (entrance on the left) to 
private (therapy courtyard on the right) as one moves further through the building. 10 The roof 
of each wing is articulated with a double pitch asymmetrical roof. These are connected by a flat 
roofed spinal corridor. 11 Plenty of light it brought into the core spaces of the building through 
large windows that face north. 12 The large roof over the main waiting area gives this part of the 
building a unique emphasis providing a generous and open space for the waiting public.

that varies from public to private. A dynamic play between 
inside and outside is created through visual and physical 
contact between waiting spaces and outside areas. 

The playful roofscape of the building makes 
abstract reference to the vernacular architecture of 
the mountainous Overberg area, in which Hermanus 
is located, Lourens explains. The ubiquitous mono 
and double pitched roofs – and often asymmetrical 
corrugated roofs over the consulting wings and  
central waiting space – contrast with the flatter roofs  
of the spinal corridor. Tall and sculptural light 
‘monitors’, which make reference to dormer windows, 
bring sunlight and volume into the central waiting  
area. Windows of varying size, articulated between 
bagged and plastered brick walls, complete the 
architectural aesthetic. 

The building’s beauty lies in its simplicity and modest 
design, reflecting a humane architecture that prioritises 
the healthcare needs of the community more adequately 
than previous facilities. The building also creates a 
valuable community urban-design commodity, through 
its integration with surrounding urban spaces and public 
transport nodes, which improves accessibility for those 
who were previously excluded from quality services.  ■

8

9

10

11

12

ARCH75_Hermanus_Hospital.indd   45 2015/09/15   9:58 AM



46 A RC H I T ECT U R E SA S E P T E M B E R | O CTO B E R

1

2

ARCH75_West_Coast_College.indd   46 2015/09/14   4:11 PM



S E P T E M B E R | O CTO B E R 47   A RC H I T ECT U R E SA

Urbanising 
Education  
The first phase in the development of the new consolidated campus of the West Coast 
College, points the way to a dynamic urban future for the town of Malmesbury.  
Architects: KLG Architects Text: Heidi van Eeden Photos: Damian Schumann

PROJECT 

O 
ne only has to consider how educational 
institutions have transformed small towns like 
Stellenbosch, Potchefstroom and Grahamstown, 
to know that campuses have a significant impact 

on the urban life of these places. The West Coast College 
in Malmesbury, Western Cape, has the potential to 
transform this agricultural town in the Swartland in a 
similar manner. 

Designed by KLG Architects, the project proposes the 
seamless integration of a new Further Education and 
Training (FET) College within the historic heart of the 
town. The design aims to consolidate the college (which 
currently operates from a series of fragmented buildings 
scattered throughout town) into a single, centralised 
urban campus. 

Urban Scale 
On an urban scale, the precinct plans to link existing  
urban nodes to the new educational hub, while 
rescripting the streets as pedestrian zones and 
celebrating existing heritage structures. By referencing 
the town’s historic urban grain, massing and scale,  
the new campus aims to integrate and activate public  
streets as part of the ‘campus’. The Diep River, which 
borders the site, will also be regenerated with a new  

riparian park. Once the entire precinct is complete,  
the result should be that it has a significant (and  
therefore potentially sustainable) socio-economic  
impact on the town. 

Prior to commencing construction, in-depth heritage- 
and environmental impact studies were conducted to 
ensure that the design would have minimal impact 
on existing structures and systems. As a result, the 
precinct design references Malmesbury heritage through 
form, urban grain and materiality, and is sensitively 
integrated within the historic town. The precinct will 
be constructed in a series of phases, with the first phase 
(comprising of 16 classrooms and ancillary buildings) 
recently completed. Phasing the construction allows for 
the gradual integration of ‘new’ and ‘old’, thereby giving 
the new campus a little time to settle into the socio-
urban patterns of the town before full completion.  ›

1 The new classrooms, as seen from Loedolf Street. The street is intended to eventually be 
integrated into the campus as a pedestrian-friendly movement route. The architects addressed 
the future urban condition by setting the buildings back from the street boundary, allowing 
for pedestrian movement along the building edge. These routes, which are articulated using 
a contemporary steel interpretation of the vernacular pergola, will eventually be covered in 
creepers, providing shady respite in the harsh Swartland summers. 2 Reverse view from inside 
the courtyard onto Loedolf Street. 
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PROJECT 

3 Detailing and materiality shows maturity and restraint. The pared-down nature of the 
buildings will provide a quiet backdrop to bustling student life, while remaining sensitive to  
the heritage of existing Malmesbury architecture. 

3

Campus buildings are planned around a progression  
of intimate tree-lined courtyards and larger ‘werfs’, linked 
by pedestrian movement routes and knitted together with 

simple, traditional barn structures. The 
courtyards provide space for congregation 
between lectures, enable passive ventilation 
and natural daylighting, and encourage 
outdoor living by providing shady respite 
from the harsh Swartland summer. A 
strong axial movement route will connect 
Loedolf Street (the building’s ‘urban’ edge) 

to these internal courtyards, and will eventually continue  
on so as to link to a planned riverside park next to the 
Diep River (which borders the site to the South). By 

claiming the public street as part of the campus and 
integrating it with campus movement routes, the project 
encourages a pedestrian urban condition and will 
contribute to activating the street edge in future.  

Architecturally, the design references elements of 
historic Malmesbury. The classrooms are articulated as 
simple barn structures with stripped-down materiality, 
and allude to vernacular structures through the use of 
similar solid-to-void relationships, ‘stoeps’, pergolas,  
elemental proportions and a strong sense of symmetry. 
Care has been taken to reinterpret these elements in a 
contemporary language, while remaining sensitive to  
the heritage and spatial feeling of the town. Materiality 
and detailing show maturity and restraint, as the  
raw nature of the buildings provide a quiet backdrop  
for its academic activities and the historic nature of the 
town. The only critique here is that the buildings are 
perhaps too conservative, and may potentially fade into 
the backdrop completely instead of reaching their  › 

‘Materiality  
and detailing show  

maturity and  
restraint’
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PROJECT 

4 The position, adjacent to the historic Loedolf House, and function of new West Coast College 
classrooms necessitated the design of ‘background’ buildings that would not compete with the 
important heritage building. 5  Clerestorey windows flood the classrooms with natural light, 
reducing the dependence on artificial light and contributing to reduced energy consumption. 

4

5

‘By referencing the town’s historic urban grain, massing and scale, the new campus aims to 
integrate and activate public streets as part of the “campus”.’

full potential as urban activators. While not encourag-
ing a full-fledged ‘Bilbao effect’, one or two elements of 
architectural boldness would  be welcomed in further 
phases of the development. 

The basic materiality and understated detailing 
might make it appear raw and, in a certain sense,  › 
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PROJECT 

6 Campus Site Development Plan: 1 New classrooms. 2 Proposed central office. 3 Parking and 
student drop off. 4 Redesigned, pedestrian friendly Loedolf Street. 5 Proposed administration 
building. 6 Roofed assembly space. 7 Proposed computer centre. 8 Proposed student centre. 
9 Student green. 10 New public river park. 11 Proposed hospitality school. 12 Multi-purpose 
hall. 13 Parking area. 14 & 15 Proposed classrooms. 16 Possible future expansion. 17 Historic 
Loedolf House. 18 Church Street. 19 Diep River. 7 The section shows the scale and relation to the 
pedestrian-friendly street. 

6

7

unfinished. However, upon reflection it becomes 
apparent that the building is, in fact, incomplete – but 
that what is missing is not architecture, but the people 
for which these spaces were so intrinsically designed. 
The true beauty of the precinct is that the core design 
rests on the spaces between the buildings, and not 
the buildings themselves. Images of the project evoke 
future visions of courtyards, filled with chattering 
students, leafy trees doubled in size and bustling 
small-town streets activated by student life and  
urban activity.  ■
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A 
ccording to the Oxford English Dictionary the 
word 'filigree' means ‘ornamental work of fine 
wire formed into delicate tracery’, and its roots 
can be found in the Latin words filum and  

granum, which respectively mean ‘thread’ and ‘seed’.
This particular filigree detail employs standard off-

the-shelf components that are assembled innovatively to 
provide a cost-effective and attractive shading solution.

While many new buildings utilise expensive high- 
performance glazing systems, the detail shown here uses  
a more common-sense approach of keeping the sun off  
the glazing when required, and simultaneously allowing  
natural ventilation and unobstructed views to the outside. 

Not only are these functional needs met, the detail 
also manages to create a sense of poetry. It sets up a 
rhythm along the face of the building, with its gridded 
shadows sweeping across the façade over the course of 
the day.

Threaded along the building’s envelope, the filigree 
detail was indeed the ‘seed’ that generated the façade  
of the building.  ■ 

Sophia Gray laureate Anton Roodt  
employs a filigree detail in one of his 
practice’s latest projects, the Central  
Media Group building in Bloemfontein. 
Text: Mike Louw

Filigree 
detail

1 Black window frames and steel members are offset against the Corobrik Roan Satin face brick 
to dramatic effect. 2 Gridded shadows trace the sun's trajectory across the façade. 

1 2
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TECHNICAL 

Filigree Detail

Corobrik Roan Safin FBX face brick on edge

Hunter Douglas Type 2 vane 50 x 50mm filigree 
sun screen with Type 50 surround fixed to steel 
structure according to engineer’s details

4mm ABE Index Testudo waterproofing to 
manufacturer’s specification on screed with falls 
to outlets on concrete slab to engineer’s details

Concrete slab to engineer’s details

Marmoran Permasuede to 15mm cement plaster

100 x 50mm mild steel hollow section to engineer’s details

100 x 50mm mild steel channels to engineer’s details 

100 x 50mm mild steel channels to engineer’s details 

Hunter Douglas Type 2 vane 50 x 50mm filigree  
sun screen with Type 50 surround in 76 x 38mm mild 
steel channel frame fixed to columns @ 40 degrees 
according to engineer’s details

100x 100mm mild steel hollow section according  
to engineer’s details
12 x 12mm mild steel rods fully welded to  
100 x 50mm channel columns. All welding to be  
polished to even and smooth surface
Matt Jet black Code ITC 39005 power-coated 
aluminium window

40mm diameter brushed stainless steel handrail 

12 x 12mm mild steel rods fully welded to 40 x 8mm 
mild steel uprights
40 x 8mm mild steel uprights fully welded to spacers 
according to engineer’s details
Porcelain tiles on ABE Duraflex waterproofing on screed 
with fall to outside on concrete slab to engineer’s details

200 x 100mm mild steel IPE beam to engineer’s details

30 x 8mm mild steel flat bar flange and spacer welded to 
uprights and 200mm IPE section according to engineer’s 
detail. All weldings to be polished to even and smooth surface

Marmoran Permaseude to 15mm cement plaster

Hunter Douglas Type 2 vane 50 x 50mm filigree  
sun screen with Type 50 surround in 76 x 38mm  
mild steel channel frame fixed to columns  
@ 40 degrees according to engineer’s details
100 x 50mm mild steel channel to engineer’s details 

Corobrik Roan Safin FBX face brick

100 x 100mm mild steel hollow section  
to engineer’s details

Matt Jet black Code ITC 39005 power-coated 
aluminium window 
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End Note

M 
apungubwe needs little introduction. It flourished 
between approximately 1075 CE and 1300 CE. 
It remains unclear why the city was abandoned 
– the pastoralists finding greener pastures north-

wards and in so doing founding Great Zimbabwe – but 
climate change is now thought to be the main culprit. 

The capital of the BaTlhaping at Dithakong was first 
described by Europeans Borcherds and Sommerville in 
1801–3 (Somerville, Bradlow, & Bradlow, 1979). They 
estimated that the city contained 1 500 dwellings and 
between 8 000 and 25 000 inhabitants. This was of  
similar size to Cape Town of the day (Beaumont, 1983: 1). 
Dithakong itself was located on the site of an earlier city, 
hence its name which means ‘the place of the ruins’. 

The Difacane/Mfecane brought an end to this great 
city. Upheavals in the interior of the country were fuelled 
by a number of factors, climate change – the end of the 
Little Ice Age – being one of them. Tribes were pitted 
against each other for dwindling resources and, to add 
insult to injury, colonial expansion, possibly spurred by 
the same circumstances, added fuel to the fire. Colonists 
took advantage of the instability. When the BaTlhaping 
and the Korana (De Kock, W. J. 1974. In SESA, Vol.10: 
265–266) came into conflict in 1882, Boer mercenaries 
joined the fray on both sides. Land was granted to them 
as payment, which they declared the Republic of  
Stellaland (1882–1883), with Vryburg as their capital. 

Early colonists, Voortrekkers, soon established trading 

posts such as the one at Zoutpansbergdorp, founded 1848, 
later called Schoemansdal. The reasons for settling here 
permanently were mainly due to resources: ivory and salt. 
It later became notorious as the centre of the local illicit 
(by British standards) arms trade. The Voortrekkers aban-
doned the town in 1867, after discord over taxes brought 
about an armed uprising by the Venda (Bulpin, 2001: 679).

Gold, and not ivory, held the promise of fortune for 
the later C19. The Knysna forest was the scene of a short-
lived gold rush, from 1886 to 1890, focused on a shanty 
town called Millwood (Bulpin, 2001: 394).  

Further north, the first real gold rush centred on the 
highlands of the Lowveld. Barberton was thought to 
hold such promise that the Zuid-Afrikaansche Repub-
liek (ZAR) Department Publieke Werken (Public Works 
Department), lead by émigré architect Sytze Wierda, 
prepared many designs for the town, including a suspen-
sion foot-bridge and elaborate government offices, the 
latter never to be built. Other mushrooming gold towns 
too received ZAR Government investment. Venterskroon, 
located in what is today the Vredefort Dome World 
Heritage Site, still boasts its ZAR-period magistrate’s court 
building, dating to 1889, still its most prominent structure. 
Yet one cannot today call it a town, let alone a city. 

Our last ‘forgotten city’ is Ottoshoop. Once again, gold 
brought an estimated 100 000 people to this inhospitable 
plain, all in search of fortune. The strike was made in 
1887 and what followed was the largest claim-staking 
race in South African history (Bulpin, 2001: 837; Anon. 
In SESA, Vol. 8: 404). The ZAR foresaw the growth of a 
large city, and a large town was laid out to the design of  
a certain Gilfallan. Here it was not the lack of gold  
which doomed the town; it was the abundance of water. 
The area was situated in a flood plain and over larger  
aquifers. The primitive pump technologies of the times 
could not keep the mines dry and when news broke of a 
new gold strike, the miners left for the Witwatersrand. 

The ZAR Government was in no mood to spend  
money on a new town plan for the latest boom-town and  
Gilfillan’s plan (Bulpin, 2001: 837), somewhat altered, was 
rolled out at the new diggings – today Johannesburg.  ■

The semi-arid hinterland of South Africa has time and again seen budding cities rise 
and disappear into dust. Nicholas Clarke investigates the demise of a few examples. 

Small cities  
that never were
Text: Nicholas Clarke, Heritage Studies Associate, Department of Architecture, University of Pretoria and  
PhD Candidate, Delft University of Technology. 
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