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Editor’s note

What will rise?
A

Alma viviers
Editor

s I write this note, universities
around the country have come
to a halt. It is the day after the
national shutdown; we wake
up to a changed country. A changed
country not because the demands
have been met, the injustices and
inequalities set right, but because for
the first time in a long time people,
across racial, cultural, political
and class boundaries, have rallied
together to start a public debate about
the national crisis in education.
This crisis is not only about equal
access but also, as recent movements
such as #RhodesMustFall and the
documentary Luister on racial
discrimination at the University of
Stellenbosch have also highlighted,
about the very nature of the
institutions and the values they
perpetuate through collective
culture, context and curriculum.
There is a demand for our collective
attention and questioning and
radical reimagining of these
institutions, both inside and out.

This rethinking extends to
architectural education, which has
been in a state of crisis globally. In his
2012 essay ‘Rethinking Architectural
Education’, in the Architectural
Review’s ‘The Big Rethink’ series,
critic Peter Buchanan points out that
academe seems to be ‘detached from
the ferment of epochal change’ and,
as a result, fails to engage with current
critical realities. As we face this
‘ferment of epochal change’, several
hard questions are thrown up.
In this issue, themed ‘Learn’, some
of these questions are probed. In
the regular ‘Perspective’ column on
page 13, Lesley Lokko reflects on the
first year of having implemented the
Unit System way of teaching at the
University of Johannesburg’s School
of Architecture, first pioneered at
the Architectural Association by
Alvin Boyarsky in 1971.
Johan Swart, lecturer at the
University of Pretoria, looks at the
value of the design-make experience
for students as he shares insights on

a recent workshop on page 6.
In ‘Radical Pedagogies – A
Discussion’ on page 14, Ilze Wolff
talks to architectural historian
and theorist Beatriz Colomina
about her ongoing research project
at Princeton University. The
conversation probes alternative
strategies to teaching architecture,
which might point the way to reasking the essential question of what
the root of architecture really is.
In the ‘End Note’ on page 51, Roger
Fisher opens up the debate about
the divide between the academy
and the profession, and highlights
the continued mutual suspicion and
diminishing synergy between these
two aspects of the discipline.
All of these pieces ask questions
rather than seeking to provide
answers. Let us have the courage to
remain open to uncertainty so that
what rises from the ruins of all that has
fallen may take us into a productive
future for the discipline, instead of
leaping to quick and easy answers. ■

image: anke loots

contributors
Ilze Wolff is an architect and writer who,

together with her husband Heinrich, heads
up the architectural practice, Wolff. She holds
both an MArch and a Masters in African
Studies from the University of Cape Town.
Ilze co-founded Open House Architecture,
a platform responsible for researching and
documenting South African architecture
through the popular Open House tours.
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Johan Swart is a lecturer at the University
of Pretoria where he teaches history,
conservation and design. He holds an
MArch from the same university and
also studied Cultural Heritage at the
Eindhoven University of Technology
(Netherlands). Johan is currently
pursuing further research in the field
of architectural heritage.

Lesley Lokko is an architect, academic and
the author of nine best-selling novels, as well
as holding the posts of Associate Professor
of Architecture and head of the Graduate
School of Architecture at the University of
Johannesburg. Lesley studied at University
College London, graduating with a BSc (Arch)
in 1992 and an MArch in 1995, before going
on to gain her PhD in Architecture in 2007.
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Notes and News

Working as one

As 2015 draws to a close, SAIA CEO Obert Chakarisa reflects on gains related to new processes. These
should ensure that the Institute delivers on its mission to serve as a collective voice for local architects.

A consolidated effort

In an effort to overcome a history of functioning in
a fragmented fashion, serious strides have been made
during 2015 to harmonise the collaborative operation
of SAIA and its regional affiliates. October saw all
the executive staff engaging in a full-day strategic
re-alignment session, led by CEO Obert Chakarisa.
This regions forum was a resounding success, and will
now take place every six months. Forum participants
agreed that one of the ways to ensure a closer alignment
was through the sharing of the individual institutes’
best practices. Another important realisation was that
owing to regional context, size and maturity, each of the
institutes require different forms of assistance. Going
forward, ways to tailor make support will be explored.

One voice

One of SAIA’s key responsibilities is to engage with
its multiple stakeholders to seriously advocate for
the interests of the profession. One of the primary

and ongoing relationships of the Institute is with the
South African Council for the Architectural Profession
(SACAP). A recent meeting between Chakarisa and both
the SACAP president, Yashaen Luckan, and registrar
Marella O’Reilly, underscored the need for proper
consultation before new measures are implemented,
such as currently within Continued Professional
Development, Identification of Work and Recognition
of Prior Learning. The Institute also continues to engage
potential sponsors so as to forge strategic partners for
critically needed funds.

Obert Chakarisa

A culture of accountability

The Practice and Stakeholder, CPD and Environment,
Transformation, Marketing and Fundraising, as well
as Finance and HR portfolios, have been assigned
specific delivery targets under the new Performance
Management System. Quarterly appraisals will help
to track the road to delivering on these targets and
ultimately on the Institute’s mission and vision. ■

Excellence rewarded
Significant honours have recently been bestowed upon three local individuals in the field,
in recognition of their unique contributions to architecture in South Africa.
Julian Cooke

The highest honour to be bestowed by SAIA, its Medal
of Distinction, was recently awarded to Julian Cooke.
In the written motivation supporting this award, his
full spectrum of disciplinary knowledge was praised –
ranging from being an outstanding teacher to an acute
critic, from an accomplished practitioner to a committed
editor of Architecture SA. ‘However, what binds these
contributions together is an unalloyed sense of decency
and commitment to architecture as an honourable
profession, which is of utmost importance in giving
shape to the best aspirations of our society.’

Carin Smuts

Cape Town architect and co-founder of CS Studio
Architects, Carin Smuts received the award of Chevalier
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des Arts et des Lettres (award of Knight in the Orders of
Arts and Letters) from Her Excellency the Ambassador
of France to SA, Elizabeth Barbier. In her address,
Ambassador Barbier said: ‘Through your projects you
defend very powerful ideas... The goal of architecture is
[seen to be] an instrument of transformation.’ She also
praised Carin for placing the human being at the centre
of her work.

Roger C Fisher

Professor Fisher, hailing from the University of Pretoria
and member of ArchSA’s Editorial Advisory committee,
recently received a C2 rating from the National Research
Foundation. This recognises researchers who have
a sustained recent record of productivity in the field;
Roger is one of only a handful of such architects. ■

ARCHITECTURE SA

5

2015/11/17 11:53 AM

1

2

3

making
design A
ideas
real

Should practical ‘making’-experience
form a part of architectural curriculum?
A recent collaborative workshop hosted
by University of Pretoria’s Architecture
Department and RAW Studios gave
lecturer Johan Swart pause to reflect on
the benefits of such exposure.
By: Johan Swart, Department of
Architecture, University of Pretoria

recent experience has led me to reflect at leisure
on matters of design tuition, the pertinent issue
being the oft-lamented interrelationship between
the activities of ‘design’ (on paper or screen) and
activities of ‘making’ (by hand and machine). The event
which prompted this reflection was a voluntary student
workshop, held in partnership with RAW Studios, a
Pretoria-based design collaborative that develops and
manufactures furniture systems through the digitally
controlled manipulation of engineered timbers.
Students were tasked with developing modular and
adaptable furniture systems, that could be implemented
within the constraints of container-sized microliving
units. The students had to consider the complete living
unit conceptually, and then develop components thereof
as product systems which were required to be limited in
material selection to plywood and in technology to what
RAW studios could offer. Over the course of the sevenday workshop, altering between studio days on campus
and prototyping days at RAW Studios, students were
guided in how to design and develop working prototypes
within specific technological parameters.
While I am tempted to indulge in a description of
the workshop’s design outcomes, the more thoughtprovoking discussion emerges from the workshop’s
generative explorations of technological processes and

6
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consequent understanding of it in relation to the current
circumstances, i.e. of architectural practice and pedagogy.
The ability to integrate design and making as an
iterative process seems to remain beyond the reach of most
architects. Students might regularly build scale models,
but these are not working prototypes. Practitioners, on the
other hand, have access to manufacturing industries, but
these are removed from the design office and invariably
excluded from the design process. The RAW workshop
(in its second iteration this year) has reminded or, rather,
convinced students and lecturers alike that a closer
interaction between design and physical testing leads to
more immediate educational benefits, as well as to more
successful and refined design products.
In the broader context of design-make relationships,
it seems that increased access to manufacturing
technologies and open-source design networks might
elicit questions about the traditional practice of
architecture. We could, perhaps, argue that all of this
relates more to product designers or to the hobbyists of
the maker movement. But consider our workshop as an
example: the outcomes were furniture-design products,
but these were conceptualised as systems which combine
to form living units. These units can be developed,
using mostly the same limited palette of materials, as
serviced and weather-proof options for housing. The
conceptual limits of this argument could even suggest an
urban-development model, and its challenge – or, rather,
invitation – to architects is thus seemingly direct.
Another aspect of the workshop, which is cause for
introspection, is the value of gaining mastery over very
specific materials and technologies. Based on the ethos
of RAW Studios, the workshop limited students in terms
of materials to flat sheets of birch plywood and, in terms
of construction, to dry-fitted joints. The consequence
was enthusiastic student engagement and a narrow focus
which, perhaps counter-intuitively, led to a great deal
of innovation. Furthermore, students were able to gain
a far better understanding of material properties and
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manufacturing processes than that which is gained from
months of formal coursework.
The point I wish to make is not that of the promotion
of a specific material, but rather that the workshop
illustrates a process of engagement with benefits that
might apply equally to other materials and technologies;
think of Tadao Ando’s absolute control over concrete, or
Tom Kundig’s mastery of steel detailing.

‘Does the generic nature of architectural
output not point to details and specifications
that allow the designer to get away with being
less knowledgeable of materials?’
I further speculate that a lack of focused engagement
with materials and technologies is evident in our built
environment. Does the generic nature of architectural
output not point to details and specifications that allow
the designer to get away with being less knowledgeable of
materials? Does a lack of design cohesion not stem from
architects entrusting technical control to engineers and
product suppliers?
There are valid reasons in both academia and practice
for the education of the architect as generalist, but my
involvement with the RAW workshop has highlighted the
viewpoint that a more direct and passionate engagement
with specific materials and technologies is to the benefit of
the designer and the discipline. ■

1 Workshop participants explore assembly methods such as dry joints. 2 Students were
introduced to computer-aided cutting and router machines employed by RAW Studios in the
production of their furniture and products. 3 Working in an iterative prototyping manner means
students got well acquainted with the material properties of the flat sheet birch plywood used.
4 & 5 Students test out prototypes that were designed, developed and manufactured over the
course of the workshop.
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Next generation

Two architecture students recently got a boost to further their careers with the annual Architectural
Design Scholarship Award Africa, from practice Boogertman + Partners.

I

n 2014, Boogertman + Partners launched the
Architectural Design Scholarship Award Africa
in order to foster an aspiration to excel in design,
among architectural students. The scholarship,
which awards the recipient with R140 000, is the largest
available in South Africa for architecture and is open
to all universities in Africa where Boogertman +
Partners have a presence, including Ghana, Kenya,
Zambia and Uganda.
‘As the premium design-focused scholarship in SA,
we hope to create a lineage of African designers who,
by means of this award, will have been able to pursue
their design passion anywhere in the world,’ says Dewar
van Antwerpen, director at Boogertman + Partners.
‘We believe these young designers can bring innovative,
socially-relevant design from a uniquely African
perspective to the rest of the world.’
Entrants into the scholarship award are whittled
down to five or six finalists, who must then compete
in a three-day design challenge. This year the challenge
was to design an architectural intervention on a wedgeshaped site at the William Nicol/Main Road intersection
in Johannesburg, which is home to an informal craft
market. The brief required finalists to grapple with the
informal/formal dichotomy by accommodating current
traders in a more formalised, yet inclusive, environment.
Finalists were given just 48 hours to design and present
their intervention.
The entries are judged based on five criteria:
design and innovation, process, sustainable design,
and presentation.
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Yvonne Bruinette, from the School of Architecture
at the University of Pretoria, was recipient of the
Boogertman + Partners Architectural Design
Scholarship Award Africa 2015, while Silindzile
Shongwe, also a UP student, was first runner up and
received a R70 000 bursary.
Bruinette’s design was inspired by the analogy
of a circus, as both a cultural and economic force.
Circus on Main proposes to reconnect the site with
its urban context, but more importantly to reconnect
its users through a bottom-up approach. Considering
the nomadic lifestyle of the current informal traders,
an interchangeable structure was proposed to allow
informal flexibility and adaptation for both use and
user on the ground floor, and more formalised cultural
performances on the higher levels.
Beyond the initial financial reward, the scholarship
also includes an individual mentorship programme for
the duration of the recipient’s studies and a two-year
contract of employment at Boogertman + Partners
upon completion of their Masters degree. ■

Entries for the Architectural Design Scholarship Award Africa 2016 are open.
For more information on how to enter, go to www.boogertman.com/sch/sch.html.

1 Winner Yvonne Bruinnette’s design for ‘the wedge’ is based on the idea of a circus. 2 A model
of the winning design proposal. 3 Yvonne Bruinnett along with runner-up Silindzile Shongwe at
the Steyn City Clubhouse where the judging and awards lunch took place.
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Space for the Soul
Caesarstone announces their Student Designer of 2015

C

aesarstone recently announced the winner
in their annual Student Designer Awards.
The open-ended 2015 Caesarstone Student
Design competition brief, developed by Cape
Town architect Stefan Antoni, challenged students
to conceptualise ‘a space for our souls’, a retreat or
private haven of no smaller than
40m² and no bigger than 160m².
Aimee de Villiers of the BHC
School of Design, Cape Town,
scooped the coveted honour as
Student Designer 2015 with
her cliff-side retreat design,
while Paolo Kirsten from the University of Pretoria
and Christiaan Schutte of Design School of
Southern Africa, Pretoria, took the second and
third prizes respectively.
‘Being awarded the title Caesarstone Student
Designer of 2015 was a huge surprise and is such

‘I believe that design is a
form of art and should be
used to inspire people.’

1

2

10
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an honour,’ says Aimee. ‘This award proves to me
that hard work pays off and that being ambitious and
passionate about your work shows in your design.
I believe design is a form of art and should be used
to inspire people, and that is exactly what I strived
for and believed I had achieved in the end.’ Aimee,
along with her lecturer Donna Wills, will be jetting
off to an international design fair of their choice,
valued at R80 000.
‘This competition is one of the highlights of our
calendar each year,’ says Caesarstone SA’s marketing
director, Trevor King. ‘With the competition so
strongly supported by design institutions around
the country, this is easily the top student design
competition in Africa.’
The 2016 competition brief, which is set in 2015
and requires students to conceptualise a
multifunctional support hub, has been published at
www.caesarstone.co.za.

3

4

5

6

1 + 2 Aimee de Villiers, Caesarstone Student Designer of 2015 from BHC School of
Design in Cape Town 3 Llewalan Drodskie, Tshwane University of Technology 4 Kyle
Weedman, University of Johannesburg 5 Lara Hooper, Design Time School of Interior
Design 6 Juri Abbott, Tshwane University of Technology
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Perspective

A risky business
Lesley Lokko, head of the Graduate School of Architecture at the University of
Johannesburg, reflects on the calls for transformation in tertiary institutions beyond
just the recent student actions over fees.
By: Lesley Lokko, University of Johannesburg

image: Lebohang Letsoisa ‘The Zanzibar Stock Exchange’

I

t’s a strange time to be in architectural education.
The conversations in London, New York, Los Angeles
and Melbourne are all about change, risk, shift. The
curriculum we all teach – give or take our regional
variations – is largely derived from a 1920s British model
and it’s coming under scrutiny like never before.
Here in South Africa, the need for change has come to
a head. Students are protesting, demanding a different
approach, and no matter what anyone says, it’s not ‘just’
about the fees. It may seem obvious, but education – even
in the context of a professional course like architecture –
isn’t just about the delivery of an ‘approved’ curriculum.
It’s also (and perhaps more deeply) concerned with the
transmission of values.
In South Africa, the very idea of a shared culture or
values-in-common that might transcend the specificities
of place, language, history and even ‘race’ remains an
elusive pipe dream. The question of what and how we
might teach our current and future young architects
is equally elusive. African schools of architecture have
yet to attempt – never mind resolve – the profoundly
complex translation of indigenous, pre-European built
environment beliefs, histories, relationships and ways
of seeing the world into a functioning, relevant and
accessible architectural curriculum.
At the University of Johannesburg, we began a risky
experiment at the beginning of 2015 to introduce a
curriculum that, in spite of its teething difficulties,
may prove more fruitful than we ever imagined. It
began as a relatively straightforward transplanting
of the Unit System way of teaching, first pioneered
in 1971 by Alvin Boyarsky at the Architectural
Association, and is now common practice amongst
the world’s leading schools.
Overnight, we replaced the horizontal, linear and
traditional Modernist curriculum with a vertical,
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differentiated and competitive model that acknowledges
both the professional nature of the curriculum (twiceyearly, peer-reviewed assessments across the different
Units to ensure parity and the dissemination of baseline
requirements), and the speculative, open-ended curiosity
of academia. If we’re not in the business of producing
new knowledge, why then are we here?
In my view, nowhere in the world is the call for
‘new forms of knowledge’ more urgent than it is here.
Architecture schools, by their very nature, straddle
the uneasy line between tradition (expressed most
powerfully in the relationship between the school and
the professional body that ‘licenses’ the knowledge
produced) and the future (the drawing into being
of forms, spaces, experiences as-yet-unknown) with
varying degrees of success and confidence.

‘If we’re not in the business of producing new
knowledge, then why are we here?’
If you ask me what we’ve accomplished at UJ after
a year’s worth of trial and error, I would say this:
confidence. Many of the projects that are about to be
examined lack sophistication, resolution, finesse . . . even
clarity of intent. It’s too early to make a call on whether
it’s ‘worked’ or not. (There’s a reason why political terms
and SACAP accreditation visits happen at four- or five year intervals).
But when I look across the 51 projects that form Unit
System Africa 2015©, there’s a newfound confidence in
its voices, drawings, models and texts that is hard to deny
or resist. If we take away confidence, what will we replace
it with? Complacency? Thanks, but no thanks. Our past
is already loaded with that. ■
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Radical
pedagogiesA DISCUSSION
Beatriz Colomina, highly acclaimed architectural theorist and professor at Princeton University,
recently presented her work at the annual Architecture ZA conference in Johannesburg. Ilze Wolff
took the opportunity to discuss the Radical Pedagogies project with her.
By: Ilze Wolff
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Discussion

C

urrently in South Africa, a countrywide student-led
movement is under way, advocating for the end to
entrenched colonial systems of learning, neoliberal
market-driven management of public universities
and institutional racism. These movements are highly
visible on social media platforms, using hashtags such
as #RhodesMustFall, #FeesMustFall, #EndOutsourcing
and #Luister, to track and digitally archive the events
surrounding them.
The various tertiary institutions have each articulated
specific crises: lack of access to higher education for poor
black people, the slow process of decolonising knowledge
production, patriarchy and the continued racialising
of black bodies.
At first, the demands of students were directed
towards senior university management but the
students’ frustration soon turned towards the state
and, in particular, the failure of the ruling ANC party
to effect change since 1994.
During October 2015, the protests reached a
heightened intensity. Images of student arrests, the
use of stun grenades and tear gas by police, flooded
the news and internet – prompting national and global
solidarity with the students.
A national resistance movement concerning higher
education has radically and violently opened up a muchneeded conversation about crises in the South African
post-liberation nation.

Global education and upheaval

These recent events have profound resonances with the
Radical Pedagogies project led by Beatriz Colomina, in
collaboration with PhD students at Princeton University.
Framed as an open-ended conversation, which historically
places global architectural education often within the
context of ‘upheaval’, it serves as a provocation for
the reviewing of architectural education today.
To date, the project has had three iterations. The first,
Radical Pedagogies: A [PROVISIONAL] CARTOGRAPHY,
opened at the Lisbon Triennale in September 2013.
The exhibition presented a large-format map of 33
experimental architectural educational moments during
the post-war period. How these experiments, some of
them self-acknowledged ‘failures’, spread through the
global connectivity that teaching often facilitates, was
the larger question of this exhibition.
The second, Radical Pedagogies: ACTION-REACTIONINTERACTION, continued the accumulation of global
experiments in architectural education worldwide
with a particular emphasis on Italy. The narratives
that emerged through this focus were ‘ACTION (the
radical questioning and reformulation of the discipline),
REACTION (the pedagogical and political friction
created by the urgency of these reformulations), and
INTERACTION (the constant fluctuation of this
information by the movement of ideas and people).’
The work was exhibited at the 14th Venice Biennale
of Architecture in 2014. In addition to expanding
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the Lisbon map, the exhibition included a spread of
educational ‘matter’: studio briefs, syllabi documents,
films and photographs, all with the purpose of
illustrating how new architectural ideas manifested
into new modes of teaching.
In the third iteration, Radical Pedagogies moved
to Poland to participate in the 7th Warsaw Under
Construction Festival, which ends in November
2015. Radical Pedagogies: RECONSTRUCTING
ARCHITECTURAL EDUCATION reviews trajectories
in experimental architectural learning by foregrounding
innovations in education in Eastern Europe, Africa, East
Asia and Australasia. As with Lisbon and Venice, the
Warsaw exhibition fixes its study during post-WWII.

in conversation
Ilze Wolff (IW): What, through Radical Pedagogies,
did you uncover as the basis of architecture?

Beatriz Colomina (BC): The word radical comes from

the Latin radix, which means ‘root’. So the concept of
radical is not only what we now commonly understand
as upsetting the norm, it is also going back to the roots,
the foundations, the deeper structure of something. In
that sense, when we talk about radical pedagogies, we
are talking both about upheaval, about transgressive and
revolutionary practices, but also about those experiments
in which radicality meant turning back to the roots of
architecture. In the 1960s and ’70s, students and some
faculty members revolted against an educational system
that was paying too much attention to the single figure of
the architect and to the individual building. They argued
that schools should focus more on how people live,
though processes of participation, and address issues of
social justice. All of this resonates with today’s situation:
the rejection of the starchitect system, of the iconic
building, the preoccupation with the environment, with
the lack of social housing
IW: So what do you regard as the ‘roots’ of architecture?
BC: Each experiment redefined the roots. Part of what
makes this period [the ’60s and ’70s] so radical, is the
undoing of any singular stable sense of the foundations.
For Aldo Rossi, it meant going back to the primordial
forms of architecture; the beach cabins of his childhood,
for example. For others, like Leon Krier, it meant going
back to Classicism. For others, it meant going back to the
body, to performative practices of occupation of space.
It is not just the healthy body of the Renaissance that
acts as a reference to architecture; it is also the unhealthy
body, the sick and the disabled body. Ideas of health are
also informing what architecture is in this time, just ›

1 This photo by Cesare Colombo shows Giancarlo de Carlo debating with Gianemilio Simonetti
as protesting students take over the Milan Triennale in May 1968.
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as they have all the way back to the Greeks. The idea
of a healthy city for the Greeks was the idea of the four
humours; an idea that came from medical theories of the
time. The post-war years, likewise, responded to
ideas about health and developed new ones.
IW: Do you think there is a risk of collapsing
into nostalgia with this idea of going back to
the root?
BC: The idea was, in fact, rarely nostalgic. What is
interesting about the Radical Pedagogies project
is the re-examining that has been done of the
mentality of the ’60s and ’70s. So many of these
experiments later became institutionalised,
meaning that we forgot what important questions they
sought to probe. Likewise, at that time, going back
to the roots was actioned to ask what the important
questions are that are hidden by institutional norms.
So for different people, different answers will emerge.
Some people will return to formalism. Some will say
that the problem with architecture is that architecture

‘If anything, we
need to incubate
even more ways
to make ideas
and buildings.’

2 Tournament in the course ‘Culture of the Body’ at the Valparaiso Architecture School lead
by Chilean architect Alberto Cruz and Argentinean poet Godofredo Iommi, in Chile, 1975.
3 The exhibition Radical Pedagogies: RECONSTRUCTING ARCHITECTURAL EDUCATION
presents an atlas of intense, but short-lived experiments in architectural education that
profoundly transformed the landscape, methods and politics of the discipline in the postWWII years. This iteration of the exhibition opens up new directions and a new density of
global interconnections, with a great focus on pedagogical experimentation in Eastern Europe,
Africa, East Asia and Australasia.
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is autonomous. That would be a way of going back to
some kind of essential stable truth. And Rossi, and
[Giorgio] Grassi, and all these people surrounding the
La Tendenza group in Italy, go back to very simple form;
to squares, triangles, the little hut, the essential enclosure
in the 19th century, in their idea of what architecture is.
But they are surrounded by other figures that are going
back to very different things, so even these architectural
fundamentalists end up participating in a destabilisation
of the norm.
IW: I quite like the idea of a reflexive nostalgia. A
critical reflection versus a romanticised, mythologised
view of history often presented as ‘an essential truth’.
The idea of an essential truth bothers me.
BC: Yes, it is totally bothersome but I recognise in this
moment a profound transformation in the discipline,
because different people took different positions upon
different realities. For me radical pedagogies, and that’s
how we represented it in the exhibition, is a map of the
world organised by latitude rather than by countries,
in which you realise that simultaneously in different
parts of the world they converged on the same question:
What is architecture; how do we teach architecture?
And they came up with different answers. For example,
it was very interesting for me to look again at the
Ulm School1 [The Hochschule Für Gestaltung, Ulm,
Germany], started by Inge Aicher-Scholl, Otl Aicher
and Max Bill in 1953. I did not know that so much
money from the United States supported this school.
[The leaders of this school] really thought, and maybe
they were right, that they could reform Germany
through design... That’s fantastic, no? That through
nice cups and forks we could educate a new generation
of democratic Germans! It’s a fascinating fantasy and
[shows great] confidence in design, don’t you think?
It [would be] a lot of responsibility.
IW: I was very intrigued by the Valparaíso School2 case
study in Chile: the idea of obliterating boundaries
between living, working and learning.
BC: More like a commune, more like a hippie idea. Living
in these houses together and going down to the beach to
[create] these performances in the street. It’s communal
living, working and learning.
IW: I find it a fascinating concept. As a woman with
children, who directs a practice and is engaged
in scholarly work: how does one navigate various
dispersed aspects [of life]? With the Valparaíso
School, these boundaries did not exist and different
activities interlocked in ways that supported
productivity. With this in mind, I want to go back
to this idea of gender and boundaries that interlock.
When you were doing this big map of the world’s
radical pedagogies, did you come across any people,
particularly women, on the margins?
BC: Oh yes, they are all on the margins. But there ›
1
Case study E15 http://radical-pedagogies.com/search-cases/
e15-hochschule-gestaltung/
2
Case Study A24 http://radical-pedagogies.com/search-cases/
a24-escuela-instituto-arquitectura/
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‘In that sense, when we talk about radical pedagogies, we are talking both about upheaval,
about transgressive and revolutionary practices, but also about those experiments in which
radicality meant turning back to the roots of architecture.’
were definitely women in that revolution changing
assumptions about architecture. And now that we
are going to open in Warsaw, Poland, even more
examples have been highlighted. We did 40 more case
studies, some involving groups of women from Africa,
Australia and New Zealand. The US Women’s School
of Planning and Architecture (WSPA)3 was a very
important case for the advancement of women in the
male-dominated architectural profession of the ’70s.
It is a fantastic example of an experimental pedagogy,
with a strong women’s liberation agenda. Conceived
around the idea of a travelling summer school, its
purpose was to form a network of women interested
in urban studies and architecture, without them
necessarily [needing to have] an academic background.
There are more such cases, and very soon we are going
to put the new cases on our website. We are making
[the project] even more global – both in case studies
and in the people participating in the writing, who
now come from all over the world.
IW: On the idea of different ‘schools’ that address
people outside the traditional academic system:
there is this whole initiative in Japan, by Toyo Ito,
of teaching children between the ages of nine and
12 about urbanism and architecture.
BC: It is so important. Part of the problem we have in
society is that nobody understands what we are doing.
If you go to a good high school, you can go to a museum
and not be surprised by a Mondrian or a Duchamp
because you have a frame of reference – and so you can
also understand an avant-garde film or literature. But
people do not have the simplest idea of what architecture
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is [all about]. In practically every context, nobody
understands it; [this is even so among] the highly
educated. I think it is because architecture is not part
of their education. So I think [it is a] really good idea to
think about children. I was in Santa Fe, Argentina, last
week and there is a centre there, in an abandoned factory,
where materials are provided and the space for kids to
design anything, from clothing to mobiles, photography,
collages, even furniture.... And it does not cost anything
[to go there]. Kids love it, and stay there for hours
over the weekends or after hours. I think a whole new
generation will emerge out of this kind of education.
IW: I’m not an academic, but I am a practitioner
engaged in scholarly work. In South Africa, we have
a very fixed system that you cannot teach and practise
simultaneously – completely restrictive and limiting
in some ways.
BC: That’s ridiculous. In the United States, it’s the exact
opposite, i.e. having a practice is seen to energise and
validate your teaching. But there is no rule [about the
matter] and should be no rule. There are so many ways to
be an architect, a writer and teacher. If anything, we need to
incubate even more ways to make ideas and buildings. ■
Case Study A32 http://radical-pedagogies.com/search-cases/
a32-school-planning-architecture-wspa/

3

4 In the 2010 protests against Italy’s latest university reform, students marched on the
streets of Rome with shields reproducing covers of seminal books. The scene captures the
intersection of protest, education and Italian design, with the brightly coloured shields lined
up as a visual manifesto. 5 An aerial view of protesting students flooding the Jammie Plaza
in front of Jameson Hall on the University of Cape Town’s main campus, as part of the recent
#FeesMustFall movement.
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SEEDS

OF A HUMANSCALE CITY

This is an abbreviated version of the inaugural Roelof S Uytenbogaardt Urban Design
Institute of South Africa (UDISA) Memorial Lecture, presented in the Guga S’Thebe
Arts & Cultural Centre, Langa, Cape Town, on 3 September 2015.
By: Julian Cooke

N

o city form aggravates inequality more
successfully than the fractured one in which
we live out daily life within South Africa. It also
sustains all the problems associated with racial
separation. So we are faced with the urgent question:
what needs to happen in the spatial design of our cities,
and in their making, that will offer something of the
good life to all the country’s citizens and will contribute
towards healing our divisions? This
city, surely as a bottom line, must
help to satisfy the fundamental
human needs of everyone.

MAX-NEEF LOOKED FOR AN
ALTERNATIVE CONCEPTION OF
DEVELOPMENT THAT AIMED
AT BROAD SELF-RELIANCE

HUMAN NEEDS

Manfred Max-Neef¹, a Chilean
economist, was asked by the United
Nations in the 1980s to research why development
aid was proving such a failure. The real problem, he
concluded, was that the main approaches to development
aid were far too focused on economic measures. They
aimed to fulfil only this singular need which, in many
cases, interfered with the fulfilment
of others. Thus aid made matters worse, not better.
So he looked for an alternative conception of
development that aimed at broad self-reliance
and took into account the whole person. In it, he
posited nine fundamental human needs, all of which
require satisfaction: subsistence, protection, affection,
understanding, participation, leisure, creation,
identity, freedom. Much could be said about how
they relate and how they are satisfied, but two
ideas are pertinent here.
First, poverty and wealth do not refer only to the need
for survival – his subsistence category. For example,
you may be poor economically (in terms of subsistence),
but rich in affection – a great community person, for
example. The goal of development should be to harness
these different kinds of richness, to help solve the
poverty equation.

Max-Neef Manfred, A. (1991). Human Scale Development: Conception,
Application and Further Reflections. The Apex Press: NY and London. 2 The author
spent an academic year in Venice many years ago, in a study of its urban spaces.
1
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Second, Max-Neef defined different satisfiers of
need. Two are most relevant. The inhibiting satisfier
is one where needs appear to be satisfied, but there are
inhibiting factors that restrict the scope of satisfaction.
A top-down housing process is an inhibiting satisfier.
You get a house, i.e. satisfying the need for shelter
(subsistence), but your long wait in expectation will have
inhibited your initiative (creation), further blocking
other needs like identity and participation.
Max-Neef was looking for what he called synergic
satisfiers – ones that meet a number of needs at one
time, and set up a synergy that will energise an individual
or group into the future. A bottom-up housing process is a
good example. Not only do you get a house – (subsistence),
you decide what it will be like (participation), your
initiative is required (creation), you acquire building skills
(understanding), and this in combination reinforces your
self-esteem (identity, affection).

CITY AS HOME, BUILT BY
THE CITIZENS

What kind of city helps to provide synergic satisfaction
for its inhabitants, through spatial design and the
process of its making?
Venice², so particular and antique, is a curious
example to use today and in a South African situation.
However, it provides clues to the answer of this question,
being a city designed as a home for its citizens. It’s
constructed of a network of great and small public
spaces which act as living rooms, and wherein an
extraordinary symbiosis of space and human use gives
freedom for any kind of activity: from children’s play to
wedding processions, meetings of friends to city-wide
celebrations, informal markets to political rallies. All
human actions, it seems, are accommodated effortlessly
and perfectly in its completely pedestrian environment.
The same spaces are the locus of local identity and
gathering, as well as for rubbing shoulders with
strangers. And most significantly, these wonderful
public rooms are equally accessible to rich and poor.
Although decisions were made about the location of ›
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1 & 2 Campo S Stefano, Venice. 3 Manila International Housing Competition 1973. Plan of one
precinct (Cooke, Lazenby and Spooner). 4 Wheel of fundamental human needs. From: Connor
Bernard OP Needs and Satisfiers: Reflections on Consumerism The Network for Human Scale
Development (Southern Africa) Pamphlet 5 & 6 Guguletu as existing 1985. 7 Space between
existing blocks used for new ones.
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Incremental method

major elements and although its structure reflects its
early political nature, in its design and that of cities like
it, its intimate form is the result of a myriad small-scale
decisions monitored by appointed representatives of
the city as a whole. The people of the city built it.
An equivalent framework of main city rooms
related to public building was proposed in the Manila
International Housing Design competition.³
The framework was held in a grid of houses intended
to give considerable scope for change, allowing an
intimate city form to emerge piecemeal over a period of
time. As John Turner⁴ had articulated in his Freedom to
Build, housing and city are not nouns, but verbs. They
are processes, and building them creates synergy: for
employment, skills development, entrepreneurship,
and numerous other aspects of self-reliance.
A project that generated this kind of synergy was
that of the Western Cape Hostel Dwellers⁵. The most
crucial factor about the project, was that it was run by
the community. The first briefing in Nyanga East, in
1985, was by the leaders of the Hostels Association.
The problem they presented was that dormitories,
which had been designed for two-to-four single men,
were now occupied – illegally – by two-to-four families.
The Hostels Association wanted accommodation for
one man per room, without anyone having to leave
the area.
When the Pass Laws were dropped, the requirement
shifted to creating family accommodation for everyone
living there. However, this project aiming to increase
living space was only the spatial arm of a much broader
political enterprise of human development. It included
leadership training, health services, early-learning
facilities, advice offices, the creation of jobs, skills
development and setting up of fresh produce markets.
Not all of this flowered to the extent that was hoped.
However, the success of the project, which can be gauged
from the fact that it continues to this day and has already
housed 5 000 families, must be largely attributed to the
evidence that the hostels’ community briefed it, was kept
continually informed about its progress, and made all
the crucial decisions. This participation has continued,
unheeded, for 30 years. And not only the leaders was
involved. They worked through the rapid person-toperson communication of the ‘struggle years’, so when
there was a meeting to consider – i.e. the go-ahead for the
building of demonstration units – 500 people attended.
The consultants on the project, too, were caught up in
the synergy. They identified closely with what was being
accomplished and they were empowered by it.
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A second notable aspect of the project was the planning
method. The construction sites were not empty. They were
built-up, roughly suburban environments. Fortunately,
there was enough space between the buildings for new
ones to be built in order to accommodate everyone.
However, design decisions were very constrained. New
buildings had to be squeezed into the urban fabric, and the
streets and squares they were aiming for had to be cobbled
together piecemeal.
The process of design was largely ad hoc, incremental,
and with not much chance of repetition or mass
production. The boon of this was a greater variety in the
urban landscape than would have been possible with
vacant sites, and the three areas developed distinctive
identities. This design process echoed the time-old one
to which reference has been made in Venice, wherein
within a broad framework, very intimate small-scale
decisions are made.
An important corollary was that standards had to
be revised. New construction took place within legally
defined road reserves and offended setback regulations.
That this was allowed, and without a huge waste of time,

8

9
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was a function of the period. But the speed with which it
happened makes one think a new set of far more effective
procedures and ways to use expertise should be devised
to meet the present crisis.

An infrastructure of city rooms

11

12

In this project too, a core idea was to create a structure
of public urban spaces. The first part involved rectifying
the most alienating characteristic of the existing hostel
environment: the confusion between the front and back
of the blocks.
In Nyanga, there was no front and back, and in
Langa and Guguletu, fronts faced away from the street
– the front was in fact the back. Clarifying the public
and private realms so that buildings could relate
directly to the street and make it the social space it
should be – ‘owned’ by the residents, while behind
there were semi-private backyards – had a major
impact on habitability.
Secondly, the streets were designed to evoke a sense of
enclosure, using buildings as walls and streets with ends.
The ground surface was to be carefully paved – as the floor,
or carpet, or built-in furniture of the city as home – giving
opportunity for everything from street soccer to running
a vegetable outlet. They would be lined with stoeps as a
public/private interface, enabling both social interaction
and space for individual additions. A failure in the project
was that the City overlooked how essential both paving and
interface are – and the necessity of affording them.
The major spaces were orchestrated in a network over
the whole hostel area, and beyond. This was the so-called
Public Places Programme, which was devised
to reduce the intensity of competition for a house in the
community, by enabling everyone to have something of
the good life while they waited for, or built, their house.
It would also serve as a means of connecting together
the areas which apartheid had separated.
The same concept is implied in diagrams to make
superblocks with public housing and community
buildings, built by the authorities, lining the outside and
forming the main places – while on the inside, people
with starter houses would slowly complete them. It was
implicit in the proposals to help residents deal with
fires in informal settlements. ›
The author spent an academic year in Venice many years ago, in a study of its
urban spaces.
The competition was one of several held during the 1970s in an effort to generate
new ideas to house ‘the greater number’.
4
Turner, John F. C. and Fichter R. (1972). Freedom to Build. The Macmillan
Company: NY.
5
See: Cooke, J. (1993). ‘Lessons from an upgrade project in migrant labour
hostels’, in Architecture SA Sept/Oct 1993, and Joubert, O. (ed) (2009). ‘Dibanisa
Iinstapha Hostels to Homes project’, in 10 years and 100 Buildings: Architecture
in a Democratic South Africa. Bell-Roberts Publishing: Cape Town.
2

3
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8 & 9 Nyanga – fitting new buildings into old fabric to form streets and squares. 10 Guguletu –
planning diagram. 11 Guguletu – court space. 12 & 13 In Guguletu the spaces between existing
buildings gave opportunities for small residential courts and the wide but varied road reserves,
for varied streets.
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Underlying all the projects has been the idea of a
much four-storey city in which different functions,
as far as possible, are mixed rather than separated.
The argument for this combination is not provided
here – it is set out with great clarity in Cape Town’s
Densification Policy⁶. Suffice it to say that the
combination is a foundation of a city’s capacity
to provide all its inhabitants with freedom – of
movement, choice, access and opportunity.
High-density housing is not multi-storey. It should
be four-storey housing, at most, so that people on the
top floor can have eye contact with those on the ground.
And, of course, in some carefully planned areas, such as
in the CBD, it will be higher than that. However, South
Africa must counter the global trend of building a CBD
of vertical towers, leaving below hopelessly inadequate
places for its citizens to occupy. There is no reason why
we have to try and copy the fashionable brand of the socalled world-class city, which is often: high-tech, factorymade, glossy, seductive, narcissicistic, inscrutable,
corporate, oriented to the rich, tediously the same
and destructive of place. We should be aiming for and
persuading those in government, as well as the corporate
community and civil society, that we have a different
idea of world class: low-tech, labour-intensive, manytextured, articulate, connective, human-scale, oriented
to everyone, wonderfully different and highly sensitive to
the particularities of place. All new or adapted buildings
should be monitored to contribute to the latter ideal.
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High-density corridors

Part of Cape Town’s plan to achieve the combination
of density and mixed-use was based on the experience
of Curitiba, with its high-density corridors. Both
the Erf 8448 and Mau Mau projects for the Cape
Town City Council, had been conceived by its Urban
Design Department as part of such a corridor. It was
to be a seam sewn into the city’s fabric that would
make thousands of new homes available, would bring
new nodes of shopping, office, light industrial and
community activity into areas with no facilities or
work opportunities. The nodes, related to high-speed
bus stops, would give widespread opportunity for
informal trade – and all the corridors would link
together into a big network or web, the parts of the
city that had been separated.
Linking together the Guguletu upgrade project to the
8448 one, via the municipal site, begins to show what a
bigger piece of the Human-Scale City could be like. The
main spaces connect it all together and give a range of
income groups access to everything; municipal land is used
much more effectively for housing and other public uses;
and there is a wider range of smaller-scale urban spaces and
housing options, with no separation or distinction between
those occupied by people of different incomes.

HUMAN-SCALE CITY PROPOSAL – MTHATHA

The Mthatha Spatial Development Framework shows
a city proposal which, spatially and as a process, gives
some idea of what a South African Human-Scale City
could look like. A brief focus on two parts of it will give
some idea of the synergies it could evoke.
Mthatha lies on a beautiful, but very polluted river of
the same name. It is fed by a number of tributaries in
a series of valleys, which define the city’s topography.
The decision was made to preserve these as open space
for all time. This gives the city a clear identity related
to its particular geography. It helps satisfy the need
for long-term survival (subsistence), by preserving
micro-ecological systems, making space for urban
agriculture and providing free control and filtering of
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SOUTH AFRICA MUST COUNTER THE GLOBAL TREND
OF BUILDING A CBD OF VERTICAL TOWERS, LEAVING
BELOW HOPELESSLY INADEQUATE PLACES FOR ITS
CITIZENS TO OCCUPY.
storm-water. It is overlooked by bands of high-density
housing, giving protection while increasing density.
It serves as continuous space for formal and informal
recreation (leisure) and for cultural pursuits (identity).
Pedestrian and cycle routes through the spaces run
through the entire city, giving great freedom of
movement and linking, with pedestrian bridges over
the river, previously separated areas of Mthatha –
thereby engendering integration (affection).
Even though these large pieces of land were kept free,
it was quite easy to double the population within the city
boundaries: by lining the green valleys with housing,
offering incentives to increase the density in existing
suburban areas, encouraging living in the CBD and
proposing more high density, than traditional, housing
in available land parcels – including large swathes
of under-utilised government-owned land.

SUMMARY – HUMAN-SCALE CITY OF THE GOOD LIFE

All these projects together can be thought of as little
seedling trays being prepared for a big garden. They
are not all the seedlings needed, but the garden they
create will be the Human-Scale City of the Good Life.
Like a garden it will not be some thing, a static product,
but a place that grows, changes and re-seeds itself ›
6

Available at: https://www.capetown.gov.za/en/Planningportal/Documents/DensificationPolicy.

14 & 15 Langa - planning diagram and large market square 16 Langa - Zones area, constraints
determined long squares and avenues defined by buildings built in the road reserves – and
unusual triangular courts. 17 & 18 Social streets in front, back yards behind 19 Langa Public Places
Programme 20 & 21 Upgrading informal settlements using firewalls for in-housing and consolidated
framework of main public spaces. 22 Erf 8448 as part of high density corridor (note urban
agriculture in electricity servitude.) (Cooke le Fevre and Adams in association with JSA Architects).
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[WE] HAVE TO DO SERIOUS BATTLE WITH [THE CITY’S]
INEQUITIES, AS IN A MILITARY CAMPAIGN.
in all kinds of interesting ways. This will go some
way to averting the chaos and placelessness of the
contemporary city and, especially, the megacity –
by making an infrastructure of main public spaces,
which will give order and provide good living
space, onto which all the smaller-scale additions
can hang. This is not very complicated. There are no
insurmountable technical difficulties in a two-tofour-storey pedestrian city, no new policies to devise.
They are all built into national policy and spatial
development frameworks already.
Adam Habib, in a talk he gave in Grahamstown
last year⁷, said South Africa is at a fragile moment of
reckoning, when if we take the wrong route we could
plunge ourselves into conflict that could bring the

23 Mthatha Spatial Development Framework – concept sketch. (Consortium headed by Barbara
Southworth of City Think Space. Cooke le Fevre – housing/urban design).
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country to its knees. The right route, he implied, was
collectively to declare war on the inequity in our society.
If he is correct, those of us involved one way or
another in making the city, have to do serious battle
with its inequities, as in a military campaign, with
all the focus, organisation, strategic thinking,
flexibility, discipline, breaking of normal rules that
that implies.
First, a number of things must stop: extending the
boundaries of the city and taking up valuable rural land
in and around it, building new roads, allowing easy
vehicular access into the CBD, permitting low-density
single-use developments, building suburban institutions
that favour the wealthy and reinforce the need for
motorcars i.e. shopping malls connected only by roads,
gated villages above a certain size, single-use areas such
as office and industrial parks.
Second, a huge campaign of focused city
building must be initiated. This means: building
the infrastructure of public spaces that will thread
through the entire city, giving it identity and providing
places where all citizens can interact – also building
houses. A combination of the public sector, the
business community and the unions, together with
representatives from civil society, must build first.
The people themselves must build their houses –
with financial assistance, expert advice, and training
provided by a co-ordination of the authorities and
the other big stakeholders.
In one sense the campaign is massive. It encompasses
many different areas simultaneously – and building such
an infrastructure is a massive project.
In another sense it is small – made up of a myriad
of projects small enough to enable individuals to
make a contribution. Of course, people will say the
fiscus can’t manage it. But the prospect is so positive
it is difficult to imagine a more synergic, widespread
satisfaction of fundamental human needs. It will create
a wide range of jobs and small businesses, augment
skills, stimulate initiative and self-reliance, provide
good shelter, and evoke a sense of pride and ownership.
It will make a difference to peoples’ quality of life, and
the collective endeavour will help greatly to bring the
disparate members of our society together and to
address the dangerous inequities that threaten us.
So, instead of trying to emulate the unsustainable
consumerist cities of the world, we should show
them what to do – make a Human-Scale City of the
Good Life, which will create opportunity for lasting
human development. ■
7
Habib, A. (2014). ‘South Africa’s Suspended Revolution: Hopes and Prospects’. A
Public Lecture presented to the Grahamstown National Arts Festival Thinkfest 2014.

For additional sketches, please log on to the Business
Media LIVE website (www.businessmedialive.co.za), and
click on the ‘Architecture’ tab.
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farm
cottage
restoration
A Kougaberg farm cottage was recently
restored, quite cleverly, using materials found
on the farm. This has resulted in a structure
that blends in perfectly with its environment.
Architect: David Roberts
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CONTEXT

The cottage, intended for guest accommodation, is
located on a farm in the Kougaberg, Eastern Cape, and
dates from the late 19th century. A simple three-room
dwelling, it has not been lived in for many years, being
used for shelter by horses and sheep. There was an old
stone foundation, indicating what may have been a leanto on the front elevation. This foundation was used for
the basis of the construction of stone walls for the stoep.
The architect spent many weeks on site actively involved
with the owners in the building process. A bricklayer
and his assistant were brought in from Humansdorp,
for short periods, to assist with brickwork and
plastering. Two farm employees also helped, after they
had received training in various building techniques.
The owners finished off the cottage themselves.

MATERIALS

The farm is remote and thus most of the materials
were sourced on it: stone, sand, clay, timber, reeds and
recycled mud bricks. The existing roof sheets were
removed and re-used to clad the new timber framed
lean-to bathroom. Old window and door frames
were taken out and repaired, while new casements
and doors were made up, by a joiner, from reclaimed
timber. PV panels provide power, water is heated by
solar and/or gas, and all grey water is led into the
surrounding garden.

PROCESS

There were some significant vertical cracks in the walls.
Thus the first operation was to cross-brace the old walls
with steel rods. All the loose plaster was stripped off.
It was reconstituted and added to the mixes of mortar
or new plaster for repairing the walls. A doorway, long
since bricked-up, was exposed and re-instated. A new
opening was created for a large window to allow light
into the kitchen. An internal dividing wall was partly
demolished to open up the inside.
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All the original mud bricks were removed with great
care, for re-use elsewhere. The large cracks and eroded
corners were cleaned out and re-laid with the reclaimed
bricks. Smaller repairs to true up the walls were carried
out by applying a mix of clay/sand/chopped straw. This
finish was left rough to provide a key for the final plaster
coat. Lime/sand plaster was used on the outside walls.
Regular builders’ lime was soaked in water, in a tightly
closed container, for a few weeks. The water on top of the
lime (calcium hydroxide) was sprayed onto the walls to
act as a key before plastering.

There was an old stone foundation, indicating what
may have been a lean-to on the front elevation. This
was used for the basis of stone walls for the stoep.
The plaster was applied using the traditional ‘harling’
method. The architect had special trowels made up for
this purpose. A ‘sloppy’ mix of lime/sand plaster was
flicked onto the wall. The impact assists in binding the
plaster to the substrate. Once the plaster had begun to
harden, it was given a light brushing with a blockbrush
to close up any small holes. The rough, uneven surface
of the harled plaster slows the movement of water
(i.e. rain) down the walls, thereby reducing erosive
weathering. The walls were finished with a traditional
limewash. Linseed oil and salt were added to the
limewash to make it more durable. Inside walls were
plastered with a mixture of lime/sand/cow dung, then
finished with a paint made from clay and fine sand, ›

1 The exterior of the Joubertsdal Cottage, after restoration. All stone, including that used for the
stoep area, was sourced on the farm, as were other necessary materials including: sand, clay,
timber, reeds and recycled mud bricks. 2 The stoep walls were built on the old foundation of what
had been, which is clearly evident in the foreground of the old structure, with steps leading down
to the grass.
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and stabilised with a flour paste. A ‘truth window’ was
left to expose the old plaster and original distempers.
Magnificent old yellowwood beams were stripped back
and repaired where necessary.
Blackwood trees (Acacia Melanoxylon) on the farm
were moon-phase harvested. The
timber was milled on site by the
owner and used for the verandah
structure, the big beam inside,
ceilings, internal bathroom
cladding and the kitchen joinery.
Stone was collected from around
the farm for the stoep walls and
the owner did an excellent job of
building them up himself. Large
flagstones from an old animal kraal
were used to pave the stoep floor.
A dung floor (clay, sand and dung)
was laid inside. Insulation was laid above the ceiling
planks and the old fireplace was modified to incorporate
a wood-burning stove. ■

Blackwood trees on the
farm were moon-phase
harvested. This timber
was milled on site by the
owner and used for the
verandah structure…

3 & 4 Elevations of the restored cottage. 5 Laying the dung floor, which was composed of a mixture
of lime, sand and dung, and finished first with a paint of clay and fine sand, and finally with
a sealing flour paste. 6 Keying an outside wall with calcium hydroxide. During this process,
plaster composed of lime and sand bonds mechanically with the rough or uneven surface of a
wall. The lime has to be soaked in water, in a closed container, for a few weeks
before it is ready for this water-proofing procedure. 7 On site milling of moon-phase harvested
timber. Blackwood timber from the farm was milled by the owner and used to build the
verandah, big inside beam, ceilings, bathroom cladding and kitchen joinery. 8 Traditional
application of plaster, using the ‘harling’ method. Special trowels were made up for the purpose,
and a sloppy lime/sand mix was flicked on the outer walls to encourage the plaster to stick to the
substrate. 9 Vertically cracked walls that need restoration and re-plastering. Steel rods where
used to strengthen the old structure, while loose plaster was stripped off and then added to
new mortar/plaster mixes before the repair work could began. 10 A ‘truth window’, or original
opening in a wall surface created to reveal the layers or components within, was left in place to
show the old plaster and original paint mix covering the timber.
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Vision of
a future
African city

Architectural students
were challenged to imagine
an AfricanFutureCity
in the annual Murray
& Roberts Des Baker
Architectural Student
Competition.

By: Alma Viviers
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Student project

T

he annual Murray & Roberts Des Baker
Architectural Student Competition was
introduced in 1983 in recognition of the late Des
Baker, executive chairman of Murray and Roberts.
This year, following the overall theme of AZA2015,
the Competition brief asked students to imagine an
AfricanFutureCity.
According to the brief, African cities are often
seen as too preoccupied with the problems of the
present to speculate on an uncertain, and probably
terrifying, future. Taking its cue from a spate of
popular and critical films emerging from the continent
– such as South African Neill Blomkamp’s District
9, Cameroonian Jean-Pierre Bekolo’s Le Présidente
and Kenyan Wanuri Kahiu’s Pumzi, which challenge
stereotypes about Africa’s urban future – the brief asked
students to create a cinematic work that posits visions
of a future city based on a potent, creative mixture of
extremely high densities; food and energy shortages;
space travel and alien life forms.
The brief also challenges students to set aside the
‘traditional’ tools of architectural representation and
design in favour of film which, with its inherent spatial
qualities, has long been a medium of fascination for
architects. Along with a film, entrants also had to
produce a single A1 drawing and an artefact/model that
incorporates (or represents) some aspect of their film.
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The winning entry, awarded at AZA2015, is a
densification daydream by a group of University of
Cape Town third-years. Ndikwingcinga Zam by Blue
Benington, Alexandra Wunderlich, Chen Yen Huang,
Kyle Mackintosh, Matthew Fourie and Hannah Cook,
plots the journey of a Capetonian from a desolate downtown area dominated by high rises, via rail through the
current urban sprawl, to her home in outlying Nyanga.
On the journey, visions of a possible future Cape
Town play out as the scenery speeds by the train window.
The visions show a drastically densified city along the
transport corridor, with adaptable buildings that create
a tightly woven urban fabric – not only on the horizontal,
but also on the vertical plane. Waterways and vertical
gardens form key features. ‘All needs for daily life are
integrated into the urban fabric, and multiple forms
of public transport service the broader spectrum of
the city holistically and efficiently,’ they say.
The award-winning team imagines this vision could
mitigate the inequality in Cape Town due to spatial
segregation, and exacerbated by the natural landscape
and apartheid town planning. Otherwise, these
conditions will only intensify with scarcer resources. ■

1 What Cape Town might look like in the future -- the winning team’s entry proposes radical
densification around transport corridors. 2 Still frames from the film Ndikwingcinga Zam.
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critical commentary

Knocking at the door
How can the lack of awareness of the design professions, so evident in the built environment,
be rectified? Nico Botes looks at solutions to this common shortcoming.
By: Nico Botes, Department of Architecture, University of Pretoria

T

his article highlights the general lack of awareness
of the design professions in the built environment
– even among prospective students of architecture
– and investigates opportunities to address
this shortcoming, particularly through job shadowing.
This, in turn, presents practitioners with an opportunity
for community engagement and, in so doing, helps
to demystify the architectural professions.

Admission through selection

The 44th cohort of first year students, who were
admitted through selection, registered in January 2015
at the University of Pretoria’s Department of Architecture.
The reason that students are selected for admission is
because the number of applications exceeds the number
of available places. In schools of architecture, the number
of available places is usually determined, and limited, by
available resources that facilitate teaching and learning
in the design studio which, by its nature, is a resourceintensive environment. Other contributing aspects include
a history of high attrition rates, especially amongst firstyear students, the subsequent financial losses to students
and state, and aspirations of the institution to academic
excellence (Kemp 1991:1-2).
With only a few exceptions (notably the schools at
public universities in Argentina), admission by selection
is the global norm used to admit students to such
schools. Surveys – primarily by Goldschmidt, Sebba,
Oren and Cohen (2001:281-289), and augmented by
Salama (2005:5) – suggest that schools of architecture
use eight main assessment tools for selection, namely:
academic records (by far the most prevalent),
psychometric or general scholastic aptitude tests (in
second place), portfolios of all sorts (in third place),
special architectural aptitude tests, interviews, essays,
written statements and letters of recommendation.
Generally, a combination of criteria is used – with
the average being 2.8 of the eight categories.

Selection reform

In 2005, the Department began to rethink its selection
procedures and broaden the scope of the assessment tools
it had been using to admit beginner students to designprofession programmes in the built environment. This was
preceded by the first democratically elected government’s
reform of higher education, and was followed by
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legislative, structural and managerial changes that had
steadily been building over the course of a decade. The
outcome saw the UP programmes in architecture, interior
architecture and landscape architecture incorporated into
one academic unit, which offered a core curriculum in
an equifinal, homologous structure with a joint first year
and a second tier of postgraduate degrees for purposes
of professional registration.
It was anticipated that a revised selection procedure
would reflect these changes and that it could serve
to limit attrition, especially during the first year of
study, while improving throughput and addressing the
demographic representivity of the student cohort.
From 1995, applicants’ (chiefly secondary school)
academic records served as the Department’s basis for
selection. Ten years later, the general perception was that
this Matriculation Score system automatically admitted
some students who were possibly not ideally suited to
pursue design studies. It stands to reason that school
results, in isolation, give a very limited perspective of an
applicant’s skills and fail to indicate, or predict, design

‘UP requires prospective students to visit
practitioners in the three architectural disciplines
to confirm their career choice, report on their
impressions and, ultimately, the certainty of their
decision to pursue studies in their chosen field.’
potential or even interest. Similarly, the notion of a
formulaic ‘ideal applicant’ profile was rejected, as this
was contrary to the ecosystemic approach and principles
of process-driven generative design that the Department
subscribes to and for which its graduates are valued.
Adhering to the values of multiple possibilities, the
objective became to identify all-rounders with broad,
enquiring intellectual capacities that could nurture and
sustain interest and aptitude. Teymur (2007:103) has
probably best précised the desired qualities:
‘[…] the most critical for architectural education
is curiosity, the willingness to embrace ambiguity,
paradox and uncertainty, to develop the balance and
the connection between science and art, logic and ›
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imagination, the ‘whole-brain’ thinking, and a recognition
of the interconnectedness of all things and phenomena…’
A matrix of cumulative considerations was therefore
developed from a normative position, informed by the
architectural disciplines and specific nature of their
presentation at the institution – i.e. one that reflects the
fundamentally complex nature of spatial design, but also
embraces the Department’s ethos of interdisciplinary
studio-based learning. The revised selection procedure
was first implemented during 2006 for the intake of 2007;
after nine years of refinement, the following assessment
tools were used – over four rounds of exclusion – for the
selection of the cohort for the 2015 academic year:

Round 1: Academic Record
1. Applicants must meet the minimum academic
requirements in at least three school subjects
(Mathematics, Physical Science and a language of
instruction), as well as in the Admission Point Score.

Round 2: Home Assignments

2. A biographical questionnaire and a short essay,
3. drawings and other assignments,
4. and an account of at least one practice visit.

Round 3: Tests

5. Special architectural aptitude test, during which
performance assessment is emphasised and a broad
spectrum of skills are assessed.

Round 4: Interviews

6. Personal interviews as the final, summative means
of assessment.
From the above, it should be clear that applicants are
engaged across a spectrum of considerations, by various
means, in several formats and with different media. This
is in keeping with the nature of architectural education,
and corresponds with aspects critical to facilitating a
student’s growth in a studio environment. It is believed
that the current selection procedure complements the
interdisciplinary tenets entrenched in the Department’s
teaching approach. Additionally,
the process is subjected to ongoing
review through discussion,
evaluation and surveys.

OUR DESIGN PROFESSIONS
are more often than
not viewed as elitist
and therefore remain
laregely unfamiliar
territory to many.

Practice visit: rationale

There seems to be universal
consensus among educators that
first-year students generally find
the transition from secondary to
tertiary education challenging,
if not distressing. For beginner
students of architecture, this move is further exacerbated
by their novice status in the near unfamiliar context of
the studio (see, for instance, Peterson 1971:56; Ochsner
2000:195; Roberts 2006:169; Tozan, Kiessel & Abbasoglu
2008:1). The divide is undoubtedly more pronounced in
our developing context and one must agree with Saidi
and Nazier (2011:185), who state that learners from
poor communities are often severely limited in their
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preparedness to undertake studies in disciplines such as
architecture. Coupled with a lack of resources, there is also
a general lack of awareness of the architectural professions
and thus a dire need for professional and educational
bodies to address this shortcoming (CBE 2009:13-14,
reiterated by Janse van Rensburg 2014:59). It is thus not
surprising, when considering the legacy of apartheid and
its continuing impact coupled with profound poverty and
high levels of unemployment, that our design professions
are more often than not viewed as elitist and therefore
remain largely unfamiliar territory to many.
Moreover, learners are regrettably often misguided
when choosing which subjects they wish to pursue for
their National Senior Certificate. Engineering Graphics
and Design, generally thought to be the most appropriate
choice for studying architecture after leaving school,
only develops a very narrow band of skills. Despite
the fact that this subject’s potential therefore remains
largely unrealised, it is certainly perceived as a ‘bread
and butter’ subject (i.e. one that can help the learner
earn a living later in life) and, in addition, it is one
where good results may be obtained with relative ease
when compared to other subjects. On the other hand,
the general perception of History is, unfortunately,
quite the opposite; this is despite the possibility that a
foundation in History is likely to be far more beneficial
to the prospective architect, especially when it is taken
in combination with Mathematics and a Science subject.
Sadly, many schools have discontinued History due to
a lack of interest from learners.
One must concur with Nelson (1974:83) who, more
than 40 years ago, argued that few school vocational
councillors understood the many facets involved in the
practice of architecture and that they usually proved
incapable of offering a great deal of assistance to the
learner. He also noted that one of the best ways for a
prospective student to learn about the profession was
through part-time work or an internship, albeit that the
latter seems rather old-fashioned in the 21st century.
Prospective students who apply for admission to UP’s
Department of Architecture are still required to apply
for one of the three undergraduate fields, or at least
rank them in order of preference, as the student intake
per programme is limited. Thus, when redesigning the
protocol for selection, a means was sought that could
assist applicants to explore architecture, landscape
architecture and interior architecture first hand and, in
so doing, allow them to make informed decisions as to
their choice and ranking of preferences for admission.
Alexander and Dlamini (2012:830) argue that the
neglect of career assessment and counselling is a
contributing factor to the high dropout and failure rates
at institutions for higher education, especially for those
students from marginalised backgrounds. A lack of
information surely contributes to difficulties in making
career decisions. To this end, it was observed that
those students who had prior exposure to practitioners
through school job shadowing, seemed surer of their
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1
decision and more committed to their studies. Not
surprisingly, career satisfaction is regarded as a core
measure of life satisfaction or, in borrowing from
Professor Roger Fisher, one should aspire to a ‘good
fit’ – in this instance between an individual and his/her
chosen career path (and therefore his/her field of study).

Practice visit: assignment

The aforesaid factors serve to inform the need for
workplace experience as an organised component of
selection for undergraduate admission. The practice visit,
loosely based on the job-shadowing programmes that
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most Independent Examinations Board schools follow,
offers applicants the opportunity to explore the nature
and operation of their chosen profession first-hand or,
in career development speak, as active clients. ›

1 A long-term investment in introducing disadvantaged learners to architecture, various
day-long architecture familiarisation workshops have been held at the University of Pretoria in conjunction with the Pretoria Institute for Architecture – since 1990. Recently, the same
format has been successfully offered elsewhere, such as by the KwaZulu-Natal Institute for
Architecture in 2013, under the banner ‘Be an architect for a day’. Now an integral part of UP’s
outreach agenda, these workshops help to inform learners about the design professions and
designed built environment in general, for the betterment of society at large.
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UP requires prospective students to visit practitioners
in the three architectural disciplines to confirm their
career choice, then report on their impressions and,
ultimately, the certainty of their decision to pursue
studies in their chosen field. Although the number of
practices that should be visited is not prescribed, it is
strongly advised that prospective
students investigate a variety of
practices – for instance large as
well as small – as the scope of work
undertaken differs from firm to
firm. Applicants are encouraged to
share their primary impressions of
the workplace and make drawings of
at least one of a practice’s projects, as
a way of formulating an opinion of
their work and to explain their own
reading and spatial understanding
thereof. At the same time, this
approach allows for self-expression
and the discovery of disciplines by
the applicant, while exposing the
idiosyncratic differences between
the three design programmes in
the built environment.
The practice visit is seen as a
task completed by applicants for
their own benefit, rather than
for the benefit or approval of the
selectors. Follow-up questions are posed by the selection
panel – especially during interviews – and their points of
discussion are triggered where aspects of interest by the
applicant, or concerns of the selectors, have been flagged.

‘Although workplace
experience has not (yet)
been recognised as an
addition to the eight
established assessment
tools used worldwide for
selection by schools of
architecture, experience
has shown it to be
an essential cost-ofproduction component
for admitting beginner
students.’

Practice visit: review

For many applicants, this is their first (and, in many
cases, only) opportunity to investigate their career
prospects in person. It is therefore vital that they get
broad exposure, including coming face to face with the
realities of professional practice. Surveys administered
by the convenor of selection indicate that between 2011
and 2014, more than 86% of first-year respondents
thought that the assignment had some (29.7%) or a
lot of (56.8%) value in confirming their career choice
(Department of Architecture 2014:5). It is especially
through the respondents’ comments that one gains
an understanding of these statistics. The following
thematic analysis, taken from answers in the annual
first-year questionnaire on selection, explains students’
experiences during their practice visits and their
observations of the realities of professional practice:
‘Visiting practising professionals gives a very accurate
and real-world understanding of the profession and actual
day-to-day activities. You learn about the positives and
negatives of the career very easily…’ (Respondent 40, 2014)
‘What the practice visit did, more than anything, was to
give visual experience and understanding to research I [had
undertaken] about the profession.’ (Respondent 64, 2012)
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‘The reality of the profession is often not as glamorous
as one imagines. Still wanting to pursue the career
after realising this, is a positive sign that it is the right
profession for you.’ (Respondent 50, 2012)
‘I understood the profession beforehand, as my mother
is an architect. The visit was, however, positive as the
practice I visited focused on other types of projects [to
those I was familiar with] and more often worked in
groups [than I thought would be the case]. It allowed
me to see different approaches to the same profession;
diversity.’ (Respondent 36, 2012)
It is also clear that the practice visit served to motivate
some of the applicants:
‘I was exposed to a [great deal] of interesting aspects
that made me more excited to embark on this journey
than [was] originally [the case] with my limited
knowledge. It contributed a [great deal] to my decisionmaking towards my career choice.’ (Respondent 42, 2014)
‘The practice visit confirmed my choice, because I saw
exactly what architects do and [that] they still enjoy it.
It was informative and motivating. I can’t see myself
enjoying any other field of study as much as I do this one.
I feel like we learn so much more than just one thing.’
(Respondent 19, 2013)
‘It also served, as intended, in developing an
understanding of the roles of different professionals
who function in the built environment; specifically
the nuances between the architectural disciplines:
‘I had only [ever] heard of landscape architecture and
did not really know what it was [all] about. People had
told me that landscape architects were just glorified
gardeners. However, after the [practice] visit, I realised
this was [untrue]. If not for the visit, I would not be here.’
(Respondent 47, 2014)
‘I knew that architecture was about combining science
and aesthetics, but I was not fully aware of [exactly] what
the job entailed. I was [fortunately] exposed to interior
architecture (which I had not known anything about), and
hence [chose it as my] study choice.’ (Respondent 7, 2012)
I knew that architects designed structure[s], but
at first I couldn’t find a clear distinction between an
architect and a civil engineer. But after the practice
visit, I learned that a civil engineer – or [any] engineer –
solves a problem, but that an architect gives meaning in
solving a problem. Thus, visiting a practice does help you
understand what you’re planning to do for probably the
rest of your life.’ (Respondent 73, 2012)
Many practitioners and their practices have responded
positively to the challenge. Mathews and Associates
Architects, Boogertman + Partners, GREENinc
Landscape Architects, Newtown Landscape Architects
and now, also, the Paragon Group organise their
own open days where they host groups of prospective
students. Mathews and Associates’ annual open days
include a visit to other practices and a building site;
attendees also participate in a short design project that is
critiqued. The Pretoria office of Boogertman + Partners,
a large multidisciplinary office, has developed ›
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a programme to specifically allow visitors contact with
professionals from all of the practice’s departments.
These practitioners all deserve our gratitude for
the service they render to the professions and the
community at large.
Some applicants have also been critical of practices
and themselves. These opinions reflect their perceptions
and some of the challenges they have identified:
‘The practices are not very helpful when it comes to
job shadowing and they often do not reply [to requests
for a visit]. I [still] do think it is important to visit
[though], as it gives you a feel for the environment
[you will work in].’ (Respondent 11, 2013)
‘I was only there for a short while, so I didn’t take
in much.’ (Respondent 31, 2013)
‘The benefits of the visit greatly depended on
the willingness and participation of the [involved]
professionals.’ (Respondent 38, 2012)
‘One visit is not enough to gain an adequate
understanding.’ (Respondent 42, 2012)
Initially, it was feared that the practice visit
might expose applicants – too early – to very
subjective opinions. Prejudices against the interior
and landscape programmes are indeed expressed
(probably by a small number of ill-informed architects
who cling to a certain preconceived self-assuredness),
while some applicants have reported that they
were met by total insolence, and a few others were
discouraged by practitioners who declared theirs
a hopeless profession. Fortunately, this seemed to be
the exception rather than the rule; in many instances
the resilient and more motivated applicants were
able to take these experiences in their stride and
look elsewhere for information. By the same token,
a small number of prospective students withdrew
their applications after the practice visit, with some
indicating that they felt uncomfortable or now
thought it would be inappropriate for them to pursue
studies in the field.
Two events complementing the practice visit – learner
workshops and the professions session – have recently
been added to the Departmental schedule. The former
focuses on fostering a broad, introductory awareness of
the design professions in the built environment, while
the latter tries to review and clarify the role of each
profession to applicants.

Learner workshops

In the early 1990s, architect Shelagh Nation initiated
and, in conjunction with the Pretoria Architectural
Society – reconstituted in 1995 as the Pretoria Institute
for Architecture (PIA) – and the UP Department
of Architecture, conducted day-long architecture
familiarisation workshops with learners from
disadvantaged communities; especially those from
Mamelodi and Atteridgeville (Artefacts 2015). Similar
workshops – again in conjunction with the PIA – were
presented in 2001, by a former colleague Dr Finzi Saidi
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and senior students (University of Pretoria 2001:18), to
high-school learners from Ga-Rankuwa and Eersterust.
A seminar was subsequently presented to the
Mathematics and Physical Science teachers from more
than 15 schools in the greater Tshwane region, with
the aim being to introduce them to career possibilities
in the built environment. Beyond the Department’s
emphasis on the design professions, it also addressed
opportunities in planning, construction economics and
project management.

SCHOOLS REMAIN UNLIKELY TO INTRODUCE CHILDREN
TO SUCH FIELDS AS ARCHITECTURE. FILLING THIS
EDUCATIONAL GAP, ARCHITECTURAL WORKSHOPS
WITH CHILDREN CAN HELP PREPARE THE GROUND
FOR A MORE EFFECTIVE INVOLVEMENT OF INFORMED
COMMUNITY PARTICIPANTS IN [THE] FUTURE.
The format has since been successfully offered
elsewhere – notably by the KwaZulu-Natal Institute
for Architecture under the banner ‘Be an architect for
a day’ (see Harber 2013:183) – but it was not formally
undertaken by the Department until Professor Karel
Bakker initiated its reintroduction in 2012.
A community-based project, integrated into all
undergraduate academic programmes offered by the
UP Faculty of Engineering, Built Environment and
Information Technology (EBIT), became the vehicle
to facilitate these events. Under guidance of colleague
Buhle Mathole (and with keen assistance from lecturers,
practitioners and students), the first workshop was
held on 13 April 2013 and learners from Soweto,
Hammanskraal, Atteridgeville, Tembisa, Rustenburg
and Ivory Park have continued to be accommodated at
such workshops. As was the case with Ms Nation’s initial
workshops, the first priority remains to inform learners
about the design professions in the built environment, as:
‘[…] schools remain unlikely to introduce children to
such fields as architecture. Filling this educational gap,
architectural workshops with children can help prepare
the ground for a more effective involvement of informed
community participants in [the] future.’ (Marschall
1998:117)
It is highly rewarding to observe the enthusiasm and
energy with which learners tackle the design task and
respond to input from the facilitators. Considered to be
long-term investments, these sessions have now been
formally (re)introduced to the Department’s roster and
play a vital role in UP’s community outreach agenda.

Professions session

Another item was added to the selection calendar in
2014: a morning session where practitioners in the three
disciplines present their work to a captive audience of ›
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applicants (and their families). The logistics of such
an arrangement requires that the session be presented
on the same day that the majority of applicants sit
their third round of testing for selection. The intention
is fourfold: where possible not to replace, but rather
to augment and clarify the required practice visit(s);
to accommodate those prospective students who do
not have easy access to practices in the three fields;
to ensure that reliable information on all three
fields reaches as many applicants as possible; and
to share this information with contenders’ parents
and siblings, who are often not adequately informed
so as to constructively support the applicants. This
has proved an effective strategy.
‘My parents got to understand that landscape
architecture is not just gardening.’ (Respondent 39, 2015)
‘It was great for my parents [to] also get some insight
[into] what I’ll be doing one day. It set me at ease.’
(Respondent 9, 2015)
Practitioners were invited to share their
normative position in design, to visually present
and explicate projects they had worked on, and to
share experiences and opinions on their respective
careers. From the attendance and feedback, it seems
that applicants’ frame of reference and awareness has

been significantly broadened, hence contributing to
the demystification of what Banham (1990) labelled
the ‘secret profession of architecture’.

Conclusion

When measured against the standard indicators, it
is clear that some success has been achieved in UP’s
selection reforms over the past nine years. Considering
that the principal reason why schools of architecture
admit students through selection is that more
prospective students apply than can be accommodated
– and bearing in mind that the majority of these
applicants are probably not adequately informed as to
their intended field of study or, indeed, the associated
professional outcomes – UP has no choice but to persist
in explicitly informing and supporting all of those
interested in pursuing careers in this field.
Although workplace experience has not (yet) been
recognised as an addition to the eight established
assessment tools used worldwide for selection by
schools of architecture, experience has shown it to
be an essential cost-of-production component for
admitting beginner students – and one with specific
application in a post-colonial and developmental
context such as South Africa’s. ■
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book review

Architecture
for good
Roger Fischer reviews Designing for Hope: pathways
to regenerative sustainability by Chrisna Du Plessis
and Dominique Hes, in which the authors take up
the challenge of what architecture, and the role of the
architect, might be in future.
By: Roger C Fisher, Emeritus Professor at the Department
of Architecture, University of Pretoria

A

s of 1 October 2015, Chrisna du Plessis took
up the role of incumbent head of the Department
of Architecture at the University of Pretoria.
In the recently published Designing for Hope:
pathways to regenerative sustainability, she describes
herself as ‘a possibilities thinker, agent provocateur, and
unabashed idealist who likes to dabble in the arts when
she is not trying to save the world from itself.’
What the book reveals, besides her academic
inclinations, is that she is an accomplished photographer.
This gives the book an interesting perspective, since it
draws on many less-visited projects, while some South
African examples are also included.
Chrisna has, with her Australian colleague, taken
on the challenge of what the future of architecture
might hold. Fundamental to their argument is the
call for a changed world view with a concomitant
ethos – one that they, along with others, term the
‘ecological world view’. They write of being in nature
and of nature, of an innate biophilic principle, of
understanding wholes, systems and complexities.
Besides the above, they offer various lessons to
practitioners, such as:
1. Take time to listen. Chrisna cites the now classic
case of Curitiba in Brazil, one that architects
appreciate because it is a success story initiated
by an architect when he was mayor of the city.
The planners ascribe the success of the case to
splitting a day’s activities between planning
for large-scale implementation, and listening
to people and their needs.

1 Hes, Dominique & Du Plessis, Chrisna. (2015). Designing for Hope: pathways to regenerative
sustainability. Oxon/ New York: Routledge.
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2. It’s not about the building. While it is the building
that is delivered, it is its catalytic role in facilitating
processes that is important. And, sometimes, it is
the responsibility of the design team to go as far as
advising that a building may not be strictly needed.
3. It’s not about everything, but about what’s
important. This follows on from the previous
observation. This lesson requires that designers act
as facilitators of ideas rather than objects, and think
of potentials of place and space rather that
its manifestations in objects.
I do not necessarily go along with everything in
the book but, in principle, I agree that in a changed
world the role of the designer, and hence the architect,
will change – particularly as regards their relationship
to the built environment.
If Chrisna and her co-author are correct in their
logic, then the designer will need to be better informed
and a more profound thinker than was previously
required, with a deeply embedded ethical stance. What
values might inform an ecological or biophilic ethos?
The authors offer ten systems of values for operating
within an ecological world view.
These values which you can read more about in the
book include integrity, inclusivity, harmony, respect,
mutuality, fellowship, responsibility, humility and
non-attachment.
If we are to design in nature, with nature for our
own nature, then we will be required to know a lot
more about living systems and how they function
and operate. This book is probably indicative of the
future direction Chrisna will take in leading the
architecture-teaching programme at the University
of Pretoria.
It makes for provocative reading and for the prediction
of uncertain futures. ■
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End Note

Architecture
and the Academy –
the Research Imperative
According to a position paper accepted by the Research Committee of the Royal Institute of
British Architects and presented by Jeremy Till, several enduring myths about architecture and
research perpetuate an ever-widening gap between architectural practice and the academy.
Roger Fisher shares ten pointers towards bridging this schism.
By: Roger C Fisher, Emeritus Professor, Department of Architecture at the University of Pretoria

H

aving been unexpectedly thrust back into
the maelstrom of academe, it surprises me to
discover that there does not seem to have been
much movement in the 15 years since the new
curriculum structure was introduced for the
teaching of architecture at SA universities.
My perception is that there is an even greater divide
between the academy and the profession, greater
mutual suspicion and diminishing synergy.
What seems to be a source of suspicion in the
profession – and also in some academics of the ‘old
school’ – is the current academic imperative for the
promotion of advanced degrees by research.
Certain myths about architecture and research
persist, which were articulated in a position paper
accepted by the Research Committee of the Royal
Institute of British Architects (RIBA; date unknown,
but it appears to be c2004) and presented by Jeremy
Till, a member at the time.
Below is my presentation of each of these myths,
with Till’s riposte in précis:

Myth one – Architecture is just architecture:

There are twin notions of autonomy and genius that
mystify the discipline and so marginalise its importance.
Architecture is neither inherently mysterious nor
autonomous in its pursuits, however it does have its
own identity and intellectual domain.

Myth two – Architecture is not architecture:

The discipline has attempted to legitimise itself in
academia by seeking authority elsewhere – either in
the sciences or in post-structuralist theory. In turning
to other disciplines, architecture unfortunately loses
its identity and authority.
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Myth Three: Designing a building is research:
A building is mute. It says nothing of the processes of
its thinking, production or making. If this is to be made
accessible, it needs to be explicated and elucidated.

How are we to establish a
synergy between practice (praxis)
and the academy?

Below are my 10 suggested pointers:
1. Precisely articulate and define what the nature
and ambit is of the discipline of architecture – its
intellectual domain and area of knowledge and
expertise, as well as the research methodologies
appropriate to its inherent nature and field of
knowledge production.
2. Demystify the discipline by presenting architectural
thought and endeavour clearly and precisely, so
that it is incisive and insightful. Much writing on
architecture presented for public consumption
reflects thinking that is woolly at best and hairy
at worst.
3. Create open and clear channels of communication
between practise and the academy. Both have
expertise and needs. In making expertise known ›

‘…architecture offers opportunity for an
iteration of the qualitative aspects too, by
revisiting past designs and asking real people
real questions about real experiences in
the real world.’
ARCHITECTURE SA
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and available, and in the sharing of resources, both
will be enriched.
4. Exploit the orthography of architecture – its unique
language – to engage, explicate and communicate
architectural thought in research. Here, I am
referring specifically to the universal language
of visual communication through a vast array of
graphic tools, from the ideogramme, through the
working and assembly drawing, to analytical and
explanatory graphics.
5. Ensure that the legitimacy of what has been
achieved in the past is not eroded, devalued or
lost. Here, my thoughts turn
particularly to the recognition of
the Academy in creative outputs.
In the institution where I serve,
namely the University of Pretoria,
lecturers who practise and take
part in the Creative Outputs
programme are acknowledged by
means of awards made through
peer evaluation and recognition. This shows
the Academy’s recognition for the authority of
practitioners, among others, in evaluating the worth
and merit of the creative production of teachers in
the real world of design and production.
6. Harness the conservative nature of the discipline
and the slow grind of architectural production
to its full advantage. Reflective thought is a
powerful research tool and the traditive (having
a long history; transmitted by means of oral
communication over the generations) and
conservative (in the sense of preserving and
building on past knowledge) nature of the discipline
allows for retrospective research.
7. Return to examining the historiography and archive
of the discipline. This offers opportunity to examine
episodes of bifurcation – i.e. when some event or
discovery has posed two paths but only one could
be followed. ‘What if …’ research often allows for
fruitful recovery of past endeavours to the benefit
of current thought and practise.
8. Grasp opportunities offered by the discipline of
architecture, for not only synthesis but for syncretic
research. A tool of design is the process of iteration.
In the two paradigms of research, namely the
quantitative and qualitative, the process of iteration
offers another research trope to which to subject
each paradigm. While it is possible when designing
to engage iterative processes for quantitative
modelling (which can then be engaged through

‘A building is mute. It
says nothing of the
processes of its thinking,
production or making.’

computer modelling, testing and refinement prior to
production), architecture offers opportunity for an
iteration of the qualitative aspects too, by revisiting
past designs and asking real people real questions
about real experiences in the real world. Hence
engagement of users in post-occupancy is one such
possibility, but another is the practitioner revisiting
their designs critically and having this critical
reflection recorded and assessed.
9. Generative design is a process used where the
designer engages in both iteration, as mentioned
above – a process of dissecting, then resolving
discrete problems – and thereafter generation, a
process of prioritising, synthesising and eventually
simplifying the complexities of multiple resolutions
into a single, integrated design solution. What is
not often researched is how the discrete resolutions
of multiple designers, who are engaging a
complex building programme, might be optimally
synthesised by teams. This seems to me an area
where rich and fruitful research should take place,
for which the Academy is ideally placed to engage
and assist.
10.And lastly, critical engagement; the profession
obviously values the critical input of academics, by
invariably ensuring that they serve on the team of
assessors of local awards programmes. There are
also the annual laureate occasions hosted by the
various universities – i.e. the Sophia Gray Memorial
Lecture and Exhibition at Bloemfontein, and the
Milde-McWilliams Memorial Lecture at Port
Elizabeth, for instance. To date, there has been little
critical residue of these occasions, although the
Department of Architecture of the University of the
Free State is currently making amends. Professional
Master’s programme graduates from each School of
Architecture in the country are required to produce
a supporting document, yet there strikes me as little
academic rigour as to the intellectual residues these
offer once candidates have moved on. Each student
engages so-called precedent studies, and if each
candidate also personally and critically engaged a
contemporary local example with stated focus and
appropriate intellectual tools, the archive of the
discipline would be greatly enriched.
I have attempted to keep this reflection as pragmatic
as possible and focused on opportunities offered in the
discipline of architecture for research purposes, which
showcase the enterprise of producing designs as its core
and distinguishing nature. Yet all is open to debate. ■
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