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editor’s note

M A RC H |  A P R I L

“T 
he art of architecture cannot manage without 
words. More than any of the other fine 
arts it is, to a particular degree, dependent 
on verbal translation in order to render it 

understandable in everyday life. But in many cases, 
something gets lost in the process of translating, 
something that belongs to the quintessential quality of 
this medium; the capacity to silently store time and then 
release it again as a fine energy”. (Laurids Ortner,  
p7 Primer of Architecture Birkhauser Basel)

As architects we know that architecture is a language: 
A language that we all need to acquire with intense 
dedication over long periods of time. Like all languages, 
architecture also comes with its own specific history, 
meaning, structure and ways of expression closely 
related to its physical place and local culture.

In the normal and everyday 
social interaction between people, 
the possibility exists that we can 
be at least partially defined by the 
company we keep. It is mostly the 
same in the architectural world – 
we are also defined by the manner 
in which we ‘read’ the physical 
world. Not only is there a text in 
the architectural and urban world, 
but there is also a concomitant 
written word that explains, 
predicts and theorises this world 
of bricks and mortar.

Traditionally, this written word came to us via books, 
models and the traditions of making that represented 
the accumulated wisdom of the architect and the 
craftsperson.  In more recent times, this long tradition 
has been challenged by the electronic revolution and 
more mechanised and prefabricated ways of building. 
These fundamental changes interact with increasing 

scale and the speed of construction. Sometimes it feels as 
though the previous borders of culture, climate and local 
resources no longer exist in this world of sameness. The 
old question, “What time is this place?” of some years 
ago, again becomes the basis of considerable existential 
angst over a wide spectrum of social, cultural and 
geographical space.

This electronic revolution has given us amazing and 
sophisticated tools with which to record, model and 
portray the physical world in which we live and to which 
our profession makes a constant contribution.

Often one also hears how architects claim that they 
do not read, disregarding whatever form the reading 
material might be presented to them, either as buildings 
or books. At the same time, there are many architects 
that cannot imagine that a physical reality can exist 
outside of the electronic world created, selected and 
filtered by others for them. This situation could be 
viewed as dangerous in that others have then created 
our only reality, devoid of our own experience and 
powers of analysis and synthesis underpinned by direct 
observation. In this way, we reinforce the condition  
of sameness, of trends, of the power of the marketing  
of a desirable lifestyle and methods of making over 
which we have no control. 

This lack of understanding and ‘reading’ is reflected  
in the built objects created under these conditions.  
They remain one-dimensional, ‘empty’ and boring – not 
only to those informed individuals who need to observe 
and evaluate them, but, more importantly, to the users 
whose daily life and interactions are devalued and  
made meaningless by the architectural context they 
cannot escape.

As architects we all need to decide every day and  
with each individual detail decision we take if this is  
the kind of environment we want to create as well as 
leave for the next generation.  ■

READING  
ARCHITECTURE
Paul Kotze,  
Editor

As architects we  
know that architecture 

is a language: A language 
that we all need to 

acquire with intense 
dedication over  

long periods of time.
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notes and news

M A RC H |  A P R I L

W 
e are optimistic that 2018 will bring better 
fortune for our profession which was thrown 
into turmoil over the past few years mainly 
due to the shenanigans playing out at the 

South African Council for the Architectural Profession 
(SACAP). The lack of promulgation of the Identification 
of Work Framework (IDoW) and Professional Fees Scale 
only served to worsen the landscape of a profession 
already enduring high levels of distress.

In December 2017, the Minister of Public Works 
eventually took steps to intervene in affairs at SACAP by 
initially removing the remaining three council members 
and appointing five more. However, the aggrieved three 
members succeeded in overturning their dismissal from the 
council and were reinstated. We have engaged with the new 
members to apprise them of the untenable state of affairs of 
the profession; this will assist their interventions at SACAP. 

PRACTICE
Considerable budgetary allocations were channelled 
toward supporting the work of the Practice Committee, 

which includes rolling out the Industry Benchmark 
and Fees Survey and the completion of the Practice 
Guidelines. These will be extremely beneficial in 
improving the practice environment for our members. 

MEMBERSHIP
A membership drive is underway to promote the Institute 
to new and younger members as current demographics 
show low numbers of members under 30 years of age. 
A category of affiliate members has been introduced to 
allow other professions in the built environment to forge 
closer relationships with the Institute.

2018 FORECAST
The political manoeuvres currently taking place in the 
ruling political party bring a new ray of hope for the 
economy. Greater investor confidence will result in more 
work opportunities for our members, auguring well 
for the profession. We will continue with our advocacy 
role of ensuring that the practice environment in the 
profession is made as conducive as possible.

RAYS OF HOPE IN 2018

Obert Chakarisa, 
SAIA CEO
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NABEEL ESSA is the principal  
of the award-winning 
exhibition and heritage 
specialist architectural 
practice OFFICE 24|7 
ARCHITECTURE. The 
practice has unique curatorial 
and design skills in combining 
spatial understanding  
with new ways of re-
interpreting museums  
and exhibitions. 

Erky Wood specialises in urban 
design and development 
processes, the identification  
of strategic objectives, 
parametric urban cost 
modelling, public policy issues 
and their effect on the urban 
design process. He has been 
involved in policy work for 
various agencies aimed at 
achieving the post-apartheid 
South African city.

MICHAEL LOUW, a senior 
lecturer at UCT’s School 
of Architecture, Planning 
and Geomatics, completed 
his architectural studies at 
the University of Pretoria 
and holds two degrees in 
sustainable development  
from the University of 
Stellenbosch. He worked in 
private practice before  
joining UCT in 2012. 

Eugene Barnard, architect, 
arbitrator, mediator and 
ardent traveller, has practised 
architecture for the past 
36 years. His extended 
involvement in SAIA has  
taken him to all corners of 
South Africa, and abroad.  
But his roots remain in the 
north Eastern Cape, where,  
as a child, he first discovered 
his passion for architecture.
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NOTES AND NEWS

COROBRIK PRODUCTS 
ON SHOW

V 
isitors to this year’s KwaZulu-Natal Construction 
Expo, which ran from 7 to 8 February at 
Durban Exhibition Centre, got a preview of 
Corobrik’s newest range of face brick and pavers 

– the latest Black face brick and the Doppio, Cobble 
and Piazza pavers. Corobrik’s product range has been 
expanded to include new colours and formats, thereby 
providing a more comprehensive range in line with 
market demand. 

 “� is is the second year we exhibited at the expo; 
we found last year’s theme, ‘BIM Bang Boom’ hugely 
bene� cial as we were in the midst of developing 
Corobrik’s BIM (Building Information Modelling) 

architectural so� ware,” said Corobrik’s commercial 
director Musa Shangase. He added that face brickwork 
in general compliments other elements of design when 
building anything from a small extension to a large 
commercial building. Attendees were able to look at 
and feel the trendy new products as well as discuss 
options and versatile ways to use the newest range with 
Corobrik’s sales team.

“� ere is a de� nite trend in the construction industry 
to incorporate black and grey colours,” said Shangase. 
“� ere is also a move towards exposed areas, revealing 
the raw brickwork. Corobrik continues to be an in-
demand product for developments because of the high-
quality, low-maintenance a� orded by our face brick and 
pavers. We are con� dent our latest range will resonate 
with many developers looking for a superior building 
product that creates a striking home.”  ■

we found last year’s theme, ‘BIM Bang Boom’ hugely 
bene� cial as we were in the midst of developing 
Corobrik’s BIM (Building Information Modelling) 

Bonjour Paris

S 
AIA is proud to report that we are represented 
not only on the Council of the International 
Union of Architects (UIA), but also that two 
of our members serve on the UIA Professional 

Practice Commission (PPC). SAIA’s immediate past 
president Kevin Bingham, supported by an alternate, 
SAIA president Maryke Cronje, was elected to the 
UIA Council during the UIA Convention in September 
last year. In addition, Kevin and Simmy Peerutin, 
chair of SAIA’s practice committee, currently serve 
on the PPC.  

� rough their participation, they are not only able to 
feedback information to us, but are contributing to the 
work of the UIA in a signi� cant way. � e recently adopted 
Note on Computer Practice serves as an informational 
supplement to the policy issue, ‘Practice of Architecture’, 
found in the UIA Accord on Recommended International 

Standards of Professionalism in Architectural Practice. 
� ese documents are available on our website and are 
most informative for anyone who is serious about the 
architectural profession. 

Over the next three-year term, Kevin and Simmy 
will each be driving one of the six workstream activities, 
namely Dispute Resolution (review of the PP Note 4) 
and dra� ing of a Model International Plan of Work. 
We wish them much success. 

� rough the secretariat, SAIA also recently completed 
our submission for the expansion of the UIA database 
on Architectural Practice around the World. � is 
survey comprises wide-ranging information and 
statistical data about legislation, regulations, population 
and socio-economic indices and the capacity and role 
of the profession within the national context. � e report 
should be available in due course.

1 Corobrik’s new range of face bricks are available in black and grey.

1

By: Su Linning
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book review

a 
collaborative work between writers, Richard 
Smouha, Cristina Pallini and Marie-Cecile 
Bruwer, The Smouha City Venture Alexandria 
1923–1958, was published in June 2014. It deals 

with the development of a suburb of Alexandria in Egypt 
and the transformation of Lake Hadara (considered by 
some a swamp) to what is now known as Smouha City. 
Smouha City was planned and built by Joseph Smouha, 
grandfather of the first author, and ultimately forfeited 
to the Egyptian state. In his foreword, Richard Smouha 
claims that his children and grandchildren do not know 
their “significant family history”; hence the decision to 
intertwine family history with the incredible real estate 
venture of developing the residential city of Smouha.

The book begins by discussing the importance of  
the area known as Lake Hadara since Ptolemaic and 
Roman times (between fourth century BCE and sixth 
century CE). The second chapter deals with the history  
of Alexandria and its relation to the Lake Hadara  
region, south of the city. It emphasises the conditions  
of Alexandria during the early twentieth century and, 
more specifically, the period after the First World War, 
relating how it was becoming a global city attracting 
people from all over the world. 

Richard Smouha writes about his grandfather’s 
trading activity with the Middle East after the First 
World War and during the early 1920s, and about him 
being sent to Egypt by the British government,  
although there are no clear explanations as to why. 

The book highlights the ideas floating around the 
municipality about the expansion of Alexandria – 
Egypt’s commercial capital. Lake Hadara was identified 
as a potential area for expansion, but it had to be drained 
first. Enter Joseph Smouha, he is well connected with 
some of the landowners around the lake area and 
purchases the lake and the land and starts his project 
of draining the lake. He runs a competition requesting 
submissions for the planning of the land, but no first 

prize is awarded. The final design of the garden city of 
Smouha by Antonio Lasciac showed great understanding 
of the context while borrowing from some of the designs 
presented by French, Italian and British architects 
and engineers. A detailed chapter of who’s who in the 
competition is given and their designs discussed. The 
discussion of the projects is not convincing and void of 
any context and how they tie in with the rest of the city. 
The project was about a sixth of the size of the city and 
its main goal was to Europeanise the city of Alexandria 
and house the increasing percentage (19% in 1917) of 
Europeans moving into the city. 

The book discusses the beginnings of Smouha City, 
especially in the 1930s, and a large portion is devoted to 
the discussions and debates regarding the details of this 
great endeavour 

In Chapter 10, the book discusses the Second World 
War years and the sequestration and expulsion from 
Egypt of the Smouha family in 1956. It ends with a 
personal chapter about the Smouha family house and  
the attempts to return it to its lawful owners that have 
not yet materialised. 

True to his intentions, Richard Smouha documents 
his family history in Egypt and the positives of the new 
development. He writes from his family’s perspective 
using facts from archives around Europe and some in 
Egypt. The beauty of the book is in its maps and pictures 
that show the many changes during this flourishing 
short period of time. I think the book has achieved its 
objective of being a history of a family  
as well as preserving the history of an important  
venture in Alexandria.  ■ 

By: Professor Aly Karam, School of Architecture and Planning,  
University of the Witwatersrand

CREATING 
A CITY 
A review of the book The Smouha City Venture: Alexandria  
1923–1958, which documents the history of the Smouha family  
and their real estate venture in Alexandria, Egypt.

1 The Smouha City Venture: Alexandria 1923–1958 is a collaborative work between Richard 
Smouha, Cristina Pallini and Marie-Cecile Bruwier.  Published by CreateSpace Independent 
Publishing Platform. (ISBN:9781497345577)

1
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 AN APPROACH TO 
UNIVERSITY 
PLANNING 
AND DESIGN
Part 3 of a series based on the work of the association of Louw and Dewar on university 
planning and design looks at the Nelson Mandela and Rhodes University campuses.

By: Professor David Dewar and Mr Piet Louw

part 3

THE NELSON MANDELA UNIVERSITY
The Nelson Mandela University (NMU) was established 
in January 2000 through the incorporation of the Port 
Elizabeth campus of Vista University into the University 
of Port Elizabeth (UPE) and the subsequent merger 
between the Port Elizabeth Technikon and UPE in 2005. 

The merged institution currently operates out of 
five campuses: Summerstrand North, Summerstrand 
South, 2nd Avenue, Missionvale (all in Port Elizabeth) 
and Sassveld, George. A consortium of four design firms 
won the tender to develop urban design frameworks 
for the campuses: Louw and Dewar in association – 
architects, urban designers and planners; Meyer and 
Vorster – architects and urban designers; Makeka 

Design Laboratory – architects; and Planning Partners 
– landscape architects. The framework developed for 
the combined Summerstrand campus (north and south) 
only is discussed here.

Summerstrand campus
Figure 1 is concerned with the relationship between 
the two Summerstrand campuses and the 5thAvenue 
campus. Analytically, three points emerge from this: 
the Summerstrand campus as a totality is a cul-de-sac, 
terminating the southern coastal corridor; the south 
sub-campus is carved from a relatively continuous green 
corridor and enjoys a unique relationship with the sea; and 
the 5th Avenue campus is too far from the Summerstrand 

In the first article, conceptual underpinnings of an approach to university planning and design, developed by Louw and Dewar, were articulated. The 
second demonstrated the implication of this way of thinking for spatial relationships and spatial form through two case studies. This article extends 
this exploration through two further case studies: Nelson Mandela and Rhodes Universities.  

ARCH90_Project1_UniversityPlanningPart3.indd   12 3/15/18   9:49 AM
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UNIVERSITY PLANNING

campus for them to be treated as a single campus – 
connections between them need to be strengthened. The 
design responses to these realities are shown in figure 1. 

Firstly, Summerstrand north and south campuses 
are viewed as a single campus: The design challenge is 
to integrate them to the greatest degree possible. The 
design response is that the consolidation of green space 
is respected and strengthened. The idea of the university 
surrounded by a nature reserve which terminates the 
southern coastal corridor is one of its unique features 
and should be strengthened.

Secondly, the edges of the north-south sub-campuses 
are consolidated to create a strong bastide-like form. 
No lateral expansion beyond the indicated boundaries 
should be allowed.

Thirdly, it is proposed to separate citywide and internally 
generated university movement. The western approach road 
is realigned to immediately north of the east-west ecological 
corridor, resulting in a convenient loop that separates the 
two systems. Two control gates, one to the north and one 
to the south-west, separate university and city movement. 
Most university vehicular movement is directed around the 
edges of the campus, promoting pedestrian dominance.

Fourthly, the integrated campus is tied to the 2nd 
Avenue campus by dedicated cycle lines to encourage 
the use of NMT. The areas abutting these NMT routes 
and the central bus route should be defined as a zone 
of university-approved, privately-provided student 
accommodation, as should be the zone immediately  
west of the consolidated campus. 

Finally, the promotion of research and extension 
service outliers, serving poorer areas on FET campuses, 
should be encouraged.

Regarding the Summerstrand campus itself, analysis 
reveals significant problems, including:
• the two sub-campuses are almost entirely suburban  

in nature. They are made up of free-standing, pavilion-
like buildings surrounded by open space, generating 
a considerable amount of movement within and 
between each campus. The loose form also aggravates 
problems of wind;

• the public spatial quality is poor – buildings generally 
do not relate to each other, and thus space is not 
defined. A notable exception is the central courtyard 
space on the south sub-campus;

• poor surveillance over public space – dead edges 
abound creating potentially dangerous areas, 
aggravated in places by vegetation clutter; 

• the sub-campuses are heavily car-dependent.  
One outcome of this is an overwhelming perception  
of buildings standing in a sea of parking;

• access routes are generally excessively scaled – they  
are too wide relative to the height of the buildings 
flanking them;

• most parts of the sub-campuses lack social spatial 
hearts – there are no iconic places of gathering;

• there are few clearly-defined, well-lit pedestrian paths; and
• very little use is made of non-motorised transport.

The composite constraints and informants of the site are 
shown graphically in figure 2.

However, the sub-campuses have a number of 
significant assets: There is considerable undeveloped 
land for future development; the location of the south 
campus within a nature reserve is unique; the university 
is closely associated with the sea, which is visible from 
certain vantage points; there is a superb tradition of 
landscaping on the south sub-campus – this should be  › 

1 Sub-metropolitan concept for the integration of the Summerstrand and 2nd campuses.  
2 Composite constraints and informants.

1

2
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extended through the integrated campus; and the main 
structure of the south sub-campus is a good example of 
the modernist tradition of planning and design – it has 
some heritage value worth retaining and reinforcing.

Figure 3 shows the urban design framework for the 
integrated campus. The central intentions underpinning 
this framework are sustainability, integration, spatial 
consolidation and improved spatial quality. The main 
ideas underpinning the framework include:
• Integrating the two sub-campuses into a single campus. 

The primary element is a spatial shaft or boulevard 
linking a new large forecourt space in the north with 
the equivalent forecourt space announcing the existing 
main tower in the south. The multi-way boulevard is 
aligned with the tower. The northern forecourt space is 
associated with a consolidated taxi rank. The boulevard 
is seen as becoming one of the great streets of the 
city. A new development zone on the eastern side 

of the current space will reduce 
the currently excessive width. A 
new service road is created in the 
western zone, and the existing 
road is located in the centre of the 
space and is generously planted. 
Controlled parking occurs on 
the eastern side, under the trees, 
but the entire zone is pedestrian-
dominant. The primary paved 
and lit pedestrian walkway is 
to the west, but good lighting 

occurs on both sides. The boulevard is anchored in 
the south by the new great hall, which accommodates 
graduation and other ceremonial activities involving 
the university as a totality. Four-storey buildings flank 
the boulevard. 

• The north-south diagonal defining the eastern edge  
of the integrated campus passes through a large 
forecourt space that announces the sports precinct.  
A new building housing the Human Movement 
Science is associated with this space.

• The eastern edge of the campus is dominated by a row 
of housing. This could be sold off to raise capital or 
used for university housing.

• Student accommodation is grouped into three villages, 
each associated with a ‘living and learning’ centre to 
support residence-based tuition.

• The spatial quality of the southern sub-campus is 
improved. In the south-west corner, two new academic 
buildings complete the original modernist concept for 
the south sub-campus and create an internal court. 
This will also help with wind control.

Some of the central spatial principles underpinning  
the concept are shown in figure 4. These include:
• Putting nature first – the strong connection  

between the university and its natural setting is  
central to its genius loci. This has been retained  
and strengthened.

• Consolidating the edges (4a) – the edges of the 
university are strongly defined to create a bastide-
like form. No further lateral expansion should be  
allowed beyond these edges.

• A clear hierarchy of publicness and privacy (4b) – 
the clarity of the hierarchy creates a strong  
locational logic: University activities requiring  
the greatest exposure gravitate towards the most  
accessible locations.

• Clear pedestrian dominance (4c) – most vehicular 
movement is pushed to the edges, leaving the core 
strongly dominated by pedestrians;

• Establishing clear gateways and expressing these 
spatially (4d) – a strong hierarchy of gateways is 
created, the highest order of these, on the university  
boulevard, is announced by two 8–12-storey towers.

• Creating strong axial alignments and vistas (4e) –  
the design framework is anchored by two strong 
axial alignments, one orientated north-south (the  
university boulevard) and one east-west (the spatial 
shaft of the original modernist plan).

• Using buildings to define primary spaces – critical 
building facades defining space are shown in  
figure 4f. 

• Creating an hierarchical ‘family’ of public spaces  
as the primary ordering system of the university.

The central elements of public structure are shown  
in figure 5:
• Figure 5a shows the ‘blue-green’ structure. Nature 

is consolidated. The east-west ecological corridor 
immediately north of the south sub-campus plays  › 

The main structure of the 
south sub-campus is a good 

example of the modernist 
tradition of planning and 

design – and has some 
heritage value worth 

retaining and reinforcing

3 Urban design framework for the integrated campus. 4 Central special design principles: 
Summerstrand Campus: North and South. 5 Proposed elements of structure: Summerstrand 
Campus: North and South.

3
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UNIVERSITY PLANNING

an important role in stormwater management. It 
recognises that run-off will increase as the campus 
intensifies. Accordingly, stormwater is channeled 
toward the corridor with detention ponds. 

• Figure 5b shows the dominant movement structure. 
A central principle is to divert vehicular movement 
and parking to the edges of the campus, while still 
allowing emergency and service vehicle access to 

all parts of the campus. Pedestrian movement is 
channeled along a few main landscaped and well-lit 
paths. Entry into the campus is controlled through  
a limited number of access points. 

• Figure 5c shows the common spaces and shared 
facilities. An hierarchical ‘family’ of spaces is created 
through new buildings. The central north-south 
system in the great street links two forecourt spaces. 
The historic southern east-west shaft of space is 
strengthened through the infilling of two buildings  
to create a western court.

• A preferred pattern of height is shown in figure 5d. 
The height of buildings along the central university 
boulevard should be a minimum of four storeys to give 
scale to the wide boulevard. Two 8–12-storey towers 
are located at the centre of the boulevard to provide 
orientation and to create a gateway.

• Figure 5e is a figure-ground drawing showing 
the massing and grain that will result from the 
framework. The public spatial quality is greatly 
improved by bringing the buildings into association 
with each other to define and enclose public space.

• Figure 5f shows indicative uses. The concept brings 
those activities requiring the most exposure into 
association with places of greatest accessibility:
- The great hall and central library are located close  

to the main administrative block. 
- Residences are agglomerated into villages with a 

‘live and learn’ resource centre for each village;
- A consolidated sports precinct is anchored by an 

indoor sports centre and the Human Movement 
Sciences building;

- Academic buildings are more exposed than 
specialist research facilities;

- A specialist consolidated student services  
building is located close to the centre of the 
university boulevard.

Ocean Sciences Institute
In 2016, the Nelson Mandela University purchased  
the site of the CSIR campus on the northern edge of  
the Summerstrand campus to establish an Ocean 
Sciences Institute. 

One large building complex – consisting of six long, 
narrow, shed-like buildings branching off a central spine 
– was already on the site as well as other outbuildings. 
Part of the sales agreement stated that the CSIR would 
continue to rent 32% of the building space, perhaps 
reducing to 25% over time. The first part of the plan 
was rationalising existing uses. The scattered activities 
of both the NMU and CSIR were consolidated and 
separated, with the CSIR occupying 32% of the northern, 
more embedded portion.

The second task was integrating the new sub-campus 
into the overall campus. This was achieved by extending 
a shaft of space, operating as a forecourt space for the 
Maritime sub-campus, over the great street to provide an 
equivalent forecourt space for the Engineering  ›  

The south sub-campus is carved from a  
relatively continuous green corridor and enjoys  

a unique relationship with the sea

6 Proposed Ocean Science precinct in relation to the overall campus. 7 Long-term concept for the 
north-eastern sector.

6
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faculty. This action precisely parallels the integrative 
shaft of space used in the original plan for the  
southern sub-campus (figure 6). This figure shows  
the essence of the university plan and locates the  
Ocean Science precinct in relation to the overall 
campus. In figure 7 (the north-eastern sector), vehicular 
access to the maritime sub-campus is primarily from 
the north and south, while pedestrian access is  
possible from the great street. A forecourt space onto  
the great street announces the sub-campus, including 
a large lecturing complex edging this space. New boat 
storage structures are built east of the maritime sub-
campus. New wings are added to the northern part  
of the building to create two new courts, opening up 
more space for NMMU in the south. The low-lying  
and wet western part of the site is given over to an 
ecological corridor, together with detention ponds.  
The corridor ties up with the main blue-green  
structure of the university. Two residential villages,  
each structured around a court and kick-about space,  
are to the east of the corridor.

RHODES UNIVERSITY
Rhodes University is located in the small rural service 
centre of Grahamstown. Almost half of its 8 000 students 
live in 43 university residences. The university makes 
up the entire eastern part of the town, with the main 

movement network of the university being integrated 
with the grid of the town. The site is east-facing, with 
land sloping upward from the east to small hills in the 
west and south-west.

It has grown in spurts, without an overall framework, 
since its beginnings in the 1880s. The current spatial 
structure of the university is shown in figure 8, it reveals 
two patterns: The strong orthogonal geometries and the 
spatial quality of the older part, formed through slow 
incremental growth, and the more recent car-based 
modernist patterns, which yield no positive public space 
– it is a pattern of orderliness but without order.

Figure 9 shows the dominant spatial problems: 
increasing sprawl up the hill and visual encroachment 
onto the central axial alignment; numerous dead edges 
overlooking public space; some buildings built too far 
up the hill, encroaching on the visual domain of the 
1820 Settlers Monument; increasing conflict between 
pedestrian and cars; the poor spatial quality of the 
central east-west route and its surrounds; problems of  › 

8 Existing plan and longitudinal section through the ‘High Street’ axis.

The university makes up the entire eastern part of 
the town, with the main movement network of the 
university being integrated with the grid of the town 

8

ARCH90_Project1_UniversityPlanningPart3.indd   19 3/15/18   9:47 AM



20 A RC H I T ECT U R E SA M A RC H |  A P R I L

UNIVERSITY PLANNING

water quality and unresolved run-off; an undignified 
forecourt space; car sprawl into the historic forecourt 
space; the backyard nature of the riverine corridors; the 
inappropriate location of the maintenance workshop; 
poor spatial quality in places, particularly in the 
workshop zone; and a poor interface between the 
university and the botanical gardens.

Figure 10 is a structural interpretation of the primary 
elements of public structure that form the basis of an 
integrated structural system: the dominant anchoring 
axial alignment; the primary system of existing and 
incipient superblocks which should be reinforced; the 
public access and interface zone, suitable for university 
outreach activities; the historical forecourt zone; and 
the pattern of potentially special places formed at the 
confluence of important streets and riverine corridors.

Figure 11 represents some central realisations. 1) The 
centre of gravity of the university, defined in terms of 
access, has shifted west of the original centre (the historic 
precinct). This has not been acknowledged in spatial 
terms and should be corrected. 2) The importance of the 
central spine in terms of integration, which should be 
transformed into a ‘great street’. 3) The importance of 
linking the two major institutions (the university and the 
monument), which functionally interpenetrate through 
a pedestrian link. 4) The need to celebrate the spatial 
system of the historic core. 5) The importance of the 
university-town interface zone, where shared outreach 
activities should occur. 6) The riverine corridors, 
currently treated as backyards, should be celebrated: 
New buildings should front onto them and they should 
form part of the pedestrian network.

Composite constraints and informants are shown at 
the larger (town) scale in figure 12. Included here are: 
the scenic route of the N2; primary view cones (long and 
short); a zone of visual sensitivity; the historic western 
approach route; the historic site of Makana Kop; bulk 
utility infrastructure; the extension of the university 
‘great street’ into the town; the Settlers Monument; the 
cemetery; and the undeveloped station site on the main 
axis, figure 13 shows the concept at a larger scale. It is 
strongly informed by the constraints and informants 
identified in figure 12. The three main concerns at this 
scale are consolidation, integration and sustainability. 
Three main ideas are proposed:

Firstly, efforts should be made to sell the outlying, 
isolated Gavin Relly Postgraduate Village, and the 
funds used to create more integrated postgraduate 
accommodation on the main campus. If this does not 
occur, it will be necessary to create a new vehicular 
link to the postgraduate village which links directly to 
the ‘great street’, and create two new pedestrian links 
on either side of the valley, tying the village into the 
pedestrian networks of the main campus.

Secondly, the university should attempt to purchase 
the currently underutilised station precinct to create a 
university complex of academic buildings. This would 
complete the historic axis.  ›

9 Primary special problems. 10 Structural interpretation of the campus. 11 Some central 
realisations and issues of recognition.

9
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Finally, consideration should be given to creating  
two research and outreach outliers (such as law and 
health clinics) within outlying poorer areas.

The spatial development and urban design  
frameworks are shown in figures 14 and 15. The  
central intentions underpinning these plans are: to 
prevent further lateral spread, particularly up the hill 
or in the alignment of visual axes; consolidate the 
university to maintain its pedestrian-dominant quality, 
through a programme of infilling; improve the spatial 
quality by using infill buildings to define and create 
public space; improve the quality of the pedestrian and  
NMT experience by making it safe and pleasant; use 
water run-off as a place-making device; and ensure  
that the accessibility of different types of university 
activities is respected. Specific ideas include:
• transform the extension of New Street into a  

great street;
• improve the current gateways into the campus  

from the east;
• create a new high order space on the site of the 

emerging new centre of gravity of the campus and 
reinforce this with new higher order activities  
on its edges;

• relocate the swimming pool to reinforce the  
sports complex; 

• reinforce the strong cardo and decamanus  
(the crossroute conditions) nature of the plan;

• pedestrianise the Artillery Road extension;
• create a forecourt space announcing the Steve  

Biko and Sol Plaatje buildings;
• create a pedestrian system that links all higher  

order facilities;
• transform the riverine corridors and incorporate  

them into the pedestrian experience of  
the university;

• order the university around an hierarchical  
‘family’ of public spaces through the selective  
infilling of buildings;

• line the sportsfields with residences. The current 
system of a single kitchen serving a number of 
residences should be retained;

• create two living-learning resource centres serving  
a number of residences;

• place a height limit on residences to prevent visual 
competition with the monument and plant out  
visual obtrusive residences on the hill;

• place parking toward the edges of the campus  
to increase pedestrian dominance in the more  
central parts; and

• consolidate and relocate the unsightly maintenance 
depot and support services to the northern corner  
of the campus along Somerset Street.

Figure 16 shows an implementation strategy, whereby  
the proposals are bundled into a series of action projects 
and areas. This can form the basis of applications 
for funding; the wide range of projects maximises 
opportunities for donor synergies.  ›

12 Composite constraints and informants at the larger scale. 13 The concept at a larger scale.  
14 Spatial development framework.

12
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15 The urban design framework. 16 Action projects and areas at the campus scale.
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16
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L 
emon Pebble Architects likes to ask questions at 
the inception of projects, regardless of whether the 
answers, and subsequent rethinking of the brief, 
impact on the projects it is hired to undertake. 

Often, briefs are inherited and out of date. This practice 
is unapologetic about asking the necessary questions 
to challenge established norms: Is this renovation 
necessary? Would it be better to demolish and densify 
the site? Is underground parking needed if the client 
mandate is to regenerate the inner city through an 
alignment with public transport? Is this heritage 
property reflecting all relevant histories?  

This interrogation of project inception is aligned with 
agencies such as the Johannesburg Development Agency, 
which recently called for built environment professionals 
to be involved in assisting the agency before the brief is 
formed and the project fully articulated, to assess, advise 

By: Nabeel Essa, principal of office 24-7

1

2

TRANSFORMING
PERSPECTIVES

A conversation with 
Lemon Pebble Architects
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and conceptualise projects prior to inception.  
This is particularly relevant for public projects and 
public-funded development, an arena where this  
practice is developing its work. 

Lemon Pebble Architects strives for integrity in 
the building of its practice and in its work. It aims to 
understand the users of the buildings it creates and to 
work within the urban dynamics at play, engaging macro 
and micro economies and networks across, around and 
in the sites it is investigating. This narrative repeatedly 
unfolds in conversation with Lemon Pebble directors 
Althea Peacock and Tanzeem Razak. 

The interviews are conducted over lunch. When a 
vendor selling pod mahogany wares passes our pavement 
table, a particularly well-crafted timber bowl catches 
Razak’s observant eye. A conversation ensues, a 
purchase is made and the craftsman has given her his 
contact details. It is this kind of nuance of observation, 
engaging and building on skills at ground level that 
distinguishes this medium-sized Johannesburg practice. 

Razak’s mantra is that the city is fluid: “The inner  
city is alive, it is pumping outside the system. 
Architecture is only the end product and we are the 
facilitators in between. We start to design to a financial 
model and find that norms and standards are out of  
sync with what is happening.”

The practice seeks to understand the economics of  
the social-development projects they work on. Working 
in Berea, Yeoville and Jeppe, the practice talks of a 
layered urbanity, with “sublets, sharing facilities, two 
traders working from the same space … this is the  
reality of the inner city”. 

There is a gap between what architects plan and how 
space is utilised, with known models not matching up 
to realities. The term ‘mixed-use’ is more mixed and 
fluid than planners imagine. A three-bedroom unit may 
be designed in a number of different configurations 
with communal use, extended families and multiple 
users. How to design for such spaces? For Lemon 
Pebble Architects, real creativity is about more than the 
building’s form, it’s about the inner workings, networks 
and economies of the project; about pushing the norms 
to reflect the situation and needs of city inhabitants.

Lemon Pebble Architects’ perspective is not always 
overt. When an empowered urban developer client  
felt that he should paint his project in bold childlike 
colours to follow big inner-city developers, Lemon 
Pebble challenged this: Why must inner-city dwellers  
be patronised? Why can’t they have nuanced colours  
that reflect aspirations? The resultant building colour 
palette is neutral and forms part of the urban landscape. 

Razak argues that built environment professionals’ 
modes of practice must change, “because the 
environment is so fluid. Architecture needs to be a 
new kind of conversation with the client, challenging 
the brief and unpacking entrenched ways of working. 
The status quo was to aspire to the photogenic and 
visceral architectural envelope, but this is not relevant 

to what is happening in our country and our cities. We 
need to interpret what is on the ground and view the 
architectural project as part of an urban ecosystem.

“Look beyond the object and brief. Ask, what kind 
of impact will this have? How flexible is this building? 
It’s about building connections back to the urban 
environment. The single-function, single-way model is 
defunct. The inner city is a complex organism.” 

As architects plug into these environments they 
impact on everything else. This is why Lemon Pebble 
Architects gets familiar with the back-story, the 
representations and readings of heritage and the 
collective narratives regarding the present and  
the aspirational. 

By working in the inner city, the practice has come 
to understand the need for a neutral robustness of 
architectural stock; identifying the critical components 
to make projects succeed, efficiency of light and 
ventilation in terms of depths of buildings, and the 
use of courtyards. 

Lemon Pebble Architects is not afraid to look at 
failures to reassess how it can improve. There’s the story 
of a residential development project in Berea, which 
was hijacked within two years. The access turnstile was 
vandalised, there was no management point of control, 
residents received a letter with new banking details and 
started paying the hijackers. Thirteen storeys, 67 units, a 
biometric system … and still the building was hijacked. 
Razak reflects: “We had to create community – where 
neighbours talked to each other, and the developer had 
an accessible office with a visible caretaker The lesson  
I learnt is that, next time, I will fight for communal  
space and instigate spatial mechanisms to create a 
community so that the social framework could change. 
Allowing for connectivity between residents would 
create a network for discussion about infringements  
and building-management issues.” 

Lemon Pebble Architects places value on where 
the directors come from. Razak grew up and lives in 
Actonville, an East Rand township in Benoni. “It talks 
right back into my challenge, which is the changing 
role of architecture. Telling someone how they should 
live is no longer feasible. Living in Actonville makes 
you realise that people live with limited resources. But, 
this doesn’t make their needs different to any other 
client,” she explains. For her, the township is a space of  › 

1 Newtown office. 2 Sidney Brenner Institute of Molecular Bioscience.

For Lemon Pebble Architects, real creativity is about 
more than the building’s form, it’s about the inner 
workings, networks and economies of the project
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Finding my own identity 
as an architect has been 
about re-finding myself 

… how I imagine myself 
is not how the world or 

the built environment 
profession views me 

learning about the nuances and multiplicities of urban 
life, in which there is spatial dependence. For example, 
“the lady who makes and sells vetkoek across the road 
arrives at 5:30am. She sets up in an empty space on the 
two-metre-wide pavement. She has an arrangement with 
the owner of the shop across the road who stores her 

wares, and with me to use water from 
my house. When she leaves in the 
afternoon, a hairdresser occupies the 
same spot. It is an informal network 
of interdependency that makes 
allowances for low resources.”

Razak feels that she resides between 
two worlds – “this creative world of 
architecture, supposedly high-end, 
and another world equally creative 
in a different way. That is the value of 
living in Actonville: Being part of that 
network gives me eyes into this world. 
It’s about recognising that there’s 

another reality operating completely outside my realm.  
I am part of it, yet excluded.” Razak and Peacock are 
aware of this privilege of dual perspectives, which adds  
a transformative value to their work. 

Peacock refers to being like the ‘unknown other’ in her 
experience in the architectural realm, being both female 
and black. She finds herself on the margins, as a practice 
and practitioner. The practice partners leverage their 
identities to transform the position they find themselves 
in, in a way that feeds into their work. 

Peacock’s construction of her identity as an architect 
is not linear: “I’ve been making myself aware. I didn’t 
have a reference point. I needed to find, learn and 
assimilate insight and perspective. Finding my own 
identity as an architect has been about re-finding myself 
… how I imagine myself is not how the world or the built 
environment profession views me.” The turning point 
has been about being true to herself and her voice. 

VALUES MADE CONCRETE
Identity and perspective play a strong part in Lemon 
Pebbles’ heritage renovation for the Sidney Brenner 
Institute of Molecular Bioscience. At the Manor house 
with its celebrated Randlord history, the architects 
have inverted the importance of spaces by allocating 
the crucial laboratories in the original staff quarters. 
They’ve also inverted the originally private spaces of 
wealth and power – the grand entrance, large lawn, 
formal promenade and access to the vistas northward 
– by giving them the most public function. This project 
reviews contested histories of Johannesburg, so it 
was crucial that the architects critically engaged with 
historical narratives. 

At Three Kotze Street − a heritage reuse and 
transitional-housing project done as a joint venture 
with Kate Otten Architects for the Johannesburg 
Development Agency – a new aperture and front door  
to the street face was reinstated, giving back dignity to 
the users – previous  black male hostel dwellers who  
had to enter from the original back entrance. 

Tasked with evaluating and rethinking an existing 
prototype of the Early Childhood Development Centre 
(ECDC) for the Department of Social Development 
in the Ekurhuleni Metropolitan Municipality, Lemon 
Pebble Architects vigorously rationalised the plan. 
The curves and shapes of the original were difficult to 
build, causing waterproofing and build quality issues. 
The new scheme simplifies the design, making a bolder 
statement with clarity of planning that the young users 
can navigate easily. This project highlighted the necessity 
for the needs of the user – the community’s children − 
to be elevated above perceived expectations. A further 
challenge was thinking of the child’s safety, and the 
ethos was not to let the low resources hamper creativity  
and aspiration; to have the same mindset and criteria 
as one would for affluent users. The resultant design 
includes soft touches and place-making. The real shift 
in thinking was to make the spaces multifunctional by 
extending the brief and allowing the community use  
of the school after hours. 

The Vosloorus context has a low skyline with no 
significant landmarks. The new ECDC acts a marker, 
giving an urban clarity while still navigating the scale of 
place. The architects challenged original client choices 
for a site that was accessible and embedded within the 
community. They encouraged a wider pavement lining 
the boundary so as to anticipate entrepreneurial use of 
the street. The urban balance sought was a soft scale  › 3 Main End Housing Development.
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As a female-led, Level 1 B-BBEE practice, Lemon Pebble 
Architects is a rare occurrence in the landscape of 
South African architectural practice

appropriate for young users, but also a sense of public 
stature. The building offers moments of higher volumes 
and natural light from clerestory windows. Colour is 
used as a code for navigating the precinct. This project 
was yet another exercise in the growing experience and 
research of building with empathy and limited resources. 

The brief for the Golden Harvest Drug Rehabilitation 
Centre for affected youth was to upgrade and extend 
an existing resource enabling the South African 
National Council on Alcoholism and Drug Dependence 
programme to be housed in one precinct. Peacock 
says: “This project is close to me because I come from a 
demographic that is so affected by drug abuse. I know 
families and kids who have been through this.” The 
practice’s approach was to find ways to humanise  
space concurrent to meeting all the functional aspects and 
social development requirements. The design shows a clear 
security threshold between the family visiting area and  
the rest of the facility. Often, the visitors are the enablers.  
This tragic narrative emphasises an architectural need –   
the importance of a clear spatial divide. 

It was important that the space didn’t feel punitive 
or hospital-like. They had to work with a small budget 
with low maintenance requirements and a limited 
palette. They argued for wide multifunctional corridors 
with clerestory light, allowing a reprieve from the 
institutional. The facility is sensitively scaled to mediate 
the adjacent public park and residential neighbourhood. 
It is also designed to fit into its context, so as not to 
perpetuate the current stigma of having this facility  
in the neighbourhood. 

Lemon Pebble Architects’ office is strategically located 
in Newtown, as part of a struggle to find authenticity 

between the physical office and its ethos. Razak  
still sees herself as an outsider to the patriarchal  
world of architecture and struggles with stereotyped 
perceptions and expectations. “My solution is to 
follow my own path. I do not wish to be limited by the 
expectations of what I should be. We are guided by this 
idea of social justice, but my interest lies beyond that;  
to always be idealistic. The best way for me to be  
socially conscious was to collectively build a sustainable 
practice, inspired by the environment around me,  
that offers equally good design and aspirational qualities 
whether you’re living with limited resources or in a 
wealthy suburb.”

Lemon Pebble Architects consists of a diverse team 
with multiple perspectives and identities. Every Friday 
afternoon the office exposes its team to different views 
through a discussion session with an invited speaker. The 
session is documented, edited and uploaded as a resource. 
These sessions inject new energy into current projects, 
and also give everyone the opportunity to contribute their 
insights and grow their architectural expression. 

As a female-led, Level 1 B-BBEE practice, Lemon 
Pebble Architects is a rare occurrence in the landscape  
of South African architectural practice. Gender 
distinction has meant limited access to opportunity  
and large-scale work. The directors find gender 
stereotypes to be divisive. What distinguishes them  
is that they’re more open to listening to alternate 
solutions with the resultant spaces being more relevant, 
nuanced and layered. It is this insight into multiple 
worlds and access to the aspirations of their clients  
and users of their projects that sets them apart as  
a transformative practice.  ■ 

4 Three Kotze Street. 5 Golden Harvest Drug Rehabilitation Centre. 6 Early Childhood  
Development Centre.
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URBAN 
 PRAXIS

T 
he lecture focused on how we are still having to 
grapple with transforming the spatial nonsense of 
our cities as an enduring legacy of apartheid and 
how dysfunctional our cities still are despite being 

more than two decades into a democracy. I identified 
six ‘chapters’ of ‘nonsense’ that seem persistently to get 
in the way of our transforming efforts and the kinds of 
paradigm shifts we need to overcome these ‘nonsenses’, 
the very same issues Roelof Uytenbogaardt had 
highlighted so often very long ago, and railed against  
so vigorously. 

In modifying the lecture into three parts for publication, 
I have touched on only very limited aspects and have not 
stuck to the order of the ‘chapters’ as presented. 

This first part sets out the acknowledgement of 
Uytenbogaardt as a profound influence on the discipline 
and those he taught, mentored and often confronted. It 
also sets out the way I prefer to view cities as a backdrop 
against which post-apartheid city issues may be debated. 
In content, it focuses on the key structural principles 

Making sense of nonsense for the post-apartheid city.

By: Erky Wood, GAPP Architects and Urban Designers

part 1

This is the first of a three-part series comprising limited excerpts from the 2017 Roelof Uytenbogaardt UDISA Memorial Lecture delivered by  
Erky Wood at the University of the Witwatersrand Planetarium on 12 September 2017.

we need to concentrate on at a city-region level, what 
‘nonsense’ we’re presented with and what ‘nonsense’ 
continues to get in our way, and what we need to do to get 
beyond this. And, in a more personal, tongue-in-cheek 
way, it also talks of the ‘nonsense’ of being scared of our 
own ideas (particularly those early, naïve student ones) or 
dismissing thoughts that may just be ahead of their time 
or waiting for the right context in which to flourish.

A second part will talk of the ‘nonsense’ of political, 
technocratic and bureaucratic stances and paradigms 
that continue to bedevil our need to transform and how 
we need to shift this thinking to align with the nature 
of our society and embrace more appropriate ways of 
viewing the city and all it has to offer.

The third part will conclude on how city leadership 
has been abrogated and how, by default, we leave the 
making and shaping of cities to undirected developers 
who, unfortunately, fail to understand themselves, first 
and foremost, as city builders. What is needed to address 
this ‘nonsense’?
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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND
I’m going to talk about my take on the city and the 
making of it insofar as we have any say at all in making 
cities. Notwithstanding the majority of my time spent 
lecturing in urban processes at Wits and subsequent 
supervision of masters theses in urban design, I choose 
to think of myself as a practitioner in city design and 
building rather than a theoretician. On balance, I’ve 
spent way more of the 45 years of my career in practice 
than in the student and academic spheres and so I’ll 
be talking more about Urban Praxis, though never 
conceding that as a practitioner I do any less thinking, 
doing and enabling than any other sphere of urbanism, 
theoretical, academic or otherwise. Indeed, I hope I will, 
in the process, give some glimpse into the enormous 
kick I get out of finding congruence between theory and 
practice on a day-to-day basis.

It is my hope to try and coalesce a vast panoply of 
urban issues and demonstrative projects into a series of 
‘chapters’ that might give more structure to such a vast 
subject. With the amount of work that I’ve been involved 
in over such a long time, however, it’s inevitable that, 
in a lecture of this nature, I’ll be able to refer to specific 
projects only very briefly, without dwelling on content, 
and just giving the headlines of thoughts relating to 
those projects as they intersect with whatever aspect, or 
chapter of city building, is under consideration. 

I haven’t always been in love with cities: In my younger, 
mother-earth phase (in which I achieved personality 
arrest and an abiding value system), I was in fact anti-
city. In the late ‘60s and early ‘70s, we subscribed to 
the Club of Rome ‘Limits to Growth’ thinking as our 
potential to pollute at a planetary scale started to become 
clear for the first time. Nowhere was this more manifest 
than in our cities. This is, of course, a recurring theme for 
modern humanity and the planet often manifesting in a 
swing to neo-primitivism and a back-to-the-land agenda. 
We meet in this exquisite planetarium where we see 
Hubble images that show the universe, as close as we can 
judge, to be 13.7-billion years old, our own humble galaxy 
being only some four million of those. And, humanity 
in its earliest forms arriving, according to an imagined 
cosmic clock, at not more than one second to midnight 
relative to our own solar system, let alone the universe. 
We are all now again so keenly aware of this in the global 
distress we face. We are so clearly reminded that humans, 
as a collective, have such an extraordinary capacity for 
insight, intellect, design and vision and yet, show such 
an incredible, apparently fathomless depth of stupidity, 
arrogance and self-interest. In a known pre-history of 
at least five mass extinctions of life as we know it on our 
planet, we now seriously face, and indeed are thought by 
many, to be well into a sixth. And the most ‘powerful’ 
nation on earth just walked away from the Paris Accord. 
So, whilst I imagine that the planet itself is not at real risk 
(at least for another few million years or so), humanity 
and ‘life as we know it’ most certainly is: I daresay, 
though, that the planet will probably shrug with relief 

THE NEED TO CONSUME BRINGS WITH IT THE DISCIPLINE OF 
OVERCOMING DISTANCE AND IS TOTALLY SUBSERVIENT TO A 
PHYSICAL WORLD IN WHICH GOODS CAN ONLY BE PRODUCED, 
MARKETED AND CONSUMED EFFICIENTLY AT SCALE AND 
WITHIN LIMITS DEFINED BY SPATIAL PROPINQUITY

when we finally, stupidly and myopically, kill ourselves 
off as we make the planet increasingly incapable of 
sustaining our kind of life.

In spite of this and our seeming insignificance in the 
wider order of the universe, however, the extraordinary 
thing about the human condition is that we take 
ourselves seriously enough to care – to worry about how 
we shelter, clothe, employ and nurture humanity and its 
cultures. So, whilst this planetarium venue in some ways 
defeats me in its enormity (the very tiny spaces I work 
with seen against this vast outer space), I begin with the 
conviction that the care and nurture of humanity in 
community is a noble pursuit. 

What I hadn’t understood, however, when I subscribed 
to the Club of Rome’s ‘Limits to Growth’, was that cities 
aren’t, as I thought then, a global cancer that will envelop 
and strangle the world. Far from it: they are marvellously 
efficient organisms that take vast numbers of people and 
put them, at density, on relatively tiny pieces of land and, 
in so doing, release the vast majority of land for higher and 
better arable and ecological purposes. The United Kingdom 
is acknowledged to be 95% urbanised, yet has 85% of its 
landmass designated as ‘rural’. The USA is 85% urbanised, 
and has non-urban land to the tune of about 90% of its total. 
Jacob Bronowski, in that wonderful BBC TV series The 
Ascent of Man, regards the city as humanity’s greatest act of 
community and its most creative and enduring work. We 
live at scale and density like this, of course, not because we 
necessarily like each other and because that was how people 
historically found protection and shelter from marauding 
hoards, but because, no matter how placeless we become 
technologically, we are still, as humans, incredibly place-
bound. We are, above all, consumers. The need to consume 
brings with it the discipline of overcoming distance and 
is totally subservient to a physical world in which goods 
can only be produced, marketed and consumed efficiently 
at scale and within limits defined by spatial propinquity. 
Living in cities is how we consume efficiently and, in the 
process, reduce our land footprint relative to the size of 
the population that now inhabits the globe.

The size of that population, of course, needs to be 
discussed. It still grows too quickly, but it is slowing relative 
to what we were projecting in the 1970s. This is not only 
because of birth control (and certainly not pestilence, 
famine, plague and war) but, notably, because of the process 
of urbanisation. Whereas traditional rural  economies are 
‘bottom-up’, meaning the factor of production is people  › 
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and you breed a lot of them to support 
the system (younger people supporting 
older people), the urban economy 
is ‘top-down’, where the factor of 
production is knowledge and parents 
provide educational resource to fewer 
below them; breeding fewer offspring. 

So, as a backdrop to all I’ll be 
talking about, I came to see the value 
of cities and, without realising it,  
what I thought to be an initial 
innocent romance became a full-
blown and life-long affair in which I 
have realised that cities are in fact our 

greatest cause for optimism.
I’ve chosen to distil issues and thoughts into six 

‘chapters’ defined by those ‘nonsenses’ we seem to have 
to deal with in the South African context on a recurring 
basis in the praxis of urbanism. More than 20 years into 
democracy, we still have to talk about the post-apartheid 
city as a focus, which Uytenbogaardt was so concerned 
about, and in which we’ve made so little real impact 
in terms of transformation and restructuring towards 
a spatial democracy. Our failure in this is lamentable 
and, to a greater or lesser extent, our inability to make 
progress seems to me to be embedded in what I choose  
to define as six ‘nonsenses’, ordered as follows:
•  PART 1: Making sense of the nonsense of our 

inherited city form. Overcoming the nonsense of 
being scared of one’s own ideas.

• PART 2: Housing as a process: Moving beyond the 
nonsense of past and present ‘housing delivery’ 

1a-1f Varying forms of urban structure from sprawl to good form.

IT IS MY HOPE TO TRY 
AND COALESCE A VAST 

PANOPLY OF URBAN ISSUES 
AND DEMONSTRATIVE 

PROJECTS INTO A SERIES 
OF ‘CHAPTERS’ THAT MIGHT 

GIVE MORE STRUCTURE TO 
SUCH A VAST SUBJECT

thinking. The emperor’s not wearing any clothes: 
discarding the nonsense of inappropriate paradigms, 
notably traffic engineering.

• PART 3: The public domain of cites has seldom been 
delivered democratically: How time and democracy 
make sense of this nonsense. Urban place-making and 
identity: re-directing the nonsense of the privately-
developed city.

MAKING SENSE OF THE NONSENSE  
OF OUR INHERITED CITY FORM
The apparent random scatter of smaller urban nodes of 
economic intensity around major city centres within an 
extended city region is a naturally occurring pattern of 
urban maturity. This follows urban fundamentals and 
gives rise to a cohesive urban structure.

  The geography of spatial separation as imposed on 
the then-PWV region, now the Gauteng City Region 
(GCR), was a gross distortion of this patterning and 
represents the nonsense of the spatial legacy of apartheid 
(see figure 1a). The enduring issues for planning for the 
foreseeable future thus become: How to integrate the 
marginalised periphery; refrain from further sprawl; 
develop a process of significant infill and consolidation 
around public transport routes and hubs; and recapitalise 
the inner areas of the system where existing social and 
service infrastructure can be ‘sweated’. There are clues in 
urban structure that suggest how ‘to make sense of this 
nonsense’ (figure 1b), and how we can embark on urban 
restructuring so that a compact, complex, inclusionary 
and integrated urban system is engendered. The policy 
and city-building leadership and interventions need be 
few but determined, and it is not unrealistic to aspire to 
the normality of a model of ‘good urban form’ (figure 1c). 

The Gauteng Spatial Development Framework (GSDF) 
of 2010 set out to achieve this. The miscellany of Spatial 
Development Frameworks (SDFs) prepared prior to this 
in isolation by individual metro and local authorities 
(see figure 1d) was entirely incapable of mounting the 
scale of transformative restructuring required and 
the clues to urban restructuring, when applied to the 
wider GCR (figure 1e), quickly lead to the basis for a 
reconceptualised urban system (figure 1f). If correctly 
enabled, it becomes naturally occurring; it relies on 
the relatively inexpensive public resource of policy 
support; it targets infrastructural investment rather than 
management of micro-fabric issues – infrastructural 
investment is city-building rather than micro-focal; 
the city form becomes inherently democratic, with 
inclusion of and access for all; and farming is an integral, 
productive city resource rather than a rural pursuit. 

The GSDF was thus predicated on a clearly articulated 
and managed urban cordon preventing any further 
sprawl; the infill and consolidation of the existing extents 
of the urban footprint; favouring existing urban nodes, 
corridors and economic districts; reducing   reliance on 
private mobility in favour of non-motorised transport 
and mass-transit systems; complex mixed-use  › 

1a 1b 1c

1d 1e 1f
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Flooring accessories 
brand develops new 

product fi le
Established fl ooring accessories brand, 
Kirk Marketing, recently launched a new 

Kirk Product File. 

The company decided to consolidate its range of products 
into 10 Kirk brands in order to create more space for 
product development, research, innovation and growth 
within the business. 
The 10 Kirk brands are as follows: 

1. M.Trim: Quality locally manufactured range of tiling, carpet, 
laminate and vinyl trims. The Dural range of laminate trims and 
nosings that Kirk stocks will now fall under this brand.

2. Kirk Structural: Structural expansion joints and covers. Both 
locally manufactured M.Trim products as well as international 
brands such as Vexcolt and Arfen form part of this brand.

3. M.Floors: Quality laminate and vinyl solutions. The Classen 
brand, which stands for “laminates with character” forms part of 
the products supplied under this brand.

4. M.Skirting: Skirting and quadrants. New PVC skirtings with 
cabling options and matching corner pieces are now available. 

5. MasterMat: For complete matting solutions. Kirk is looking 
into developing more products for this range, but it currently 
consists of doormats, walk off mats and entrance mats.

6. Kirk Décor: Some of the products that have been developed 
under this brand include locally manufactured patterned 
stainless steel profi les, powder coated profi les and aluminium 
anodised, brushed and polished fi nishes profi les. 

7. Kirk Mosaics: This range will be developed according to 
worldwide trends and inspirations. Mosaics that are currently in 
stock include glass, porcelain and natural stone mosaics.

8. Kirk Aqua: Quality bathroom accessories including Roman 
Dietsche and other German bathroom products.

9. M.Tools: Tiling tools, tile cutters, diamond blades and more, 
including Sigma manual tile cutters and Battipav electric tile cutters.

10. M.Chem: Quality range of tilecare cleaners, strippers 
and sealants. 

For more information, contact Kirk on +27 (11) 444 1441 
or via www.kirk.co.za.
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developments based on existing and upgraded service 
infrastructure and social amenity; providing strong 
public leadership in the shape and form of the city-
region’s future and the active involvement of private 
development in achieving this. Notwithstanding the 
GFDF’s status, it has failed to achieve the required levels 
of political will to drive the transformation, most notably 
out of four public sector urban failings: 
• the drive to deliver low-income public housing 

continues to sprawl the city system at a far greater level 
even than privileged gated communities beyond the 
urban fringe; 

• the continued focus on holding onto and extending the 
outdated PWV road network as driven by a technocratic 
discipline that is at odds with the needs and realities of 
contemporary society and the cities required; 

• a failure to harmonise provincial planning with local 
authority planning; and

• the continued inability to re-capitalise and run a safe, 
convenient and reliable metro-rail mass transit system 
supported by other integrated systems, notably buses 
and taxis. 

In a paradigm where housing delivery in isolation 
is considered as a greater priority than sustainable, 
transformed urban structure and economy, expediency in 
terms of continuing to place vast numbers of people beyond 
the urban fringe remains the single greatest agent of urban 
sprawl (see figure 2). In a numbers-driven approach, placing 
people on uncontested, relatively cheap raw land fails to 
take account of the displacement of these people, their lack 
of economic prospect, a lack of social facilities, poor services 
and public transport, the burden on the city in terms of 
new, extended infrastructure and unviable public transport. 
In the process, we continue to marginalise the poor and 
make our cities unsustainable. In effect, there is not the 

THE ENDURING ISSUES FOR PLANNING FOR THE FORESEEABLE 
FUTURE THUS BECOME: HOW TO INTEGRATE THE MARGINALISED 
PERIPHERY; REFRAIN FROM FURTHER SPRAWL; DEVELOP A 
PROCESS OF SIGNIFICANT INFILL AND CONSOLIDATION AROUND 
PUBLIC TRANSPORT ROUTES AND HUBS; AND RECAPITALISE  
THE INNER AREAS OF THE SYSTEM WHERE EXISTING SOCIAL  
AND SERVICE INFRASTRUCTURE CAN BE ‘SWEATED’

2 An example of urban sprawl where sustainable, transformed urban structure and  
economy is not given priority.

political will to engage with the complexity of urbanism, or 
to dismantle inappropriate planning from the apartheid era. 

The very extensive rail system covering the city region 
(figure 3a) and the extremely dense coverage of service 
provided by the existing stations (figure 3b) supports the 
city-region very well. Where this support is lacking (such 
as links into the north-western quadrant of Johannesburg 
or the south-eastern quadrant of Tshwane), other strategic 
connections are allowed for (figure 3c). In spite of noting 
the value of putting the PRASA system back into an 
upgraded service, highway and private-mobility planning 
continues to dominate urban transportation policy. 

The existing system of road and rail networking (figure 
4a) shows, to date, a relatively tight fit between a city region 
and its mobility base, yet the continued political support 
for further road-based strategic extensions would distort 
this fit (figure 4b) and further sprawl the city-region. 
By re-directing transportation planning as an essential 
component of urbanism (and subservient to the greater 
ambitions of urban transformation), political leadership 
could, but fails to insist on an integrated urban approach 
to planning where movement and circulation of people 
and freight becomes a basis for consolidating, compacting 
and making the city-region more complex (figure 4c). 

Whilst planning within local authority districts is 
constitutionally the preserve of local authorities, provincial 
and national planning must recognise the extremely 
important roles played in city-regions beyond the local 
authority scale. To the extent that road and transportation 
planning should knit urban systems into tighter, more 
equitable, more efficient and more sustainable structures, 
political direction and leadership fails through its lack 
of integrated planning. This is exacerbated by pandering 
to the political expediency of sprawled housing delivery 
that spawns further urban dislocation and propagates 
continued marginalisation. Sadly, not only are we failing 
to redress the nonsense of spatial apartheid, we (whether 
wittingly or unwittingly), in fact, continue to further it.  › 

 –   national roads
■  residential estates
■  public housing
■  2002 urban edge
■  2009 urban edge
■  provincial boundary

2
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OVERCOMING THE NONSENSE OF BEING 
SCARED OF ONE’S OWN IDEAS
As I recall, it was during the first week of university 
when we were told to prepare a seminar on a city project 
of our choice. As a rookie, I grabbed onto two things: 1) 
a tatty, grainy and faded newspaper photo of an elevated, 
suspended rail system in Wuppertal, Germany, which 
opened in 1901 and runs to this day, largely aligned over 
a canal (figure 5a). 2) the observation that Louis Botha 
Avenue, a highly congested trolley-bus route running 
effectively from the city centre, through Hillbrow and on 
through Orange Grove to Alexandra, could be rethought 
to deal with all kinds of urban issues (figure 5b). The 
idea was that by adding an elevated rail overhanging 
the street, we could add to its public transportation 

3a The very extensive rail system covering the city region. 3b Dense coverage of service is provided 
by the existing stations. 3c Other strategic connections. 4a-4c Complex rail and road networks.

Provincial and national planning must recognise  
the extremely important roles played in city-regions 

beyond the local authority scale.

capacity and reduce the need for the private cars that 
choked it. Furthermore, I reasoned, by decking over 
the supports provided by the elevated rail, one could 
create an ‘elevated park’ at a level that would address 
a critical shortage of high-quality open space in this 
largely medium- to very high-density residential sector 
of the city. My drawings and map work were pretty 
woeful but, what I presented was the idea of intensifying 
a public transport route (a kind of ‘spine’ as I dubbed it) 
that would connect from Park Station in the city centre 
to Alex (figure 5d) and creating this ‘linear park’ that 
residents could walk out onto and cycle along from the 
upper-level apartments (figure 5c).  

My classmates and lecturers howled with laughter and 
derision at this off-the-wall, naive idea. Not knowing whether 
the idea was worth defending, I retired sheepishly to my seat.

So, it was in later years, I came to know terms like 
urban spines and corridors as urban morphological types. 
I also came to understand how to reconcile competing 
urban needs in complex, design-based ways. And so it is 
with some retrospective interest that I note that the City 
of Johannesburg has designated and is implementing 
Louis Botha Avenue as one of its “Corridors of Freedom” 
(see figure 5e) and public transit is forming the backbone 
of the corridor in the form of the Rea Vaya BRT 
system (figure 5f). But I am, at present, working with a 
consortium on introducing the Aeromovel elevated rail  › 

3a 3b 3c

4a 4b 4c
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system (see figure 5g) into various parts of the GCR and 
Louis Botha Avenue. I’m mildly interested in how the 
imagination of the world has been captured over the past 
few years by New York’s ‘Highline’ as an elevated linear 

5A An elevated and suspended rail system in  Wuppertal, Germany. 5B&5C My concept for 
changing the Louis Botha Avenue trolley-bus route into an elevated rail to add greater  
capacity and the addition of an elevated park. 5D My idea for a public transport route that  
would connect from Park Station in the city centre to Alex. 5E Strategic development framework 
for The Louis Botha Corridor of Freedom. 5F The Rea Vaya BRT system is a vital element  
in the Louis Botha Corridor of Freedom. 5G The Aeromovel elevated rail system is being 
introduced into various parts of the GCR and Louis Botha Avenue. 5H New York’s Highline,  
an elevated linear park. 

AN HONOUR AND A TRIBUTE
It has been extremely humbling for me to receive the 
recognition of my peers and I accept this UDISA award 
warmly and with honour. More importantly, I accept it  
with particular gravitas and gratitude for its association  
with Professor Roelof Uytenbogaardt, that colossus who 
strode our urban design landscape and set the standards  
of excellence, intellectual rigour and directed those beacons 
of integrity that guide us still.

For my part, I was honoured to have Uytenbogaardt as 
my external examiner for four years during my Urban Design 
master’s programme at Wits. The twice-a-year sessions 
I had with him were intense, meaningful and extremely 
enriching. Remarkably, he wasn’t at all the terrifying person 
I been warned of: He was deeply reflective of himself and 
things he grappled with and, over the years, what should 
have been awful inquisitions as required by an exam 
system, became a time of dialogue of extraordinary growth, 
insight and delight. The influences on him by Dave Crane, 
Louis Khan and Ian McHarg at the University of Philadelphia 
were also my influences, with my urban mentors, Dave 
Burde, Barry Senior and Glen Gallagher, all springing from 
those same roots. I’m immensely proud to be delivering this 
lecture in his memory and to pay my respects to him, his 
wife and family and all those who did, and still do, ‘study  
in his school’.

park (figure 5h). In hindsight, and absolutely at a tongue-
in-cheek level only, it seems that that silly, early idea of 
mine wasn’t such a bad one after all and that, without 
knowing it, I’d discovered (or, I’d like to believe, invented) 
the urban corridor, the elevated transit way and the New 
York Highline all in my first week… 

CONCLUSION
What I covered in the lecture at the Planetarium was a 
whirlwind of thoughts, pet likes, pet hates and a blur of 
imagery born out of forty years of my existence on this 
earth. I have to be realistic and assume that I’ve only got 
another 40 years or so left in this business and, as much 
as I’m humbled to have been allowed to participate in so 
much of what’s become a life’s work, I hope to be able to 
do far more in the years to come.

Special thanks to Jonathan Padavatan and the 
planetarium team who were heroic in their assistance, 
coaching, insights and encouragements so that we 
were soon immersed in a world of multiple projections 
(including the night sky and Hubble images), scrolling 
videos and exquisite music.  ■

5a

5b

5c

5d

5e

5f
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5h

ARCH90_Project3_Uytengaardt.indd   41 3/16/18   10:16 AM



42 A RC H I T ECT U R E SA M A RC H |  A P R I L

NO ORDINARY
          HOUSEHouse Paarman Treehouse in 

Constantia, a brave and unique house, 
sets its own terms for interpretation. 

By: Mike Louw, senior lecturer at the University of Cape Town. Photography by Adam Letch. 

L 
ike something from a fantasy 
novel, the House Paarman 
Treehouse perches serenely 
on the side of a slope amongst 

a lush cluster of tall trees. Its 
crystalline façade emits a golden 
glow from a cavernous interior that 
somehow seems to be deeper than 
the structure itself. And, its visual 

delicacy belies a structural and material complexity 
which could only have been achieved through a strong 
relationship between the client, the professional team 
and the craftspeople involved with its making. This is no 
ordinary house, but a search for the essence of a dream 
through a combination of trust, imagination, care, and 
extraordinary craftsmanship.

The client acquired the site (with its existing manor 
house) in Constantia, Cape Town, 15 years prior to 
the construction of the Treehouse. He approached the 
architects1 to prepare a master plan for the property. 
The brief was to retain the existing buildings and to 
investigate the potential for an additional dwelling and 
a test kitchen for product development. The test kitchen 
was constructed, but a comprehensive landscaping 
design that included a number of ponds where the new 
dwelling was going to be meant that the second dwelling 
was not proceeded with at the time. However, during a 
trip to Europe a number of years later, the client came 
across a book about treehouses and was inspired to 

investigate the potential of creating one as a permanent 
residence. He approached Malan Vorster Architecture 
Interior Design to present him with a concept. After 
rejecting the first attempt, the client gave Malan Vorster 
Architecture Interior Design the go-ahead for the  
second proposal. 

A CHALLENGING AND COMPLEX PROCESS
The brief was for a small contemporary dwelling, 
reminiscent of a cabin in the woods, which would 
complement the other structures on the property. Its 
position was to be on the highest portion of the property 
amongst the trees, and spatially its placement was to 
act as a further framing element for the garden (which 
was conceptualised as a modern interpretation of the 
traditional Cape werf2). 

According to the architects, the design and 
documentation process took a year, and it was 
challenging mainly due to the structural complexity 
of the building, but also due to its scale. They describe 
the final building as a 1:1 model, the size of which was 
difficult to engage with; the plan of the entire building 
was plotted to its actual size in pieces in their Greenpoint 
office and the pieces were then laid out and physically 
tested in a nearby warehouse (Malan, Vorster & Urry, 
2017). They go on to describe it as a pioneering design for 
their office since it forced them to give themselves over 
to a process of rediscovery. All of their standard ways 
of doing and making had to be reconsidered, which is 
reflected in upwards of a hundred sheets of drawings  
for this small building. Most of the building’s elements 
and components were mocked up so they could hold  
the individual pieces in their hands to physically engage  
with their scale and tactility.  › 

“What thoughtful man, 
therefore, would presume to 
declare, unhesitatingly and from 
a somewhat dubious elevation, 
that dwelling and the poetic are 
incompatible? Perhaps the two  
can bear with each other. This is  
not all. Perhaps one even bears  
the other in such a way that 
dwelling rests on the poetic.”  
(Heidegger, 1971: 212)

1 The treehouse as seen from the pathway to the reflection ponds.
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SIX PEOPLE BUILT THE TREEHOUSE, WORKING ON IT EXCLUSIVELY DURING ITS 18-MONTH CONSTRUCTION 
PERIOD. THERE WAS NO MAIN CONTRACTOR OR PROJECT MANAGER INVOLVED, AND THE DESIGN TEAM RELIED 

HEAVILY ON THE INPUT AND SKILLS OF THE CRAFTSPEOPLE INVOLVED
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According to the architects’ project report (Malan 
Vorster, 2017: 1), they drew inspiration from Horace 
Gifford’s timber cabins, while Kengo Kuma’s approach 
of working with the void or in-between space guided 
the conceptual layout of the floor plans. Louis Kahn 
and Carlo Scarpa are also noted for their attention 
to detailing, their consideration of craft, and their 
appreciation of pure geometries. The plans for the 
Treehouse are organised around a central square, the 
sides of which are divided into three equal modules; two 
of these modules on every side determine the diameter of 
a circle, and together they create ancillary servant spaces 
around the primary square living space on each floor.  
The spaces are arranged concentrically in a vertical  
spiral around the central axis of the building; this 
arrangement results in a plan shape similar to that of a 
pinwheel. While one could debate the uniform sizing of 
the circular forms, and whether there should have been 
a spatial hierarchy in terms of the servant spaces, the 
building’s final form does not necessarily require any 
additional interest in terms of its overall massing.

The square is oriented roughly towards true north and 
the architects note that the square references the rigid 
geometries of the reflection ponds and the werf while 
the circles are meant to reference the trees on the site, 
so the living space is conceptually a man-made clearing 
between the trees (Malan Vorster, 2017: 1). The square 
reveals itself only occasionally, and the fairly simple 
geometries result in a complex overall form. The centre 
of each circle determined the positioning of a cluster 
of columns that support branch-like braces that carry 
the circular floor support rings. Each cluster consists 
of four ‘trunks’ to achieve a sense of slenderness and to 
allow the beams to pass through the central axis of each 
circle. The structural engineers were involved early in 
the design phase, and the structure required a hands-on 
engineering approach that involved continuous testing 
during construction. The structure had to be kept stable 
and rigid during the construction process and it only 
became self-supporting once all of its elements were 
in place. This was largely facilitated by a scaffold and 
temporary roof surrounding the structure in its entirety.

The building touches the site lightly, and the only 
elements that disturb the vegetation are the four column 
footings and a small plant room around one of them. The 
first floor is accessed via a short Corten steel bridge, and 
it houses the living room, dining area, a small kitchen 
and a balcony offering a view toward the reflection ponds 
and the mountains beyond. A semi-spiral staircase 
leads to the bathroom and bedroom, which is spatially 
connected to the living room by two double volume 
areas. From here, the stair continues up to the roof 
terrace, which offers sweeping views of the surroundings. 
One could question whether a section with split-levels 
and more vertical staggering of the circular drums 
would have made the building’s form more dynamic, or 
whether it would have detracted from its simplicity and 
usability. In the end, its limited size and already complex 

structural system determined the continuity of the floor 
levels, and the slope of the site helps to set up a tension 
with the datum level of the building’s underside. 

Due to its highly detailed timberwork, the architects 
wanted to work with a small and dedicated team; they 
considered boat builders for the building’s construction, 
but eventually opted for a carpenter-craftsman with 
whom they had worked previously. Six people built the 
Treehouse, working on it exclusively during its 18-month 
construction period. There was no main contractor or 
project manager involved, and the design team relied 
heavily on the input and skills of the craftspeople 
involved. While off-site manufacturing was required 
in some instances, much of the work was done in a 
temporary workshop on site where small pieces of wood 
were used to make jigs to achieve some of the more 
complex shapes like the staircase’s spiral handrail.

According to the architects, the project was material 
driven to a large extent, and it involved a reciprocal 
relationship with the craftspeople who also contributed 
to the design and selection of materials (Malan, Vorster 
& Urry, 2017). The primary structure that makes up 
the columns, braces and supporting circles is made 
out of laser-cut Corten sheets, which were folded and 
assembled with concealed welding to create the circular 
column trunks. Corten was chosen, for its patina and 
its suitability for the creation of thin planar elements, to 
echo the material of the existing reflection ponds. The 
rest of the primary structural elements are made from 
spruce, while the cladding is western red cedar, and the 
flooring and joinery is oak. Some of the key connections 
between the Corten and timber are expressed through 
the inclusion of hand-turned brass elements. The natural 
materials are all untreated with the aim of allowing them 
to weather over time, although timber has a mind of its 
own and some elements may need some intermittent 
attention in years to come.

The central square plan form is structurally divided 
into nine equal smaller squares, and Wedi panels  › 

2 View of the living area looking towards the west. 3 The bedroom on the first floor with a view  
of the ponds to the northwest. 4 Looking upwards along a column cluster towards the braces  
and circular support rings. 5 Detail showing the brass connection between the Corten steelwork 
and timber. 6 The semi-spiral staircase that leads to levels 2 and 3. 7 The view of the Treehouse 
from its eastern approach.

PART CREATIVE RETREAT, PART LOTHARIO LAIR AND PART 
BIRD-HIDE, IT IS SET IN A LUSH COURTYARD, AND THE RIGOUR 
OF ITS CYLINDRICAL ORDERING MAKES FOR A PURPOSEFUL 
TENSION WITH ITS RECTILINEAR LANDSCAPE CONTEXT
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8 Site plan. 9 Plan: Level 0. 10 Plan: Level 1. 11 Plan: Level 2. 12 Plan: Level 3. 13 View of the house 
from the northwest, overlooking the ponds.

are dropped into each of these smaller squares. All 
the services are concealed, with rainwater pipes and 
drainage pipes housed inside a duct within one of the 
column clusters. Hot water heating is taken care of by 
a heat pump, while a fireplace is used for space heating. 
Single glazing had to be used due to the excessive weight 
that double glazing would have had, so heat gain is 
partially controlled by vertical timber slats, a double-
height curved slatted timber screen that slides along  
the balcony’s perimeter, and by the surrounding natural 
vegetation. While privacy may have been an issue for 
many clients (and might still be for future owners),  
the client wanted no curtains or blinds since he wanted 
to feel part of the natural surroundings.

TEAMWORK AND TRUST
All the details were tested according to the architects’ 
original conceptual intent, and they are of the opinion 
that one of the successes of the project for them is 
the conceptual follow-through to its completion. The 
Treehouse is masterfully detailed – obsessively and 
compulsively so – but it still manages to retain a sense 
of calm. One of the other successes of the project was 
the design team’s collaboration and relationship with 
the craftspeople, especially in light of the building’s 
complexity and all the challenges that it posed. This 
supports Juhani Pallasmaa’s (2009: 63) argument that: 
“Skilled craftsmen and builders like to face challenges, 
and consequently the work needs to meet the full 
potential of the maker in order to provide the desired  › 

House Paarman Treehouse

level 0:
1 column bases
2 services store

level 1:
1 entrance ramp
2 kitchen
3 lounge

level 2:
1 staircase
2 dressing
3 bedroom

level 3:
1 staircase
2 lobby landing
3 entertainment deck

4 dining
5 balcony
6 staircase

4 bathroom
5 double volume

4 banquette seat
5 pergola

8

9 10

11 12

13

1 Constantia Main Road
2 Existing guard house
3 Existing driveway
4 Existing office & 

experimental kitchen
5 Herb Garden

6 Existing werf
7 Existing outbuildings
8 Existing residence
9 New reflection ponds
10 New tree house
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House Paarman Treehouse

PROJECT TEAM
Architects: Malan Vorster Architecture Interior Design  
(Pieter Malan, Jan-Heyn Vorster and Peter Urry) 
Structural Engineers: Henry Fagan and Partners 
Quantity Surveyors: DA Quantity Surveyors 
Landscape Architect: Mary Maurel Gardens
Contractor: Link Engineering and Theunis Naude
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1Meyer Vorster Architects, Urban Designers and Interior Architects, some of whose 
former members formed part of the Treehouse’s design team from Malan Vorster 
Architecture Interior Design.
2A yard that could have formed part of a traditional farm homestead.
3 If someone “can’t see the wood for the trees” in British English, or “can’t see the 
forest for the trees” in American English, they are very involved in the details of 
something and so they do not notice what is important about the thing as a whole.” 
(Collins English Dictionary. 2018. Definition of  ‘Can’t see the wood for the trees’. 
[Online] Available: https://www.collinsdictionary.com Accessed 1 February 2018.)

14 East elevation. 15 Section.

inspiration and satisfaction. Work that is too simple 
and repetitious kills ambition, self-esteem, pride and, 
finally, the craft itself. Most importantly, collaborative 
craftsmanship requires mutual respect.” 

The architects noted that the client also pushed them 
to challenge themselves. They are of the opinion that due 
to his well-developed design intuition he was able to act 
as a foil for them during the design process. During an 
interview, they reflected on the level of mutual trust that 
developed over time, and both the client and the design 
team grew during the process. The client reportedly  
told them that the building changed his life and that he 
finds it difficult to leave his house.

While some might view the Treehouse as an expensive 
indulgence, it does function as a permanent residence 
within a very small footprint. Its spatial intensity is a far 
cry from the spatial superfluousness of sprawling houses 
built with a similar budget; in this case, quality is valued 
over quantity. It begs the question whether it is not  
worth it to put more time and care into a compact living 
space that can be loved, rather than to have vast areas  
of unused and meaningless space.

The building has been extensively publicised and 
has already received awards from the Cape Institute 
for Architecture (CIfA) in 2017 and the South African 
Institute of Steel Construction (SAISC) in 2016. The 
citation in the CIfA Award for Architecture booklet 
describes it as: “Part creative retreat, part lothario lair 
and part bird-hide, it is set in a lush courtyard, and the 
rigour of its cylindrical ordering makes for a purposeful 
tension with its rectilinear landscape context. Its stark 
and profound architectural sense of self is both an 
asset to the ensemble of interior spaces as well as its 
contribution to a historical estate. It makes no attempt  
to refer to any era of the site’s rich history, but marks  
out a territory unto itself.”

The building’s final form answered the client’s brief  
for a soft, organic form in a uniquely individual way:  
Its geometries seem to be in tension; they are not quite  
in contrast with nature, nor are they entirely in  

harmony with it. The building sets its own terms for 
interpretation. This is a brave and unique house that does 
mark out its own territory both in its overall form and 
in its attention to detail. The saying “Can’t see the wood 
for the trees3” does not apply to this building – in this 
particular instance, the architects certainly kept  
a firm eye on both.  ■

1 entrance ramp
2 services store
3 kitchen
4 lounge
5 dining
6 bedroom
7 bathroom
8 staircase
9 entertainment deck
10 banquette seat14 15
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BRANCHING OUT

T 
he combination of materials and techniques  
used for House Paarman Treehouse allowed  
for the fusion of modern manufacturing 
technology with traditional handcraft, and  

both were used to their full potential. The primary 
supporting elements are made from Corten steel and 
form a complex interdependent framework with great 
economy of structure. Three different types of timber 
– spruce, western red cedar and oak – were chosen 
based on their specific advantages for their respective 
applications. These were carefully crafted – sometimes 
in complex three-dimensional shapes – and delicately 
joined to the steel structure with hand-turned  
brass connectors. 

After an extensive process of iterative design by 
prototyping, the somewhat primal act of casting metal, 
the seemingly rough but precise act of industrial 
assembly, and the final caress by the human hand 
are combined in a carefully considered sequence of 
manufacturing. While any number of details could  
have been selected for the purposes of this article,  
it was felt that the assembly of the floor supports  
and the sensuously curving staircase typified the  
approach described above. 

From the crafts of design and making, to the crafting 
of relationships between all parties involved in the 
project, this small dwelling is a powerful reminder of the 
importance of the values of innovation, care and time.

As Richard Sennet notes in his book The Craftsman 
(2008: 9): “Craftsmanship names an enduring, basic 
human impulse, the desire to do a job well for its  
own sake.”  ■

Different materials and traditional and modern techniques were carefully combined 
for optimal effect in House Paarman Treehouse. 
By: Mike Louw, senior lecturer at the University of Cape Town. Photography by Malan Vorster Architecture Interior Design.

PROJECT INFORMATION
Architects and Interior Architects: Malan Vorster 
Architecture Interior Design
Structural Engineers: Henry Fagan and Partners 
Quantity Surveyors: DA Quantity Surveyors 
Landscape Design: Mary Maurel Gardens
Contractor: Link Engineering and Theunis Naude 
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TECHNICAL

1 A plan of one of the Corten columns. 2 A column being welded together off site. 3 A typical section through the column-arm-beam connection. 4 The Corten structure  
being assembled on site. 5 The brass connectors prior to installation. 6 The arm and beam connection prior to finishing. 7 The staircase’s steel structure as viewed from below. 
8 The standard steel and timber components of each tread. 9 The staircase with timber installed. 10 An individual tread as seen from below showing the protruding metal 
support and assembly of the staircase drum. 11 A plan of the staircase. 12 A section through the staircase column and one of the treads.
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END NOTE

COINCIDENCE 
OR LIKE-
MINDED?

W 
hen I opened the attachments in Richard 
Duerksen’s very first email to me, I was 
stunned. What a coincidence! Or was it?

I met Richard, a photographer from the 
USA, when we were both on a guided tour of the historic 
Lebanese cities, Tyre and Sidon. I had just returned 
from an awe-inspiring visit to majestic Baalbek, situated 

ominously close to the Lebanese-Syrian 
border. “I will be going there at the end 
of the week,” Richard mentioned.

Baalbek is nestled in the foothills 
of the anti-Lebanon mountain range 
on the fringe of the fertile Bekaa 
valley – the Biblical land of milk and 
honey. In 1751, renowned British 
traveller and classical scholar Robert 
Wood, awestruck by its grandeur, 
wrote: “When we compare the ruins 
of Baalbek with those of many ancient 
cities we visited in Italy, Greece, Egypt 
and other parts of Asia, we cannot  
help think them the remains of the 
boldest plan we ever saw attempted  
in architecture.”

On our visit to Baalbek, two hours’ 
drive from Beirut, we stopped five 
kilometres from the edge of the ruins  
to view the largest cut stone in the 
world: A massive solid rectangular 
stone estimated to weigh 1 000 tons  

(the equivalent of 166 large African elephants.) 
Impressive! But what was even more impressive was 
to hear that three similar colossuses form part of the 
foundations of the Baalbek ruins – and nobody can 

explain how the blocks were transported to the distant 
temple site. The foundations support the gigantic 
podium 15 metres (five storeys) above the plane. 

Remains of human settlements date back 4 000 years. 
In Greek and Roman antiquity, the city was called 
Heliopolis – dedicated to Zeus (Jupiter), the sun god. 
Successive Roman emperors set out to construct the 
greatest temple complex at Baalbek, and the monumental 
result is unrivalled in the Roman Empire. 

Six 22-metre high columns of the Great Temple of 
Jupiter, the most sumptuous and largest in the Roman 
Empire, remain standing, perfectly upright and accurately 
orientated. The pure-masonry technique used practically 
excluded the use of mortar and the joints were reinforced 
with iron clamps sealed with lead for protection.

I’m not a professional photographer, but two views 
of this massive complex captured my imagination. The 
first was the impressive propylaea on the east side of the 
ruins. Enough remains standing for one to imagine the 
two imposing towers linked by a colonnaded portico  
and a magnificent, grand staircase. An ambitious shrub 
with luscious orange berries framed my photograph.  
The second inspired view, that of the well-preserved 
smaller Temple of Bacchus – still larger than the 
Parthenon – popped out unexpectedly as I turned the 
south-western corner of the Great Temple’s foundation 
wall. Both photographs were masterpieces … I thought.

Until I received Richard Duerksen’s first email a week 
later. The day we met, Richard kindly offered to include 
me on his Friday Photo mailing list – weekly emails with 
his pics of the week. Yes, you’ve guessed it! The one photo 
contained the same view of the impressive propylaea, 
sweeping staircase and colourful berry bush; the other,  
of the spectacular Temple of Bacchus, photographed 
from “my” exact spot. Of course, while identical in 
content, Richard’s photographs are far superior in colour, 
texture and detail. Still, what a coincidence! Or is there 
more to coincidence than meets the eye? 

Four years on and I still receive and enjoy Richard’s 
exceptional Friday Photos. A fortuitous meeting, indeed!  ■

By: Eugene Barnard, 
Architect, Polokwane

Three similar 
colossuses form part 

of the foundations 
of the Baalbek ruins 

– and nobody can 
explain how the blocks 

were transported to 
the distant temple site

1 The well-preserved Temple of Bacchus at Baalbek is both imposing and inspirational. Photo: 
Richard Duerksen. 2 Abigail Alice Barnard’s illustration of the Temple of Bacchus.
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