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editor’s note

M AY |  J U N E

T 
he South African Institute of Architects (SAIA)  
has been rewarding good architectural design since 
1931. The first award went to the Johannesburg 
City Library, designed by architect John Perry. 

With this action, SAIA joined its many counterparts 
across the world in awarding innovative and responsible 
architectural design. 

The list of buildings that have received awards during 
SAIA’s 87-year history makes for compelling reading. 
It is a story of buildings, some still exist, some are 
demolished and some have changed beyond recognition. 
It is also a story of individual architects and their 
professional partnerships and collaborations. Many  

of the names have disappeared, 
some are still practising, but 
their names no longer appear 
on the lists. Many of the names 
appear only once or twice,  
while others have built up a  
good track record over their 
years in practice. 

A cursory glance at the 
buildings and their architects 
reveals that this body of work 
– lauded by the profession as 
worthy of recognition – has 
never been scrutinised or 
analysed by the academic 
community. It tells the story  
of changing architectural 

concerns, of a changing physical and social context,  
of our relationship to the international community  
and to the leading theories and thought processes.

It is good to be reminded of what South African-
trained and now Greece-based architect, Vassilis 
Sgoutas1 (2017:71), said at the SAIA Awards in 2008:

“After taking stock of all the awards, and despite their 
good quality, I did have a feeling of unease. Most of 
the awards were for residential projects. The few that 
were not, did not change the overall picture. What was 
missing were examples of community architecture, 

housing for the poor and, at the other end of the  
scale, important government and administrative 
buildings. One cannot, therefore, say that the awards 
were representative of the whole spectrum of the 
building activity in South Africa.”  
Taking a longer-term view over all the awards, it  

is not difficult to concur with this statement. Nothing  
has really changed. This is specifically true of the 
national and regional building programmes paid 
for by the public. The reasons could range from the 
procurement processes used to a lack of concern or 
understanding of what the role of architecture and 
architects could be. However, when public funds are 
being committed to building, the utmost care should  
be taken to ensure that the long-term benefits of good 
and long-lasting architecture can be maximised for  
those who need it most.

Another thought raised by Sgoutas is the question  
of why the awards do not feed directly into the data 
banks of the building conservation authorities. It can 
be argued that these buildings have now become a part 
of the national heritage of the country and should be 
treated and cared for as such.

The group of buildings awarded this time around 
have all been produced against a background of much 
negative sentiment in the country. However, they have  
all been statements of belief in a better, more positive 
future. These buildings and their architects, in 
conjunction with all the others in this 87-year-old 
programme, scripted a different narrative to the 
conditions surrounding them. Collectively, they  
have all offered hope, care and ingenuity while 
overcoming sometimes dire realities. They have 
demonstrated again that architecture is a statement  
of hope and idealism.

This is reason enough to respect and celebrate 
all the architects, their clients, the contractors and 
the craftspeople that made this happen for future 
generations. They have truly added a significant and 
important body of work to our collective history.  ■

A DIFFERENT 
NARRATIVE
Paul Kotze,  
Editor

THE GROUP OF BUILDINGS 
AWARDED THIS TIME AROUND 

HAVE ALL BEEN PRODUCED 
AGAINST A BACKGROUND OF 

MUCH NEGATIVE SENTIMENT IN 
THE COUNTRY. HOWEVER, THEY 

HAVE ALL BEEN STATEMENTS 
OF BELIEF IN A BETTER, MORE 

POSITIVE FUTURE

1Sgoutas, V. 2017. A Journey with the Architects of the World. Berlin: Jovis.

ARCH91_EdsNote.indd   2 5/18/18   10:02 AM



Obbligato_FCP.indd   1 2018/05/18   9:57 AM



ToCheck_FCP.indd   1 2018/05/14   11:26 AM



5   A RC H I T ECT U R E SA

NOTES AND NEWS

M AY | J U N E

A 
rchitects and built environment professionals 
gathered in Pretoria on 4 May for the prestigious 
Corobrik South African Institute of Architects 
(SAIA) Awards evening.  

“The Corobrik SAIA Awards programme is run 
nationally every two years,” said Maryke Cronje, SAIA 
President. “Our mission is to pursue excellence and 
responsible design. It is also to uphold the dignity of the 
architectural profession and contribute meaningfully to 
the enhancement of society and the environment. 

“All the short-listed entries show that sustainability 
and care for the environment have been prominent 
with architects emphasising the nurturing of the 
environment. There is great use of natural and 
sustainable materials as well as consideration for the 
landscape,” said Cronje.

Bryan Wallis, acting CEO of SAIA, said: “The standard 
of projects submitted seems to improve exponentially at 
each of the national awards, and this year is no exception 
with the quality higher than ever before. We are delighted 
that members of SAIA are constantly advancing in 
technicality and design. This year’s entries definitely can be 
benchmarked against global standards. Awarded projects 
are manifestations of how architects successfully interpret 
their clients’ aspirations in the buildings produced.”

Each region submits their winning projects for the 
national Corobrik SAIA Awards. This year, 61 entries 
were received. 

AWARD WINNERS
Five projects received commendations. These met  
many of the criteria and are worthy of further discussion 
and debate A further 24 were presented with awards of 
merit. Six projects received awards for excellence, the 
highest distinction that SAIA can confer on a project  
in South Africa.

The six recipients of the awards for excellence are: 
• New Residence, 151 Main Road, Constantia: Malan 

Vorster Architecture 

• The Delville Wood Memorial: The Creative Axis 
Architects in association with Mayat Hart Architects

• The Johannesburg Holocaust and Genocide Centre: 
Lewis Levin Architects

• Sasol Place: Paragon Architects
• Lake House: KOOP Design
• NZASM Footsteps along the tracks: Written by 

Nicholas J Clarke and Roger C Fisher.
A panel of eminent personalities representing the 
architectural field made up the adjudication panel. 
Convened by Maryke Cronje, SAIA President, it 
comprised Professor Paul Kotze, academic; Musa 
Shangase, sponsor representative; Sumien Brink, eminent 
layperson, and Luyanda Mpahlwa, eminent architect.

Shangase, commercial director of Corobrik, the sponsor 
of the awards, said: “We have a longstanding relationship 
with SAIA and architects around the country. We are 
proud to pay tribute to the architects whose work has been 
recognised for its quality, distinction and splendour.”

“These awards offer the opportunity to recognise South 
Africa’s foremost architects. The architectural profession 
has reason to celebrate when we see designs of the calibre 
of the entries we have received this year,” said Wallis.

According to Cronje: “The awards adjudication process 
is an immense responsibility, which the adjudicators took 
to heart, making sure that transparency and consistency 
were adhered to throughout the process. 

“The panel viewed some exceptional projects 
of various scales and complexities. A client that is 
passionate about his project/brief and who values the role 
of the architect was a common denominator throughout 
the projects. This was an immense contribution to the 
success of these projects.

“The adjudicators acknowledge that, despite the 
current economic state of our industry in South Africa, 
architecture of a high standard is still produced in our 
country. The adjudicators trust that more projects of a 
social and developmental nature will be submitted in 
future,” he concluded.  

SAIA AWARDS 
INNOVATION AND 
DESIGN EXCELLENCE
Architectural projects reflecting innovation and responsible design honoured. 
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Designing 
the gift of sight
New Sight Eye Hospital in Ouesso, Republic of Congo receives accolades.

G 
eyser Hahn Architects (Pretoria), in association with 
Boogertman & Partners Architects, was approached 
to commission and design an eye hospital in the 
village town of Ouesso, in the northern district of 

the Republic of Congo. This region has historically been 
defined by a fundamental lack of access to eye care and 
treatment, and was identified by the New Sight nonprofit 
foundation as a good location for intervention. 

NEW SIGHT’S MISSION
The New Sight charity was founded in 2012 and offers 
various eye treatments, including treatment of the local 
condition of onchocerciasis, commonly known as ‘river 
blindness’. This tropical disease is transmitted through 
the bite of black flies that breed along fast-flowing rivers. 
If left untreated, the parasite often causes blindness. 

AWARDS AND ACCOLADES
The New Sight Eye Hospital project has received various 
international accolades. In 2017, the project won an 
international silver medal at the A-Design awards in 
Como, Italy, and was shortlisted as a finalist at the first 
African Architecture Awards. The project was also 
shortlisted as a finalist at the World Architecture Festival 
(WAF 2017) in the Future Health Category, where the 
design received a Highly Commended Award. In 2018, 
the project won the overall Architecture Category at  
the German Design Awards.

ARCHITECTURAL APPROACH
The site forms part of a network of villages located  
on the banks of the Shanga River branch, deep in the 
heart of the Congolese jungle. The town of Ouesso 
shares the district with two French timber-mining 
concessions that played a part in the construction of the 
project by providing labour, timber and local building 
materials. The context analysis was considered a crucial 
aspect of the design in that the inherent qualities of  
the landscape and ‘sense of place’ were used as both  
a spatial organiser and architectural form-giver on 
a master plan and detail level respectively. The brief 
required that a master plan first be conceptualised  
to accommodate the following: A new eye surgical  
centre; housing for long-term staff; short-term 
accommodation for volunteers and nurses; and 
supporting infrastructure. The length of the linear  
site was used to create a series of privacy thresholds – 
locating the most private uses in the western part,  
and gradually placing the more public uses towards  
the east and closer to public access.

“The architecture of the Eye Surgical Centre  
functions within a series of inverted courtyards  
that enable comfort though indirect light and ventilated 
spaces, each containing a functional nucleus of the 
building,” explained the lead designer Cliff Gouws.  
The building plan must thus not be viewed as a 
destination, but rather as a disruption of a larger  
scale route through the site, connecting various activities 
and functions. The building becomes a linear expression 
of the medical programme with the administration 
located within the eastern courtyard block, the operating 
theatres in the middle block, and recovery wards in the 

By: Cliff Gouws, Partner at Boogertman & Partners Architects 

1 The hospital’s design connects various activities and functions in a linear way and blends 
seamlessly with the landscape. 

1
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PROJECT INFORMATION
Location: Ouesso, Republic of Congo
Client: New Sight Foundation
Architects: Boogertman & Partners Architects in association 
with Geyser Hahn Architects
Consultants: Aurecon
QS: RLB Pentad
Project Status: Technical Documentation
Project Size: 6 000m²

western courtyard, reflecting the larger privacy  
threshold of the overall masterplan. Provision is  
also made for outdoor kitchens where Congolese  
families of the patients prepare food for their 
hospitalised loved ones, thereby respecting the cultural 
heritage of Ouesso. Morphologically, the building 
was designed to be experienced on a human scale by 
integrating the southern part of the structure closely 
with the landscape, providing both appropriate 
architectural scale and functional solutions for  
the high rainfall of the area.

To accommodate those with impaired eyesight, 
architectural solutions such as textured walls for 
wayfinding are provided. The design also focuses  
on phenomenological principles that provoke  
sensory experience. This concept resonates with the 
mechanisms throughout the building. One of the  
most crucial aspects of the design is constructability.  
The success of the architecture is largely based on  
an inherent reliance on the local vernacular, utilising 
local skill, labour and methodologies to ensure quality 
control on a remote site such as this. Architectural 
materiality includes local hardwood and Congolese 
patterned bricks while vernacular timber detailing  
is fostered to tie in with the local knowledge system  
of the workforce.

The courtyard typology serves three main purposes 
in the design. Firstly, the sloped roofs act as natural 
gutters for rainwater harvesting. Secondly, the 

courtyards act as passive ventilators, controlling the 
internal heat gain of the building. The third purpose 
is based on sensory experience, tying into the patient 
recovery process. The design of the recovery wards 
is considered one of the most important aspects of 
the design as patients recovering from eye surgery, 
some often obtaining vision again after 15–20 years 
of blindness, experience this space as their first visual 
interaction again with the world. Comfort and serenity 
are therefore achieved within the inverted courtyard 
typology that allows for indirect light and indoor 
vegetation, ultimately connecting the interior of the 
building with the exterior jungle context. 

The New Sight Eye Hospital building utilises the 
experiential quality of place to create an architectural 
environment that not only heals, but also celebrates  
the wonderful gift of sight.  ■

contributors

Gavin McLachlan practised 
for a number of years before 
joining the staff of the School 
of Architecture at Nelson 
Mandela University. He 
was promoted to Associate 
Professor in 2002 and spent  
10 years as Head of 
Department and then Director 
of School at the NMU.

Matthew Freemantle is a 
journalist working mainly in 
the fields of fine art and design. 
His work has appeared in  
The New Statesman, 
Wallpaper, Apartamento  
and The Sunday Times.

Solam Mkhabela holds a 
BAS degree in Architecture 
(UCT) and a Masters Degree 
of City Planning and Urban 
Design (UCT). He is currently 
researching for his PhD on  
the role of audiovisual in  
planning and urban design 
processes, in particular,  
the development of streets.

Jesse Harber is a political 
economist specialising in  
urban and transport 
governance. His research 
covers spatial transformation, 
transit-oriented development, 
and better streets. He works 
at the Gauteng City-Region 
Observatory. 
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book review

T 
he title of Vassilis Sgoutas’ book makes the  
startling claim of A Journey with the Architects  
of the World. The sceptic can immediately raise the 
question: Can this really be true? That scepticism 

is quickly dispelled by either surface reading or by 
engrossing oneself in the content of the book. Yes, it is 
true; it is a journey with the architects of the world from 
a unique and inside perspective. The humble and often 
humorous tone and underpinning to the text is impressive 

and creates immediate trust in every word. 
The author is an honest observer of and 
contributor to the architectural profession 
in its international operations.

The Greek-born Sgoutas was first 
schooled in Athens, then at Bishops 
Diocesan College in Cape Town. He 
graduated in Architecture at UCT and 
was awarded the Helen Gardner Travel 
Prize. He started his professional career 
with Doxiadis Associates in Iraq before 
establishing his professional practice in 
Athens. His practice has been responsible 
for projects in Greece, the Middle East 
and North Africa and has won numerous 
architectural competitions. In 2007,  
the Union of International Architects 

(UIA) introduced the “Vassilis Sgoutas Prize”, awarded 
to architects who have contributed to the betterment 
of living conditions in areas below the poverty level. 
Sgoutas was president of the UIA between 1999 and 
2002. He has also served on various international 
committees and is an honorary member of 13 
professional associations of architects across the world.

The book includes a selection of papers on diverse 
topics that Sgoutas produced over more than 20 years. 

1 2017: Berlin: Jovis Verlag GmbH. 429 pages.

The first part of the book consists of ‘Speeches and 
Articles’, while the second part is ‘A Random Diary’, 
comprising more personal observations.

The topics in the first part are wide-ranging and  
have been ordered into: Aesthetics, Heritage, Urbanism, 
Accessibility, Sustainability, Architectural Education,  
the Profession, and Views on the Future. It would be  
easy to say that, in terms of content in this part, what  
is gained in width has been lost in depth. However,  
I would caution against such a position as it would be  
a false perception. Mostly in life, the beautiful simplicity 
and directness of words and insights communicated  
can only be underpinned by deep-seated insights  
into, and a real understanding of, the subject matter.  
To state things simply, one needs to know what you 
are talking about – and Sgoutas does. 

Part Two contains a series of observations, marked  
by dates and place names. They are more private and 
record Sgoutas’ reflections on places and people. Here 
the fullness and depth of the author’s personality and 
thinking is revealed in all its honesty and intricacy.

The book’s content is the background story to 
 much of what is happening to architecture and to  
the architectural profession globally. It fills an obvious  
gap in our collective knowledge about the hard  
work being done to secure the role of architects  
and architecture for the overall good of mankind.  
Clearly, Sgoutas was a pivotal figure in this for  
many years.

The average architect might not pick up this book  
to read. Due to the nature of the contents, there are  
no illustrations in the book. Nothing to lure the lazy  
eye and the equally lazy mind. In contrast, the serious 
architect would pick it up to read, study and re-read  
on their own voyage of discovery, joining all the  
other serious architects of the world. These architects 
will be richly rewarded. Sgoutas’ insights and words  
will assist them to find their own place in history  
because they will understand the world of architecture  
so much better.  ■

By: Professor Paul Kotze
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 it is a journey with 
the architects of 
the world from a 
unique and inside 
perspective. The 

humble and often 
humorous tone and 

underpinning to the 
text is impressive

A VOYAGE OF 
DISCOVERY 
A Journey with the Architects of the World provides a unique and inside 
perspective on the architectural profession across the world.

1
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THE TRANSFORMATION OF

EVELINE STREET, 
WINDHOEK

R 
eflecting on her work as an architect in Namibia, 
Müller-Friedman remarked: “we designed spaces 
for people whose lives we didn’t understand.” 
(Müller-Friedman, 2008, p30). The same could be 

said about a whole range of post-apartheid architecture 
and urban planning in both Namibia and South Africa.

That epistemological gap is partly the result and partly 
the cause of a power gap. Urban planning and design are 
an unavoidable exercise of power. The formal power of 
the planner and designer is so great, relative to that of 

most users of the space, that no amount 
of ‘consultation’, ‘participation’, or ‘co-
production’ can equalise the relationship.

Apartheid urban planning entailed 
a callous disregard for the lives of 
urban dwellers, most especially those 
outside of the privileged white areas. 
Relocations were designed to suppress 
certain ways of living, and the 
dormitory settlements to which people 
were located were designed to prevent 
those ways from re-emerging.

In comparison, post-apartheid planning 
does not have the same malignant drive. 

Mass housebuilding and post-apartheid transport planning 
have been motivated, by and large, by genuine commitment 
to the improvement of lives, not to mention the political 
imperatives of such improvement. Nonetheless, there 
remains callousness in post-apartheid planning. 

Whereas apartheid planning had a perverse vision for 
the ways of life it wanted to force on its people, in a way 
there is no equivalent in the post-apartheid city. This is 
not to say that individual policymakers and bureaucrats 
don’t have visions of what they want for city-dwellers, 
but such a vision is seldom coherent and far from 
universal. Part of this is the result of a shift, during the 
1980s, to a mode of urban planning that was less about 
planners directing state-driven plans and more about 
the mediation between various actors, and facilitation 
of investment by (primarily) the private sector (see 
Sihlongonyane, 2015). Similarly, housing policy was re-
oriented towards developer-directed incentives (Bond, 
2000) at the expense of schemes more driven by the 
needs of those in need of housing. By and large, it is not 
clear that the city is governed with much reference at all 
to life in the city, to ways of being in the city.

This obliviousness, when coupled with the power of 
the state means that urban interventions can take the 
form of alien impositions that are either disconnected 
or actively hostile to the people they are ostensibly 
‘for’. This dynamic is often visible in the state’s attitude 
to informality, which itself represents determined 
behaviour against the wishes and regulation of the state. 
Behaviour that can be malignant, but is often benign, 
beneficial, or driven by genuine need. The all-too-
frequent response of reflexive repression and violence is 
a clear example of the callousness that can characterise 
urban interventions.

An example of transit-oriented development in practice.

By: Jesse Harber, Gauteng City-Region Observatory, University of the Witwatersrand 

URBAN INTERVENTIONS 
CAN TAKE THE FORM OF 

ALIEN IMPOSITIONS THAT 
ARE EITHER DISCONNECTED 

OR ACTIVELY HOSTILE TO 
THE PEOPLE THEY ARE 

OSTENSIBLY ‘FOR’
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TRANSIT-ORIENTED DEVELOPMENT

1 Katutura in Windhoek (UrbanWorks & Sustainable Livelihoods Foundation, 2017).

The example of the City of Windhoek’s 2008 
intervention on Eveline Street in Katutura, is important 
as an example of a reform that was responsive to local 
conditions and needs; tolerant and even encouraging 
of informality; and ultimately encouraging of good 
urbanism. This intervention was the subject of 
investigation, some years later, by a team of researchers 
from UrbanWorks and the Sustainable Livelihoods 
Foundation (UW/SLF), on whose work this article  
draws extensively. 

WINDHOEK, KATUTURA AND THE SPATIAL CONTEXT
Windhoek is an apartheid city; its history followed  
many of the same patterns of development and planning  
as South Africa’s cities. The Old Location was established in 
1912 near the CBD to house the city’s black population. 
In the 1960s, following protests, a massacre by police,  
and forced removals from the Old Location, the township 
of Katutura was established in the remote north-west  
of Windhoek.

Namibian townships closely resembled their 
South African counterparts: A perverse suburbia of 
freestanding houses in monofunctional neighbourhoods. 
A large buffer of undeveloped land was kept between 
the township and the now-exclusively white city, where 
the only employment was located. The township was 
designed as a ‘landscape of control’ (Friedman, 2000, p6). 
The design served a logic of state surveillance and control: 
“Now they have installed these huge lights in every part 
of Katutura, like floodlights in a football stadium. These 
lights are so strong that there is no night in Katutura.” 
(Eixab 1981, quoted in Friedman, 2000, p6). Two 
elements of this history are significant: The functional 
differentiation of the township from the city proper, 
which foreclosed on the development of a local economy, 
and the logic of control that characterised Katutura, its 
establishment, design and ongoing functioning.

By the 1990s, after Namibian independence of South 
Africa and the abolition of formal apartheid in both 
countries, Katutura and its satellite settlements housed 
60% of Windhoek’s population, mostly black and coloured. 
According to Friedman, based on fieldwork in the 1990s:

Katutura does, however, possess a growing number 
of businesses catering predominantly to daily supply 
needs. In addition, Katutura exhibits high levels of 
informal sector activities, a feature which is virtually 
absent in the former white areas. Informal businesses 
operate as clusters of stalls along main paths of 
movement, or from individual homes scattered 
throughout any particular neighbourhood. The latter 
are often unobtrusive and prove difficult to recognise 
for the casual observer. Such informal businesses may 
sell food, snacks, alcohol and clothes, or services such 
as car cleaning and hair cutting and braiding. A large 
number of shebeens – informal pubs operated from 
private residences – substitute for the bars, cafes and 
restaurants found in the former white areas of the city. 
(Friedman, 2000, p10)

EVELINE STREET AND ITS CHANGES
In 2006, in an attempt to regularise township drinking, the 
City of Windhoek introduced a resolution (184/08/2006) 
to legalise some of its informal bars. Crucially, and far-
sightedly, their criterion for formalisation was spatial: 
Certain ‘business corridors’ were selected, including  
Eveline Street in the Goreangab extension of Katutura. 
Establishing the corridors involved rezoning properties 
along the corridor and then assisting businesses, 
especially bars, to formalise. 

In 2008, Eveline Street had 130 businesses (133 
including churches and community services), of 
which 61 were bars. Eleven businesses were formal and 
complied with the law, of which six were licensed bars  › 

1
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(UrbanWorks & Sustainable Livelihoods Foundation, 
2017). Significantly, of the 130 businesses, 8% of the car 
washes, 78% of the hair salons, 70% of the house shops 
and 33% of the takeaways were owned by the same 
owners as bars (ibid.). The businesses were scattered 
reasonably evenly along the northern half of Eveline 
Street, with a diminishing number, mostly bars, 
extending towards the south (see figure 2).

It was this collection of businesses that the City of 
Windhoek’s corridor-based formalisation programme 
targeted. By 2016, there were 267 businesses (270 
including churches and community services), an increase 
of 105%. Of these 80 were bars. Of the 137 additional 
businesses, there were 20 more hair salons, 17 more  
house shops, 26 more restaurants, takeaways, and  
street braais, and even a small manufacturing business 
(none in 2008).

There was clearly an explosion of business activity in 
Eveline Street in the period 2008–2016. However, this 
was not confined or even dominated by bars, which did 
not see the biggest increase in either relative or absolute 
terms; distinctions that belong to print shops (700% 
increase) and either hair salons (20 more businesses) or 
eateries (26 more, if categories are combined) respectively.

Ownership of the businesses also changed: In 2016, 
takeaways and car washes were owned by bar owners 
in greater proportion than in 2008, but hair salons and 
house shops were less often owned by bar owners than 
in 2008. Thus UW/SLF concludes that in 2016 there 
existed “new opportunities for entrepreneurs who don’t 
own bars” (UrbanWorks & Sustainable Livelihoods 
Foundation, 2017, p17).

The changes to Eveline Street weren’t just quantitative. 
Increased business activity and formalisation resulted 
in investment along the street, from the construction 
of new business sites to the extension of existing 
businesses. UW/SLF researchers found a ‘people-centred’ 
(UrbanWorks & Sustainable Livelihoods Foundation, 
2017) architecture dedicated to the attraction of 
customers who depended on the sidewalk both for  › 

2  & 3 Businesses on Eveline Street in 2008 map 4 and in 2016 map 5, (UrbanWorks & Sustainable 
Livelihoods Foundation, 2017, map 3).

2 3
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passing traffic and a liminal zone where the public and 
the private could interact; and “micro-architectural 
interventions that collectively permit greater diversity 
and inclusivity” (UrbanWorks & Sustainable Livelihoods 
Foundation, 2017, p27).

STREETS AND TRANSPORT 
Eveline Street did not transform. It is similar in form 
and function, if not in degree, to what it was before. It 
did, however, go through a process of intensification of 
activity – and one of the principles of transit-oriented 
development (TOD) is that such changes in degree can 
add up to changes in kind.

TOD follows from a tradition of utopian urban 
planning that emphasises liveability, walkability and public 
transport, and aims to drastically reduce car use. In the 
1980s, “Transit agencies had determined that high-density 
development near their stations encouraged transit usage. 
Environmental and transportation groups coalesced to 
fight sprawl and reduce auto dependence. Neo-traditional 
designers were promoting high-density, pedestrian-
friendly neighbourhood design” (Carlton, 2007, p12).

Out of this confluence of ideas emerged the concept of 
a ‘Pedestrian Pocket’: A mixed-use node of development 
that was walkable internally and linked to other nodes 
with public transit. The principle was that by creating 
the conditions for rich pedestrian life, as well as a variety 
of uses, the urban designer could establish a highly-
walkable/walked node serviced by public transport.

As the pedestrian pocket developed in density and 
intensity of use – supported by public transport links 
to other areas – more capital-intensive public transport 
links would become economical. In this way, the 
pedestrian pocket and the public transport system would 
be mutually supportive. Following this logic, TOD is 
essentially a series of pedestrian pockets strung along a 
public transit route. It offers the promise of displacing 
people from their cars and establishing functional public 
transport systems by means of a built form that supports 
walking and public transport rather than driving.

TOD is not, at its heart, about a Bus Rapid Transit 
system, as the concept is so often used. The transit system 
is the key end of the policy; the means is development 
that supports the transit system, specifically density, 
walkability and mixed-use functionality.

The link to Eveline Street should be clear. The City of 
Windhoek set out to regularise drinking in Goreangab 
and created the conditions for intensification and 
diversification of the Eveline Street node. The lesson for 
proponents of TOD is that the success of a TOD node 
relies on a broader range of policy instruments than 
just transport investment. Attention needs to be paid 
to the creation of vibrant street life, which requires the 
orientation of streets towards their users – particularly, 
pedestrian and transit-dependent users.

The degree to which these street users, who value 
proximity intensity of activity highly, have driven 
transformation on Eveline Street can barely be overstated. 

The ‘twin engines of enterprise innovation’ (UrbanWorks 
& Sustainable Livelihoods Foundation, 2017, p20) are 
the leisure economy of bars, restaurants, casinos and 
businesses; and public transport and its users, which on 
Eveline Street is dominated by privately-owned/operated 
sedan taxis. A transport survey by UW/SLF found 
that 50% of the street’s early-evening traffic was taxi-
related, and taxi drivers reported a significant number 
of passengers getting to and from bars (UrbanWorks & 
Sustainable Livelihoods Foundation, 2017). 

Notable travel in both directions on Eveline Street, 
with a multiplicity of pick-ups and drop-offs, was 
reported; this is significant for TOD. Dormitory 
settlements (like Katutura) are typically characterised  › 

4 Emergent high streets.

4

TOD IS ESSENTIALLY A SERIES OF 
PEDESTRIAN POCKETS STRUNG 

ALONG A PUBLIC TRANSIT ROUTE. IT 
OFFERS THE PROMISE OF DISPLACING 

PEOPLE FROM THEIR CARS AND 
ESTABLISHING FUNCTIONAL PUBLIC 

TRANSPORT SYSTEMS BY MEANS 
OF A BUILT FORM THAT SUPPORTS 

WALKING AND PUBLIC TRANSPORT 
RATHER THAN DRIVING
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5 Physical investment on Eveline Street (UrbanWorks & Sustainable Livelihoods Foundation). 

5

by unidirectional peak traffic where everyone heads to 
the CBD to work and heads home after, making transport 
systems inefficient and expensive to run. If everyone 
is heading the same direction at each of the peak 
periods, there needs to be enough infrastructure in each 
direction for everyone, while the infrastructure in the 
other direction goes unused. For these reasons, a major 
principle of TOD, especially as realised in South Africa, is 
to encourage both local and bidirectional travel.

Despite these successes, the UW/SLF research did not 
find Eveline Street to be a perfectly functioning TOD node: 
Pedestrian traffic is relatively low, with travellers relying on 
taxis even for trips between stops on Eveline Street. This was 
for a combination of reasons including safety and distances, 
both of which are particularly difficult problems to solve. 

INFORMALITY, CONTROL AND THE ROLE OF THE STATE
Another key lesson from Eveline Street for TOD and 
those who would improve the spatial form of cities is that 
the state cannot do the job alone, and has to be selective 
in how it drives the process.

The major state intervention on Eveline Street 
– that contributed to such change – was in fact non-
intervention. The rezoning of Eveline Street and 
regularisation of businesses both represented recognition 
that the state had failed to impose its order on the area. 
Businesses existed despite relevant regulations and 
zoning. This non-intervention was key to the success of 
the Eveline Street experiment. 

To be an informal business – to be informal and 
unregularised in any respect, as in Bhan’s ‘encroachers’ 
(2016) – is to be uncertain of the future. This has serious 
implications for investment. Short-term uncertainty about 
whether your business will be allowed to stay open raises 
the cost (in the form of risk) of every small investment, 
especially those that are not easily picked up and carried 
off. It is here that the Eveline Street example is so powerful: 
Regularising zoning and businesses to reflect what was 
already happening on the street – in other words, a 
credible commitment by the state not to shut businesses 
down – resulted in abundant, enthusiastic reconfiguration 
of the streetscape. UW/SLF describes “substantial building 
alterations (both horizontal and vertical), infrastructure 
adaptations, provision of shaded parking, surface 
treatment (paving), public lighting and the establishment 
of satellite enterprises”. (UrbanWorks & Sustainable 
Livelihoods Foundation, 2017, p23) by established 
businesses, as well as the mushrooming new businesses. 
This is a strong indicator that insecurity with respect to 
the state was a significant drag on economic and social 
activity on Eveline Street.  ›

THE EVELINE STREET EXAMPLE SHOWS THAT A CERTAIN POROSITY TO THE PUBLIC/PRIVATE DISTINCTION  
CAN HELP CREATE A VIBRANT, WELL-USED STREET. This speaks to a regulatory approach focusing

on mitigating the costs of encroachment and mediating between street users.
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The physical investment by businesses on Eveline 
Street ranged from the permanent on formalised private 
property with business rights to illegal encroachment  
on public space, resulting in a differentiated street 
edge with no two properties utilising space in the same 
manner.” (UrbanWorks & Sustainable Livelihoods 
Foundation, 2017, p23).

The Eveline Street example shows that a certain 
porosity to the public/private distinction can help 
create a vibrant, well-used street. This speaks to a 
regulatory approach focusing on mitigating the costs 
of encroachment and mediating between street users, 
rather than obsessively delineating the public from  
the private. 

Replicating and building on this success requires 
tolerance for informality. In places such as Namibia and 
South Africa, the state’s limited capacity to control society 
and the economy should be rationed. By attenuating its 
prohibition against the unlicensed sale of alcohol, the 
City of Windhoek withdrew (somewhat) an intervention 
that had been ineffective. By attenuating that prohibition 
spatially – regularising bars and other businesses on 
Eveline Street, but not everywhere – it stimulated business 
activity and investment in a particular node, in a way  
that countervails the undifferentiated low-density  
sprawl of the post-apartheid city.

CONCLUSION
Eveline Street is not without problems – security issues 
remain, especially for women. Of those interviewed by 
the SLF, several reported harassment by men, even while 
praising other changes visible in the street. This is a 
significant reason for Eveline Street’s persistent hostility to 
pedestrians who depend on taxis for rides along the street.

Nonetheless, the example of Eveline Street shows 
the transformation of a street with both spatial 
and economic benefits at relatively little cost to the 
municipality. Cities that wish to break historical path-
dependencies need to be cognisant of streets and street 
life and see them as central to the project of spatial 
transformation and transit-oriented development.  ■

6 & 7 Investment, encroachment and street use on Eveline Street (UrbanWorks & Sustainable 
Livelihoods Foundation). 
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1 One house becomes three – the building mass was visually split into three separate volumes, 
varying and stepping the roof lines of each. 2 Sharply chamfered brickwork forms an entrance 
alcove to the front door. 3 Slatted timber trellises extend to the top of the parapets.

M 
ichael Lumby is standing on the roof garden 
at 146 Waterkant, the so-called ‘3-in-1 house’ 
that won him a major distinction at this year’s 
Corobrik SAIA Awards, looking out towards 

Cape Town Harbour. With such bold creativity on 
display here and elsewhere in the 35-year-old architect’s 
growing repertoire, one might expect exuberance from 
him, even swagger. Instead, he measures his words, 
cautious yet confident seldom if ever straying into 
superfluities. In this and other ways, Lumby is like his 
work. “I am drawn to the essential,” he says. “Wherever 
possible, I only use what is necessary.” 

Lumby’s buildings look as though they’ve been put 
together with a limited palette. He explains that this is 
partly self-enforced, admitting to a thrill of getting the 
most from the least, and also that “beautiful doesn’t need 
to be expensive”. More than that, however, is Lumby’s 
desire to speak in tones that are softer yet more assured. 
In a field where the louder is often deemed better, 
Lumby pursues another tack entirely, preferring the 
small surprises and functional joys of a building to its 
attention-seeking adornments.

This attitude is due in part to his influences, a 
collection of modernists including the Portuguese 
mavericks and Pritzker Prize winners Alvaro Siza and 
Eduardo Souto de Moura. Lumby is further inspired by 
the Chilean practice Pezo von Ellrichshausen and the 
Spaniard Alberto Campo Baeza. “The golden thread with 
these architects is poetic planning and conceptual clarity. 
By artistically responding to Mediterranean climatic 
conditions with mass, the work has weight, gravitas  
and a sense of permanence,” says Lumby.

AN ALL-CONSUMING PASSION
It is plain to see that Lumby is comfortable and happy 
in his craft. It’s something of a surprise, then, to hear he 

didn’t always want to be an architect. “At first, I thought 
houses were quite boring and that I’d much rather design 
cars,” Lumby says ruefully. A year into mechanical 
engineering, Lumby switched to civil engineering, 
finishing at Stellenbosch before taking on some “absolutely 
horrible” holiday work on a road in Mozambique. 

Lumby needed more creativity and, when architecture 
returned to his thoughts, the penny dropped. The 
University of Pretoria acknowledged his engineering 
degree as a head start in architecture and gave him a 
place in third year. His first job out of university, at 
the acclaimed StudioMAS in Johannesburg, was also 
“the only place I really ever considered”. During eight 
years with the firm, Lumby disappeared into a world 
of new projects – a beautifully reimagined Cape Dutch 
farmstead for the International School in Hout Bay and 
the conversion of an old tram depot into offices in  › 

STAYING 
TRUE TO THE 

ESSENTIAL

By: Matthew Freemantle

The strong design  
signature of  
Michael Lumby  
of L+L Architects

2 3
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Woodstock were notable successes – gathering as he 
went a confidence and clarity of thought that captured 
attention and ultimately encouraged him to go it alone.

A few choice projects later, Lumby has developed a 
strong signature along with his partner at L+L Architects, 
Werner Lotz. The sculptural quality of his often heavy, 
massed buildings; the overt materiality and the agelessness 
that aesthetic provides; the liberal use of brick – “cheap 
and if treated well, fantastic looking”; the custom, often 
inlaid door and window frames; the soldier-style brick 
flooring and a liberal use of American oak and indoor 
plants together define an increasingly succinct and 
considered vernacular.

A decade into his professional life, Lumby has made his 
name and his passion for architecture is all-consuming. 
During our interview at his home, he had the appropriate 

book to hand every time a hero’s  
work was mentioned. He is visibly 
moved by examples of alternative but 
profoundly practical solutions.

Lumby’s working relationships so 
far have been unproblematic, even 
smooth. What piques his interest, in 
particular, are clients who are willing 
to look beyond the obvious, who 
share his determination to seek novel 
ways of looking at space.

A case in point is one of his final 
projects with StudioMAS. Tasked 
with building a think tank for a local 
businessman and his colleagues in 
Cape Town’s Higgovale, the design – 
dubbed the “Oval Office” – literally 

turned its back on a view over the harbour, preferring to 
huddle amongst the trees and peer up the slopes of Table 
Mountain. The effect is a space that reflects the activity 
that takes place within its walls; the bunker’s design and 
architecture line up neatly with its core functions – a 
descent into deep contemplation. 

The effect of these decisions is profound for the owners 
and neighbours alike. By setting the building within 
half of a perfect circle, corners of the plot are given back 
to the street creating a park-like feel to the verge. In 
addition, where neighbours might have had a three-
storey glass monstrosity next door they instead have a 

barely visible structure covered in greenery and one that 
is mercifully quiet. It might be a luxury of the affluent to 
buy a mountainside plot and not build a house on it, but 
this kind of thinking aligns with Lumby’s preference for 
subtlety and nuance in a world of often garish ostentation.

This approach is not without its challenges. Designing 
mostly custom fittings and expensive, alternative detailing 
can be difficult to justify, particularly when budgets 
are tight. The absence of an established architectural 
vernacular in South Africa presents further hurdles.  
A typical suburban street in Cape Town might include one 
of just about every architectural style under the sun. It’s 
quite possible to find something Tuscan next to something 
mid-century next to something modified Cape Dutch.

The house on 146 Waterkant was a welcome exception 
to this rule. Context helped the house, flanked as it is 
by similar buildings in a quasi-industrial corner of the 
area. What might look brutalist in a suburban street, in 
fact looks warm and relatively soft. Inside, this lightness 
of touch belies the clean lines and sometimes clinical 
Scandi-inspired fittings. There’s a tactility to everything 
that makes the brand-new feel somehow smoothed over 
by time and use. 

“What helped with 146 Waterkant was that we had a 
clear concept. It was tweaked a lot over the course of the 
build, but the concept lasted throughout. Purity of plan 
often leads to good architecture,” says Lumby.

BUILDING TRUST
To motivate that same reasoning in a suburban context 
was more difficult, but no less rewarding. House Campbell 
in Vredehoek, Lumby’s most recently completed project, 
is akin to 146 Waterkant in several ways, but its suburban 
location means it stands out a lot more. Without that 
scaffolding of context to help an architect justify a 
concept, design or material choice, surely an architect 
needs another major element to fall into place? “In those 
cases, you need a very trusting client,” he says.

Architecture is a collaborative process and if it is 
anything like similar disciplines, the finished product can 
bear only vague resemblance to the original idea. Yet in 
spite of this, Lumby says his finished buildings are “pretty 
much” exactly how he imagined them. Without the might 
of a huge firm behind him – and with an impressive yet 
admittedly fledgling awards cabinet – how does he manage 
it? You’d think he’d be stubborn, implacable, perhaps even 
impossible to work with, but this could scarcely be less true.

Instead of ruling with a dictatorial resolve, Lumby’s softly-
softly approach and clear, confident designs do most of  
the work for him, to the point that he finds himself winning 
trust early on. Clint Campbell, who hired Lumby  › 

THE EFFECT IS A SPACE 
THAT REFLECTS THE 

ACTIVITY THAT TAKES 
PLACE WITHIN ITS WALLS; 

THE BUNKER’S DESIGN 
AND ARCHITECTURE LINE 

UP NEATLY WITH ITS CORE 
FUNCTIONS – A DESCENT 

INTO DEEP CONTEMPLATION

4 & 5 The main staircase wraps around a triple storey atrium, which contains an internal garden 
with a central tree, and is crowned by a large skylight above. 6 The central staircase allows for a 
split level arrangement and no passages.
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for his House Vredehoek home, described Lumby as 
“tireless” in his efforts to grapple with the limitations that 
space, budget and setbacks brought about. “Michael really 
thought things through,” says Campbell. “He came up 
with so many ideas and solutions throughout the project 
to make sure we stayed true to the vision. It helped that 
we had seen some of his work before and knew he’d do 
something incredible, so we gave him a lot of freedom.”

Gaining full trust can be daunting, too. “When 
there’s trust early on there is also more responsibility,” 
says Lumby. “It’s all on you and there’s nobody else to 
blame if it doesn’t work, so you become much harder on 
yourself. We architects sometimes design houses more 
ambitious than perhaps we would set out to build and 
live in ourselves! Initial designs are an appeal for trust, 
and when you get it, it’s all on you to make it work.”

So how does Lumby decide on which jobs to go 
for and which to avoid? In these situations, he recalls 
advice given to him by a former boss. “He taught me 
to ask three questions of a prospective project: One: 
Is the project interesting? Two: Is the client on your 
wavelength? Three: Is the money OK? If I can tick two 
out of three, I should take the job. It was good advice.”

Once the dotted line is signed and Lumby has taken on 
a project, there begins an obstacle course to get his vision 
across. There are many hoops to jump through, some of 
which are satisfying hurdles while others are portals to 
further travail. On a recent project, when a contractor 
went bankrupt midway, the team carried on without its 
main builder, placing the client on a tense pay-as-you-
go arrangement to get the job finished. In this climate, 
pushing for costly custom details crucial to the integrity 
of the project, made all of it a bit more challenging.

“Custom building everything makes detailing very 
difficult. Clients often sign off a rendering, so once they’re 
sold the rest is up to the builders to get it right. It can 
be a nightmare. Going that extra mile and trying to do 
something special – something that not everybody will 
even notice, but that I know is important – is immensely 
stressful. From a client’s perspective, building a house is 

usually the most expensive thing they will ever do, and 
they are trusting you with their biggest investment, so the 
stakes are pretty high. You’ve got to have a thick skin.”

Clearly, for Lumby, the pain is worth enduring. “You 
can’t let it get to you or you’ll play it safe and never push 
yourself or get anything worthwhile done,” he says. 
Money can paper over a lot of cracks, but clients with a 
lower budget aren’t necessarily more difficult to work 
with. Lumby recalls a recent project in which the owners 
were actively involved with adding the finishing touches, 
and while the experience was less neat than handing over 
a gleaming finished product, he valued how it gave the 
client a meaningful sense of ownership.

INTO THE FUTURE
Lumby’s market is, to some extent, limited to those who 
have enough money to build things to begin with. This 
gulf between people who need ingenious solutions to 
their domestic situation and those who can provide them 
is a regrettable one for him. 

“The fact that in South Africa you have to work on projects 
for a certain band of people, even when there is interest 
and willingness to get involved in less upmarket stuff is a  
shame, but there are only so many low-paying jobs one can  
take before you can’t sustain yourself and that doesn’t help  
anybody,” he says. In the future, who knows? Lumby can see 
himself emulating his masters in taking on public projects, 
even applying himself to more grassroots endeavours.

Back on the rooftop on 146 Waterkant, Lumby surveys 
the city he has begun to make his impression on. Awards, 
growth and expansion are exciting and nerve-wracking in 
equal measure. “It sort of terrifies me – the thought that if 
you produce a bad piece of architecture, the chances are it 
will stay there for 50 years.”

How does one cope with that? Lumby pauses before 
answering: “Make sure the work is good.”  ■
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ARCHITECTURE 
and THE CONTESTED 

 REALM OF 
 HERITAGE

A project undertaken 
by The Matrix 
Urban Designers and 
Architects succeeds 
in blending new and 
old at Port Elizabeth’s 
Opera House and  
the Campanile. 

By: Gavin McLachlan, architect, 
urban and regional planner  
and former professor at the  
Nelson Mandela University,  
Port Elizabeth
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PE OPERA HOUSE AND CAMPANILE

1 The Campanile towers proudly over Port Elizabeth’s city centre. 2 One of the original bells in 
the Campanile’s 23-bell carillon is hoisted to the belfry. 3 The renovated  Opera House in John 
Kani Road reflects contemporary notions of space making. 4 The Opera House entrance before 
recent renovation. The building stands on the former site of the town’s gallows.

T 
here are a number of key heritage structures in 
the great historic core of Port Elizabeth, including 
Fort Frederick, the City Hall, the old Post Office, 
the Feather Market Hall, the Library, the Opera 

House and the Campanile. Amid changing times in South 
Africa, the architectural and heritage value of many of these 
structures has taken on a different significance. Dealing with 
the heritage value of the Opera House and the Campanile 
and their changed and changing significance through 
architectural intervention is the subject of this essay.

Both these structures have origins and histories that are 
inextricably part of the British colonial origin of the city.

The Opera House is one of the oldest functioning 
theatres in Africa – claimed by some to be the oldest 
functioning theatre building in sub-Saharan Africa. 
Designed by architect G W Smith, it was built as a 
commercial undertaking in 1892 and opened on  
01 December 1892 with a performance of J M Barrie’s 
Walker London. Through its long and chequered history, 
it has been used as a theatre, a cinema and an auditorium. 
The building’s fate was hanging by a thread when in 
1966 the Cape Provincial Administration bought it and 
it became the local headquarters of the Cape Performing 
Arts Board (CAPAB). It was declared a National Monument 
in 1985 (Harradine, 1994, p91). Over the years, a number 
of alterations and additions to the complex have been 
made, mostly minor adaptations to improve the building’s 
functionality. The Opera House is located on a sloping site 

bordering the Donkin reserve and is in Whites Road at 
the intersection with Chapel Street, just up the hill from 
Market Square (now Vuyisile Mini Square).

The construction of the Campanile was suggested by 
Professor G Cory of Rhodes University College in a public 
lecture he gave in the City Hall on 10 April 1920. The lecture 
formed part of the celebration of the 100th anniversary 
of the arrival of the British settlers in 1820. The 1820 
Settlers Memorial Association was founded at this time 
and it undertook to fundraise for the project. The site at the 
bottom of Jetty Street was chosen because it was considered 
to be the spot where the first British settlers landed (ibid, 
p151). The Campanile is an Italianate bell tower, designed 
by W J McWilliams of Jones and McWilliams Architects. 
Prince Arthur of Connaught laid the foundation stone on 
9 April 1921 and also opened the structure on 6 November 
1923. The Campanile clock, made by Messrs Joyce of 
Whitchurch, England, was installed and started on  
28 April 1925. A carillon of bells was installed and first 
played in a recital by L Field on 9 September 1936 (ibid, 
p203). In the 1970s, a freeway system for the city was  › 

THE ARTEFACT BECOMES A TEXT IN WHICH 
THE HONESTY OF EXPRESSION OF ANY NEW 
WORK CAN BE READ IN SUCH A WAY THAT THE 
AUTHENTIC, OLD PARTS OF THE ARTEFACT ARE 
FULLY APPARENT, INCLUDING OLDER ADDITIONS

4
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planned and Settlers Way, which runs along the railways   
and the seafront past the CBD, was constructed. From 
the bottom of Russel Road to the far side of the Baakens 
Valley, the freeway is an elevated structure. This has had 
the effect of severing the Market Square and CBD from 
the harbour, Campanile and railway station.

Globally, current heritage discourse has been defined 
to a large extent by a number of important charters – the 
Rome Charter, the Venice Charter, etc. and, in particular, 
the Burra Charter. In dealing with tangible heritage there 

is an emphasis on respecting the 
integrity of the heritage artefact 
by making clear the distinction 
between the original material of 
the artefact and any new addition, 
alteration or repair. In a sense, the 
artefact becomes a text in which 
the honesty of expression of any 
new work can be read in such a way 
that the authentic, old parts of the 
artefact are fully apparent, including 
older additions. This is a rather 
straightforward simplification of 
what is an intense debate, but it does 
describe an underlying principle 

which is influential in current tangible heritage resource 
management. In South Africa, apart from dealing with 
the heritage value of a building, the architect also often 
has to deal with the contested nature of heritage. The 
reality is that heritage can be seen as excluding ‘the 
other’ and the architect needs to respond to the pressure 
to be inclusive. This adds a layer of complexity to any 

architectural heritage work in South Africa that would 
probably not be found in many other parts of the world.

With all of this in mind, what did The Matrix 
Architects and Urban Designers do to the Opera  
House and the Campanile?

TRANSFORMATION OF THE OPERA HOUSE
The Opera House had a number of shortcomings 
including circulation issues, seating, stage issues and 
electrical and mechanical issues. To deal with the 
circulation issues, the architects introduced an extension 
to the foyer space, which includes a lift to the upper level 
with a bridging link as well as a staircase. As a result, 
access to the small cabaret theatre, The Barn, is much 
improved. The seating in the main theatre including 
on the balcony has been recovered and repaired. On 
the balcony, with some cunning manipulation, seating 
has been rearranged to provide improved leg room. 
As a result, the total seating in the Opera House main 
theatre has decreased from 670 to 622. The electrical 
and mechanical systems in the building also received 
attention. A new large stained-glass window celebrating 
local thespians Winston Ntshona, Athol Fugard and John 
Kani was installed at the half landing of the staircase in 
the existing foyer. 

Over its lifespan from 1892, the Opera House has had 
a number of additions: In 1927, a covered veranda was 
added to protect the entrance; in 1934, the fly tower was 
added; and in 1985, the foyer was extended and a plant 
room added. To increase the legibility of the building, 
the various parts have been painted in different colours 
(colour coding) and metal date markers have been fixed 
to the respective parts including the 1892 original core 
and the latest 2015 addition. The materials used in the 
latest addition are stainless steel and glass, in complete 
contrast to the older parts, increasing the legibility of the 
building as a layered text. The glass and steel extension 
by The Matrix includes a partially glazed roof with 
automatic opening roof lights to control temperature. 
However, there have been some complaints about heat 
build-up in the new extension, especially during daytime 
performances in summer. Flooring throughout the older 
part of the building is carpeted, but the new extension 
has an epoxy-based floor finish. There is a very real sense 
in the space that the extension is different, something 
new and of our time. The Opera House has also been 
related to Route 67, a route linking various parts of the 
central city in a transformative way to celebrate the life 
of Nelson Mandela. Related to Route 67 and the Opera 
House was the renaming of Whites Road, now John Kani 
Road; Chapel Street, now Winston Ntshona Street; and 
Belmont Terrace, now Athol Fugard Terrace. The project 
was funded by the Department of Arts and Culture 
and represents the first phase of a larger project. It has 
had a mixed reception from the general public locally, 
with some approving and others offended by the stark 
modernity of the new extension to a heritage building. 
Conceptually, the Opera House remains a traditional  › 

A NEW LARGE STAINED-
GLASS WINDOW CELEBRATING 

LOCAL THESPIANS WINSTON 
NTSHONA, ATHOL FUGARD 

AND JOHN KANI WAS 
INSTALLED AT THE HALF 

LANDING OF THE STAIRCASE 
IN THE EXISTING FOYER

5 Prior to the recent renovations, the Opera House’s foyer reflected the city’s British colonial 
origin. 6 The Opera House’s foyer features a stained-glass window celebrating local thespians. 

5 6
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urban theatre complex, but spatially the junction of the 
old and the latest extension to the foyer is quite harsh, 
perhaps deliberately so.  

RINGING IN CHANGES AT THE CAMPANILE
By 2014, the historic Campanile was sorely in need of 
renovation – hardly anyone visited it, the interior spaces 
were dirty and the displays dated and in disrepair – 
presenting a challenge for The Matrix. Renovations to the 
Campanile included the redesign of the paved area around 
the base of the tower. Parking could not be included, but 
the existing parking at the railway station and harbour 
was made to suffice. On the outside of the structure, the 
brickwork and pointing were cleaned and repaired and 
repairs made to the columns to the bell housing. The 
greatest interventions were reserved for the interior. A new 
epoxy floor finish was applied to the repaired floors and the 
staircase and a lift was installed, providing disabled access 
to the top floor. There are eight floors including the foyer, 
and new displays were located on each floor with some 
ingenuity in the creation of these displays. In the spirit of 
reconciliation and transformation, these displays mostly 
celebrate South Africa’s diverse population and their 
cultures and history. The displays include the rather clever 
integration of some of the old machinery from the original 
installation – one gets a sense that someone had fun with 
these playful designs. On the top floor, a new cantilevered 
full height window has been cut into the sea-facing wall 
providing a stunning view across the harbour and bay 
without being visible from the city. 

The clock was stripped and repaired and most 
impressively the carillon of 23 bells was taken down, 
cleaned and rehung. Twenty-two of these bells had English 
inscriptions and one had an Afrikaans inscription. Two 
new bells, with isiXhosa inscriptions, were cast and added 
to the carillon. The old mechanical bell-ringing mechanism 
was found to be beyond repair and a new pneumatic system 
was installed. This has been so successful that the bells 
are once again being used in public performances, even 
one featuring the Eastern Cape Philharmonic Orchestra. 

Throughout the work, great care has been taken to 
clearly distinguish all new work through the use of 
contemporary materials, in particular, stainless steel. 
There is a clear sense throughout the structure of what is 
new and what is old, and the renovations have turned the 
old structure into a multi-cultural urban feature.

REFLECTING SOUTH AFRICA’S DIVERSITY
In both projects the architectural approach has been 
consistent in making the reading of old and new as clear 
as possible. Much of the thinking reflects contemporary 
notions of space making. In the Opera House devices 
such as the automatic windows and in the Campanile 
the integration of old and new machinery into the 
renovation reveal an intriguing, playful engagement 
with new movable components. Care has been taken, 
mainly through the use of art works, to reflect the 
diversity of South Africa’s heritage as a deliberate, and 

fairly successful attempt to transform a British colonial 
heritage into something more broadly acceptable. The 
Matrix has been consistent in its approach in these two 
benchmark architectural heritage intervention projects 
and deserves the accolades it has received.

After reviewing these two projects one is left 
pondering two inter-related issues: Firstly, is the slavish 
and rather doctrinaire belief that with a heritage artefact 
all new interventions should be clearly read as such truly 
the only way? Is there life after the Burra Charter and if 
there is where does it lie? Secondly, is it really possible to 
politically transform South African colonial buildings 
in a way that is meaningful yet still respects the truth 
of what they are? The Opera House and the Campanile 
make a valuable contribution to this debate.  ■
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A NEW CANTILEVERED FULL HEIGHT WINDOW HAS BEEN CUT 
INTO THE SEA-FACING WALL PROVIDING A STUNNING VIEW 
ACROSS THE HARBOUR AND BAY

7 Ghost bells and clocks light up as the Campanile’s bells ring, enabling visitors to identify  
which bell is sounding. 8 The Campanile’s viewing window provides a spectacular view of  
the city’s harbour and surroundings. 9 Some of the Campanile’s original bells prior to being 
cleaned and rehung.  

PE OPERA HOUSE AND CAMPANILE
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PLACEOF

Port Elizabeth architect John Rushmere reflects on space  
and aesthetics during the 2017 Milde McWilliams Lecture.

part 1
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1 Approach view to Cullen Bowles Residence, Rhodes University – 1976. 2 Night view from street, 
Johnson House, Summerstrand – 2000. 3 View from beach, south west elevation, Malan House, 
Hermanus – 1999. 4 View of southern entrance elevation, Potgieter House, Humansdorp – 1972.

M 
ira [Fassler-Kamstra1] has always been a very 
good friend, but now she’s my best friend! 
Mira, those words2 coming from you are pretty 
special. Mira, in case you don’t know, was the 

first Sophia Gray Laureate, a memorial lecture that is 
given in Bloemfontein3 once a year. Her work was shown 
at the National Gallery – I think it’s only happened to 
two4 architects – she’s a decorated architect, talented 
landscape architect, and special person … and so, to be 
introduced by her was also special. Thank you, Mira.

Thank you, naturally, to the Milde McWilliams 
Trust. I’ve watched with great interest and, in fact, great 
gladness, that this occasion has come to Port Elizabeth 
and I hope that it grows and becomes a national event. 
I think that is the ambition – that is what happens. So, 
thank you, Pieter5 and your colleagues. I just want to 
mention that I have a connection to the McWilliams’s: I 
lived in one of Herbert’s houses, which was designed for 
my father before he went off to the Second World War. 
My connection to the older McWilliams was that I was 
privileged to be asked to do the restoration of, I think, 
one of the finest buildings in Port Elizabeth, the Harbour 
Board building. It should really come back into the fold 
and belong to the city. It’s rotting again, which is very 
sad, but it’s a magnificent building and testament to the 
talent of the Jones and McWilliams partnership.

This lecture could never have happened without the 
helpers that surrounded me. One in particular, Ilze 
(Danev), who was a student of mine and is now with SVA6, 
was just absolutely unbelievable … she digitised all the 
slides and assisted in getting them into order, and typed 
out the script that’s here in front of me to keep me on the 
straight and narrow … Ilze I can’t say enough about you. 

Also, Bryan and Debbie, the partners in SVA, who 
have given up a tremendous amount of their time. 
Donald Flint7 had a lot to do with what’s happened in the 
foyer and he also played over there so, Donald, you’re a 
great guy, we’ve worked together, I’ve enjoyed it always 
… thank you for your assistance. 

I’ve probably missed quite a lot of people, not 
deliberately, so thank you all for that. And then, thank 
you [the audience], for your presence here. I really do 
appreciate you attending the lecture. 

So, let’s talk architecture. The expectation is that  
I will present and talk to you about a selection of my 
work, and I shall do that, but it’s only a part of a broader 
examination of the idea of place, which has challenged 
me in my entire architectural career. That’s much more 
elusive than creating a pretty image.

I shall begin by sharing a short paper that I prepare to 
students. In a way this is to you so that when my work 
comes up, that it’s not a question of ‘I like that; I don’t 
like that’, but to try and get in behind the image to the 
process that produced the image. This is the short paper 
to the students:

Sight is our most dominant sense. Because of 
that, most of what our brains process comes from 
looking. Looking is a reflex, devoid of intention, by 
which we navigate the moment. It is actually a form 
of unconsciousness. To quote others: Looking is not 
seeing. Seeing requires purpose or conscious effort for 
the brain to process meaning from the visual experience. 
Seeing then is understanding what you are looking 
at. As architects, entrusted with the shaping of the 
environment, merely looking will render us uninformed 
and thus unprepared to assume our responsibility.  
We need to develop the habit and the ability to seek  
out and recognise meaning and intention beyond shape 
and image. As we then become conscious and critically 
aware, we develop discernment and the understanding  
of values essential to the process of making and  › 

2 3 4

Looking is not seeing. Seeing requires purpose 
or conscious effort for the brain to process 
meaning from the visual experience. Seeing then is 
understanding what you are looking at
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protecting environments that move us, that touch our 
spirit, and so enrich our living and being.

As custodians of our physical world, we are obliged to 
dedicate ourselves to making spaces that gather us into 
their embrace as places that honour what we do. In short, 
the quality of architecture is determined as much by 
the intangible as by the tangible and the one cannot exist 
without the other. To quote Laozi – Laozi was a Chinese   
sage and mystic who lived in the 6thcentury BC. He was 
Confucius’s teacher, he was also a poet and, I’m told, the 
most read poet of all time, more so than Shakespeare 
and Kahlil Gibran – they are the top three. He said many 
wonderful things, but this one is particularly pertinent 
and one of my favourite quotes: He begins with the 
wheel. And then clay forms the pot but the essence of 

the pot is the space within. Walls 
form the house but the essence 
of the house is the spaces within. 
Fundamentally, the immaterial 
is the essence; the material, the 
means. And I would say that order 
in all things is determined by 
the immaterial, that is, the space 
between things.

I often tease the students by 
asking them to describe a balloon. 
This is to illustrate my point. They 

all look at each other, mystified, until I say, well, do you 
want me to get a three- or four-year-old to come in here 
and tell you what a balloon is? Essentially, we would all 
say a balloon is sort of oval- or sausage-shaped. No one 
would think of saying it is a piece of rubber that you can 
fill with air … that’s just a piece of rubber that you can 
fill with air. So, the essence of the balloon is that space 
within. The rubber hasn’t changed; what has changed 
is the space, and the space is nothingness – but it’s 
‘everythingness’ as well.

That’s just one example. I wonder how many people 
have thought about music … that the space between the 
notes is what stops music from being noise and which 

gives the mathematical beat and construction of great 
music. In poetry, it’s what gives meter and rhythm 
to poetry, which raises it from the mundane to the 
profound. Even language itself exists because of the space 
between words. I could draw sport in, in football, the 
idea is to create space and then exploit space.

Space is everywhere; it’s all around us. And in 
architecture it has to be understood. There are also, of 
course, personal relationships; and the closer one gets  
to one another, the closer one is in that relationship 
– from a stranger to an acquaintance, to family and 
friends, and so on. And, we talk about people invading 
our space. But perhaps the most pertinent, that I want 
to draw your attention to, is the way we remember 
cities. Yes, I know there are iconic structures in every 
city – you’ve got the Eiffel Tower in Paris, the Empire 
State in New York and the Cathedral in Barcelona. But 
I remember New York by 5th Avenue, Broadway, Times 
Square, Central Park. Those are the places that I went 
to and where I felt I was beginning to understand New 
York. I also went up the Empire State Building, but  
I can’t really comment much about it. 

Barcelona, of course, has the Ramblas. It has the 
Cathedral and it has Gaudi’s work, but it is the Ramblas 
that we will always remember. Paris – I mentioned the 
Eiffel Tower – there are so many streets in Paris that 
are just so wonderful to experience, but the one that we 
all know is the Champs-Élysées. In York, where I have 
been, I loved the little Shambles, which is narrow little 
alleyways and part of York. I was in Munich once and  
I did the walk from the Marienplatz to the Carlsplatz –  
it was just pure delight.

Again, it’s the spaces, and it’s the proportions. The 
width of the street is directly related to the height of the 
buildings and that makes the space. Once again, they 
cannot exist without the other: the one the material,  
the other the immaterial. 

I think I’ve made the point I wanted to make and 
I’m going to take it a step further. When I was at the 
university, I ran a small seminar for the heads of the 

ARCHITECTURE IS IDEA 
REALISED, SHAPING LIGHT, 

MOVEMENT, SPACE AND 
STRUCTURE TO MAKE PLACE 

AND MOMENT A CELEBRATION 
OF OUR HUMANNESS

5 6
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studios. It took place at my home. I asked the lecturers 
to bring with them a sentence that they would compose 
that would represent their take on architecture. Andrew 
Palframan’s8 contribution, which he admitted was 
not his own sentence, was, in its brevity, beautiful and 
encompasses everything one can say, really, about 
architecture. It simply was: ‘Making place of space and 
occasion of time’. It was such a beautiful sentence that  
we had it engraved on stainless steel serving spoons 
that we gave as gifts to the many people that came and 
assisted for nothing, people in the profession. There are  
a couple of them here this evening. 

There was another sentence, my own. If you’ll forgive 
me, I will repeat that: ‘Architecture is idea realised, 
shaping light, movement, space and structure to make 
place and moment a celebration of our humanness’. 
In both instances, we are not talking about how a 
building looks. We are talking about how it enfolds our 
humanness and celebrates who we are, and it places us  
as both subject and object of making architecture.

But the aesthetics of place, which is the title of the 
lecture, speak to us everywhere and this is really what  
I always encouraged the students to do: To wake up  
and be aware of where they were, because there is so 
much in our environment, not necessarily the built 
environment, that have got things to teach us.

I have been in a Redwood forest. [Referring audience 
to a slide image.] They are planted by nature, spaced  
by nature, and how wonderful they are. I’m sure there is  
not a person in this room who has not enjoyed forests. 
That’s Pompeii [referring audience to a slide image], in 
case you don’t recognise it. The hair literally stood up 
on the back of my head when I first walked down streets 
in Pompeii. We had studied what was called the House 
of Pansa, the typical Roman house and still one of the 
most beautiful homes ever designed. The houses crowded 
onto the street and created a wonderful atmosphere of 
immediacy … the immediacy of companionship.

I’ve been in many African huts and I’ve never been 
disappointed. They enfold you in the most wonderful 

way; you feel secure and safe and warm. One is aware  
of everybody in the hut because you sit with your back  
to the wall; because of the curve, there is an awareness, 
and so the community within a hut is a kind of oneness, 
and that, in itself, is a celebration.

Of course, that’s St Peter’s9 [referring audience to 
a slide]. St Peter’s really represents all those iconic 
structures, such as the Hagia Sophia, the York Minster, 
all the great temples of the world. St Peter’s just takes 
your breath away. If you think about the canopy that 
is over the confessional altar, or the Pope’s Altar as it 
is sometimes called, that is the height of an 11-storey 
building. Think about that. In that space, that canopy  
is the height of an 11-storey building!

Next, that’s a Karoo tree [referring audience to a slide].  
I have sat under that space, that shade of space in the heat  
of the Karoo when it’s simmering and you get that vibration  
in the air, that is a wonderful place to be. I’ll always 
remember it; the Karoo is one of my favourite places.

And then there is the Golden Gate10 [referring audience  
to a slide]. I think that is the only structure that has 
actually physically moved me. I parked on the end of  
the bridge and it was one of the most beautiful objects  
in the world. But it’s not an object, of course, it is space.  
It defines space, over and under and along its glorious  › 

5 Concept cross-section, Duck Pond Pavilion, St Georges Park, Central – 1986. 6 View of 
colonnaded wall to the exterior onto the park, Duck Pond Pavilion, St Georges Park, Central – 
1986. 7 View from golf course towards the north elevation, Schoeman House, Walmer – 2011. 
 8 Internal view of central space, Schoeman House, Walmer – 2011.

that the space between the notes is what stops  
music from being noise and which gives the 
mathematical beat and construction of great music
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END NOTES PREPARED BY THE EDITOR
1Ms. Mira Fasler-Kamstra is an architect in Johannesburg and a graduate of the 
University of the Witwatersrand. She was the first Sophia Gray Laureate in 1989
2The publication of this memorial lecture by Mr. Rushmere is a verbatim copy, done 
for historical reasons.  It was decided not to include the introduction by Ms. Fasler-
Kamstra in order to focus on Rushmere’s address instead.
3These Memorial Lectures and Exhibitions are presented by the Department of 
Architecture at the University of the Free State.
4Prof. Roelof Uytenbogaardt, Dr. Gawie Fagan, Ms. Mira Fassler-Kamstra, Dr. Revel Fox 
and Prof. Jo Noero’s Sophia Gray Exhibitions were repeated in the SA National Gallery in 
Cape Town. Prof. Uytenbogaardt was an architect and urban designer and professor at the 
University of Cape Town and the second Sophia Gray Laureate in 1990. Dr. Gawie Fagan is 
an architect in Cape Town and the third Sophia Gray Laureate in 1991. Dr. Revel Fox was 
an architect in Cape Town and the ninth Sophia Gray Laureate in 1997. Prof. Jo Noero is 
an architect in Cape Town and he was the nineteenth Sophia Gray Laureate in 2007.
5Mr. Pieter Swart, Director of Marketing and Corporate Relations at the Nelson 
Mandela University. 
6SAV International, Port Elizabeth.
7Mr. Donald Flint is an architect in Port Elizabeth and a lecturer at the School of 
Architecture at the Nelson Mandela University.
8Mr. Andrew Palframan is an architect in Port Elizabeth and a lecturer at the School 
of Architecture at the Nelson Mandela University.
9St. Peters Basilica in Rome, Italy.
10The Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco, USA.

9 View of common street and eastern entrance, Onion Row, Walmer – 1986. 10 Internal  
view of unit 1 looking eastwards, Onion Row, Walmer – 1986. 11 Site plan, Onion Row,  
Walmer  – 1986.

length. It is still, to me, the most superb bridge, in spite  
of new, wonderful bridges being constructed. 

I have also been on Wimbledon Centre Court. I didn’t 
have a racquet and there wasn’t a soul, except John Fever 
who was the head of tennis in England and was kind 
enough to take me there. But all arenas have this special 
quality, this intense attention, and the smaller the arena 
the more intense the feeling is. Those empty seats were 
enough for me to charge for the changing rooms! It was  
a wonderful experience and I’m glad I don’t play tennis.

Before presenting my work, I want to refer you back 
to the title of the lecture: ‘The Aesthetics of Place’. It is a 
sobering thought that for 90% of the population of this 
country, my buildings and the buildings of countless 
others are simply irrelevant. In 1943, psychologist 
Abraham Maslow published a paper called ‘A Theory     
of Human Motivation’, in which he categorises our   
needs. Number one, the base, is shelter, food and water; 
number two is community, belonging and love; three, 
goals supported by opportunity through skills and 
knowledge; and four, creativity. If you look at those 
four, it’s the physical, that’s shelter; it’s community 
and belonging and love, that’s emotion; and the goals, 
supported by opportunity through skills and knowledge, 
is the mind. So, the three capacities that we use to exist 
are represented there. The fourth one, creativity, just 
opens the door to infinity, whatever you make of it.  ■

THE QUALITY OF ARCHITECTURE IS DETERMINED AS  
MUCH BY THE INTANGIBLE AS BY THE TANGIBLE AND THE  

ONE CANNOT EXIST WITHOUT THE OTHER

9

10

11
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P 
art two of this series focuses on the many political, 
institutional, technocratic and bureaucratic aspects 
that limit the way we think about and deliver cities 
in the South African context. The stances and 

paradigms followed during apartheid were indeed ‘anti-
city’ and yet we continue with them in so many ways.

GETTING IT WRONG  
It’s probably true to say that the law and planning were two 
of the greatest ‘foot soldiers’ of putting and holding grand 
apartheid in place. These influences on planning processes, 
city administration and approaches to development 
control remain in place in many subliminal ways. Some 
go back to the very notion of what we think planning 
does: We think planning is about controlling cities.

Drawing on Ashby’s Law of Requisite Variety, one 
might argue that: “For one system to seek to control 
another system, the system that seeks to control must 
be at least as complex as the system it seeks to control.” 
The city is one of the most complex organisms known, 
so how can we ever expect to ‘control’ it, particularly 
through bureaucracy? In our need to control, we  
actually set about controlling something we call the  
city, but which is, in reality, nothing much more than  
a simplistic abstraction of the city: a dumbed-down, 
paint-by-numbers-coded land use plan structured 
around an intensely straitjacketed, imagined  
hierarchical road system. It is a mental construct that 

is necessary purely to make the notion of controlling 
cities possible, and yet is entirely at odds with real 
city purpose: The care and nurture of humanity in 
community on a sustainable basis of cultural, social, 
historic and economic inclusion within an ecologically 
and biodiverse context. 

Why the obsession with controlling cities? Why not 
be content to simply work with them to understand at 
least some of their complexities, energies and processes, 
become part of these and help guide, shape and possibly 
manage them? Why not have faith in the cities’ inherent 
complexity to know that they have an extraordinary 
organic propensity to assemble, structure, shape and 
govern themselves? To the extent that there are possible 
limitations, distortions, aberrations and, often, serious 
maladies associated with these organic processes, we 
intervene, channel, redirect, urge, find intersection of 
interest, or shape change, but always within a context of 
‘working with’ or ‘managing’ as opposed to ‘controlling’.  › 

WE SET OUT A BOOK OF RULES THAT SIMPLY  
ENTRENCHES WHAT WAS WRONG AND INEQUITABLE IN  
OUR CITIES BEFORE, AND HAMSTRING ANY POSSIBLE 
WAY OF TRANSFORMING THEM

URBAN 
  PRAXIS Making sense of nonsense for 

the post-apartheid city.

By: Erky Wood, GAPP Architects and Urban Designers

part 2

The second of a three-part series comprising limited excerpts from the 2017 Roelof Uytenbogaardt UDISA Memorial Lecture delivered by Erky Wood 
at the Witwatersrand University Planetarium on 12 September 2017
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How much ‘blind faith’ are we talking about? Very little,  
I would argue, because we have so much empirical 
evidence: The city throughout history shows all this and 
we’ve seen how robust, resilient and adaptive it truly is. 
It is only when we get ahead of ourselves that we come 
to believe we ‘design’ cities and are therefore tasked with 
‘controlling’ them. Cities are indeed human constructs, 
but they are a constantly re-forming product of myriad 
processes born of natural and human interaction at  
its most complex and enacted through a massively  
complex collective that itself splits, redefines and  
morphs through time.  

In our misdirected fervour to ‘control’, we take young 
people into institutions and academies and make them 
believe that they have to be right! This is typically an 
unspoken responsibility we place on their shoulders (because 
it is a less understood consequence of this obsession 
with control), but we are as good as saying: “You need to 
know ‘what people want/need’; you need to know how to 
‘deliver’ this; and, incidentally, you’d better be ‘right!’”

In the face of this, what do we do? We reduce things 
to the lowest common denominator; we standardise; we 

place technological, measurable 
things above all else; we focus on 
things that can be done without 
having to engage complexity; we 
simplify to abstractions and make 
technocrats the masters of this 
domain; we compartmentalise; 
we separate; we leave extraneous 
variables outside of the system; 
and we talk little, if at all, among 
ourselves on all these aspects. 

If the result was only that we were 
left with banal cities simply so that 
people could say they were ‘following 
the book’ (rather than live under the 
impossible burden of being right), 
that would be sad enough. But worse, 

we set out a book of rules that simply entrenches what was 
wrong and inequitable in our cities before, and hamstring 
any possible way of transforming them. 

LETTING TECHNOCRATS RULE
I went to university and did an initial honours  
degree in urban planning. I was, I thought, an urban 
planner. However, on my first day on the job at the 
Johannesburg City Council, I was told that I was, a 
‘land use planner’ and that there were ‘traffic engineers 
and transportation planners’ in another department 
in another building. Four decades later, I have seen 
absolutely no evidence of true collaboration between 
these two kinds of ‘planners’. 

City planning and design was long ago usurped by 
traffic engineering (the majority of whom, it seems, have 
little real working knowledge, experience or interest even 
in ‘transport planning’) and practitioners of private-
mobility interests (cars) with absolutely no meaningful 

background in, or understanding of urban planning. Yet 
the technocratic stranglehold of this discipline has taken 
control of pre-defining the very structure and form of 
our cities, our city regions and how we allow, or isolate, 
entire groupings of interest and socio-economic profile 
within the urban system. 

The damage to the city is incalculable: Its inability to 
assimilate marginalised people; its failure to generate 
viable, sustainable urban economies; the uncompetitive 
ways production economies are compromised; the 
perpetuation of closed groupings of interest that preclude 
the spontaneous development of dual-logic economies 
and meaningful social integration; the reliance on 
private, unsustainable mobility; the failure of public 
transport to operate in a pattern of car-based urban 
sprawl that defies sensible, affordable public transport; 
and the disproportionate social and economic cost to 
marginalised poor communities consistently driven 
to the urban periphery and beyond, where service 
infrastructure, social facilities and amenities cannot 
be delivered sensibly. All of this is visited on our cities 
because we choose to let technocrats with no background 
in urban sociology, urban geography or urban economics 
pre-determine city shape and form and limit, even at the 
micro-scale – how people gain access to their homes, how 
they shop, use streets for business and social interaction, 
find urban possibilities in the public environment and 
reduce their need to commute between home and work. 

Bus systems continue to be patchy, outsourced non-core 
city services. The very extensive rail commuter system 
continues to languish and finds no fundamental place 
as the backbone of a fully-integrated public transport 
service. The taxi industry continues to perform the de 
facto role of ‘service provider of last resort’ by default. In 
the absence of strong national leadership, the emphasis 
on urban transportation remains on private mobility.

MOVEMENT AND CIRCULATION
Movement and circulation have always intuitively 
underpinned the city’s organic nature. Notwithstanding 
the structural, infrastructural, social and economic 
damage inflicted on the city by a zealous adherence to 
traffic engineering, one might expect that the traffic 
system that results would be a good one. 

Possibly the most resilient, adaptable movement 
system in cities of scale over the industrial and post-
industrial periods of the city’s history has been the grid 
or adaptations and distortions of it. Its overwhelming 
characteristic is to yield a non-prescriptive network 
of association. Several urbanists worked with this 
characteristic in various ways and found that it was 
extremely adaptable and capable of quite extreme 
distortion. Yet, it still displays fairly high degrees of 
its underlying integrity. The work of [Constantinos] 
Doxiadis in this regard is particularly interesting and,   
among other things, indicated interesting ways of 
ascribing various functions to certain routes versus 
others, and, in so doing, ascribing a complex kind of  › 

WE CHOOSE TO LET 
TECHNOCRATS WITH  
NO BACKGROUND IN  

URBAN SOCIOLOGY, URBAN 
GEOGRAPHY OR URBAN 

ECONOMICS PRE-DETERMINE 
CITY SHAPE AND FORM  

AND LIMIT, EVEN AT  
THE MICRO-SCALE
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‘personality’ to the grid rather than an amorphous, 
undifferentiated, placeless isotropic plane. Our work in 
the vast and dense informal area of the Winterveld in 
the early 1980s drew heavily on this and much of [David] 
Crane’s The Five Faces of Movement and [Christopher] 
Alexander’s seminal piece A City is Not a Tree can be 
extended into this open-ended grid morphology as a 
spatial drill-down of their thinking. This is true, too,  
for much of [Donald] Appleyard’s work (Livable Streets) 
and [Kevin] Lynch’s The Image of the City. 

TRAFFIC PARADIGMS
The organic, free-forming nature of cities is at  
odds with traffic engineering paradigms 
The great schism, with the advent of the traffic 
engineering thinking that was spawned and took root  
in the United States in the 1960s and 70s (and which  
was transported here as possibly one of the greatest 
examples of inappropriate urban thinking ever to  
reach our shores), came with the notion of a traffic 
hierarchy. It is a notion posited effectively on three things: 
Firstly, we differentiate between ‘regional mobility’ and 
‘local access’ and we ascribe only one or other of these 
functions to a route; secondly, we differentiate between 
routes in a system in hierarchical terms (high-order 
classes of roads may only intersect with successively 
lower order of routes in a strict class order); we limit 
intersection spacings on routes according to their status 
in the hierarchy with closely-spaced intersections being 
permitted on very low-order, very local access routes in 
the hierarchy. Effectively, the grid no longer exists other 
than at a very crude, coarse citywide and regional level, 
and open-ended network ceases to exist other than, if at 
all, at a very limited microscale. In effect, the ‘grid’ has 
been killed and replaced with the ‘tree’ structure that 
Alexander warned us against.

Traffic congestion is most notable in the morning 
and afternoon traffic peaks. The level of congestion at 
peak hours in the most economically active parts of our 
cities is, by large-city reference, neither intolerable nor 
dysfunctional. For large parts of the remainder of the 
day, it runs at levels of substantial under-utilisation (save 
for erratic and occasional highway congestion due to 
vagaries such as accidents which are, in many respects, 
due to the limited access profile of highways in that 
dissipation into a wider network of roads as a bypass 
mechanism is not possible).

On balance, however, it would be arguably true to  
say that the old, open-ended but differentiated city  
grid system with selective high-order limited access 
facilities operates at higher levels of utilisation,  
from a traffic point of view, regardless if one is a 
pedestrian, a public transport commuter or a motorist.  
It has, of course, the same issues of traffic congestion,  
but has the advantage of limiting this congestion 
primarily at the point of activity conflux in the city.  
In the grid system, congestion is typically contained  
to the length of main roads and where these roads  

merge into high-intensity nodes and districts of urban 
activity. The hierarchical system, by contrast, because  
of the severe limits placed on the number of intersections 
in the system, results in several points of conflux, even at 
the local scale where commuters battle to simply get in or 
out of their limited access residential enclaves.

The traffic paradigms inflicted on the city need  
to be challenged, even as a valid traffic model 
Defenders of the ruling traffic engineering stranglehold 
will say that the inadequacies in the system are because 
it hasn’t been fully implemented (i.e. we may have a lot 
of the Class 1 freeway system in place, but we don’t have 
the Class 2 tier system adequately in place to ensure the 
smooth transition from the freeways into the Class 3 
(main roads) and local roads beneath these). The truth 
of the matter is that, on the present (the past 50-year 
approach to the delivery of the Class 2 road system 
and into the foreseeable future) basis of Class 2 road 
implementation, it never will be anything more than a 
fragmented, incomplete system incapable of satisfying 
that role it is intended to play.

That aside, the very notion of the three traffic precepts 
on which all this is posited needs to be challenged. The 
stripping out of intersection numbers and, by extension, 
intersection capacity and the demise, effectively, of an 
open-ended road network, is an inherent limitation of 
the hierarchical approach. The city grid of downtown 
Johannesburg runs routinely at lower levels of gridlock 
throughout the day than Pretoria, which is historically 
a coarser, Voortrekker grid. The streets in Pretoria 
are far narrower because of the very high number of 
intersections that exist in the Pretoria grid. 

Traffic loading tests of a busy old main road through 
an urban corridor comprising a series of inter-
connecting grids (Yeoville on Louis Botha Avenue in 
Johannesburg) versus a residential district delivered 
under a hierarchical approach more recently in the 
Midrand area (Halfway Gardens) shows that far more 
urban change (urban resilience) has been, and still is, 
possible within the older urban grid. The Midrand  
case, shows traffic stress in a lower density hinterland 
than the high-intensity corridor of Louis Botha Avenue 
where residential densities and urban development 
intensity are significantly higher. The Midrand case is, 
ostensibly, far better supported by the Class 1 freeway 
and Classes 2 and 3 hierarchy, while Yeoville’s only 
significant major road injection into its hinterland is a 
first-generation freeway in the form of the M1 and M2 
Highway by indirect connection via Joe Slovo Drive.  › 

GIVEN THAT ROADS ARE SUCH AN EXPENSIVE PART OF THE 
CITY’S INFRASTRUCTURE, WE NEED TO REVIEW THE VICE GRIP 
IN WHICH TRAFFIC ENGINEERING NOW HOLDS CITY PLANNING
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 ›

The grid has been a remarkable resilient urban structure in industrial and post-industrial  
cities and has allowed profound levels of adaptability through centuries characterised by  
rapid and uneven change.

The traffic engineering approach of acsribing strict hierarchical orders to movement routes,  
and limiting the freedom of association characteristic of a grid, has fundamentally compromised  
the city’s levels of urbanity and limits its potential to deliver through its myriad processes

In medieval cities, where circulation followed built form,  
buildings were locked into relationships with one another. 
Expansion was radical and made access to the town  
centre increasingly difficult

Contemporary grid cities, where circulation preceded development, 
are capable of rapid expansion. The flexibility of grid cities is based on 
no one part of the grid being more important than another and growth 
being possible in any direction.

Grids may be aggregated or disaggregated into  
coarser or finer levels of resolution ...

Grids may be 
manipulated 
to allow 
amorphous 
growth ...

... growth 
in selected 
directions ...

... linear ... ... uni-
directional ...

... or contained.

... to vary and adapt urban form and structure 
in order to respond to growth requirements, 
intensity of activity and topography.

Nodus occur at intersections in the 
grid. an undifferentiated grid results in 
a series of nodes of equal size by virtue 
of equal access afforded.

Widths, numbers of intersections, and 
continuity of certain routes increase 
the structuring qualities of the grid and 
facilitate a hierarchy of movement and 
activity nodes to emerge.
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Quite apart from the resilience in the face of change,  
we set about stress testing the traffic systems in the 
respective study areas by loading more and more 
development into the areas. Halfway Gardens failed  
at the first hurdle and was not capable of further  
stressing while Yeoville continued to cope with load  
after load until it eventually failed after doubling its 
present intensity.

Surely, given that roads are such an expensive part of 
the city’s infrastructure, we need to review the vice grip 
in which traffic engineering now holds city planning.

FAILURE TO ACKNOWLEDGE INCREMENTALISM
One of the sad outworkings of the premise that  
‘planners need to be right’ is that it has de-legitimised 
a centuries-long approach to the provision of city 
infrastructure on the basis of incrementalism. Somehow, 
the fact that we put in initial services, which may  
later have to be upgraded, added to and sometimes  
even replaced, is regarded as failure. We do projections 
and anticipate a future, in a context of very little 
certainty on virtually all fronts, and size our future 
infrastructure on these projections. Apart from the 
massive loading to upfront cost, as well as the socially 
fallow and dangerous land that results from, for  
example, school sites lying as derelict dust bowls and 
dump sites, we are allowing a technocratic approach  
to direct scarce resource away from the things that  
need to be provided. In the process, we forget that  
this incrementalism has been the way city services  
and infrastructure have been delivered throughout  
city history. 

In city building terms, there is no such thing as  
‘being right’; it is probably truer to say that ‘planning 
needs to avoid ‘gross error’ with ‘gross error’ being the 
failure to plan open-endedly so as to leave as many  
future options open as possible.

FAILURE TO UNDERSTAND HOUSING  
AS A PROCESS OF URBANISM
It was noted in Part 1 of this series that the move  
away from public transport to an extended road  
network favouring private mobility, together with the 
delivery of low-income public housing on the perimeter 
of our cities and beyond, have been two of the major 
contributors of urban sprawl in the Gauteng City  
Region (GCR). This is largely true for all South  
African cities and was most noticeable in the period  
of grand apartheid.

In failing to see housing as an inherent component 
of the city and, fundamentally, an urban process, 
we unfortunately note how a technocratic approach 
to housing development as a ‘product’ continues to 
drive sprawl and continues to spawn marginalised 
communities on the edge of urban systems. Several 
characteristics of housing delivery as still practised 
show all the hallmarks of isolated, urbanistically-
illiterate technocratic thinking. The line of least 

resistance inevitably becomes assembling large tracts of 
relatively inexpensive raw land beyond the urban fringe.  
The sheer costs of social services, bulk infrastructure  
and its reticulation (as opposed to consolidating  
around and sweating the investment in existing 
infrastructure and social facilities), exacerbating the 
difficulties of providing coherent public transport into  
an already sprawled urban structure, the lack of access  
to economic prospect, the social and economic burden  
of long-distance commuting by inadequate means  
all become secondary to the expediency of ‘delivery’. 

It never was going to be easy to undertake housing 
delivery as an integral, infill, consolidating element 
driven around considerations of urbanism. Nevertheless, 
taking it away from expedient technocracies and seeing  
it as an inherently social, economic, educational,  
cultural and transportation driven activity has to 
become a national priority.  

IN OPTIMISING NOTHING, WE OPTIMISE EVERYTHING …
What this all boils down to is possibly one of the most 
profound mantras of urbanism to have come out of 
the [Prof.] Roelof Uytenbogaardt/[Prof.] Dave Dewar 
collective: In optimising nothing, we optimise everything. 
That is, if we seek to optimise any one aspect or dimension 
of a city, we inevitably compromise the other components of 
that city. Optimising traffic movement in isolation may give 
us a better traffic system, but it will come at the expense 
of social, economic and political inclusion, a further 
depleted public integrated transport system and the city’s 
continued unsustainable sprawl. If we wish to optimise 
architecture and built form simply as objects in space, we 
create desolate, meaningless space between buildings and 
fail to achieve a coherent, productive public environment 
that is safe primarily because it is used intensively and 
watched over by processes of natural surveillance. In 
essence, to the extent that we raise one isolated aspect for 
optimisation relative to others, we perforce compromise 
urbanism and all the sustainable social, economic, cultural, 
political and ecological processes that flow from this.  ■

In failing to see housing as an inherent component of 
the city and, fundamentally, an urban process, we 
unfortunately note how a technocratic approach 
to housing development as a ‘product’ continues to 
drive sprawl and continues to spawn marginalised 
communities on the edge of urban systems

IF WE SEEK TO OPTIMISE ANY ONE ASPECT OR  
DIMENSION OF A CITY, WE INEVITABLY COMPROMISE  
THE OTHER COMPONENTS OF THAT CITY 
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COMPLEX 
SIMPLEX

W 
ith a series of split levels arranged around  
a central light-filled atrium, the clever use  
of space on this 90m² plot gives the  
impression that this small house is much larger 

than it actually is. This is complemented by the sensible 
use of materials, and detailing that allows these materials 
to form a neutral backdrop to the internal spaces and 
to provide a sculptural, coherent street façade. In an 
urban setting where security is generally a concern, the 
ubiquitous retrofitted burglar bar usually detracts from 
the overall appearance of a building, but in this case, 
carefully detailed timber slats were integrated with the 
fenestration to fulfil this function in a considered way.

1 A view of the top floor balcony and slatted 
timber trellis as seen from Waterkant Street.  
2 A typical sill detail indicating the  
relative position of the slatted timber trellis. 
3 A plan of the balcony showing the built-in 
planter, timber openings and the slatted 
timber trellis. 4 A close-up of the balustrade, 
countertop and staircase around the central 
atrium. 5 The staircase balustrade, skirting 
and floor finish detail. 6 A partial section 
through the central atrium and staircase.

The small and simple-looking 
house at 146 Waterkant Street, 
Cape Town is surprisingly 
complex in its detailing.

By: Mike Louw. Photography: Ben Johnson
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+- 60mm x 32mm 
subframe measured 
and built in on site

140mm x 44mm 
meranti frame to 
line up with plastered 
face as shown

+- 17mm shadowgap
DPC

One coat plaster and 
painted

Galvanised steel cavity 
closer with drip to all 
window openingsSliced brick 

as shown

Timber trellis 
screen as shown

Aligned

+- 155
Aligned with window frame

Timber 
ventilator
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Balustrade design and supply by manufacturer. 
Proposed 40x40 mild steel subframe at +-1000mm 
centres fixed into slab edge. 16mm oak veneered MDF 
cladding on sides, solid oak on top and bottom to be 
fixed into subframe with countersunk screws and 
plugged to hide.

All shop drawings to be approved by architect 
prior to any manufacture.

16mm shadowgap
32mm white caesarstone 
countertop to later spec

Solid American white oak 
topping to all handrails and 
balustrades.

16mm shadowgap
Plastered and painted 
concrete soffit

Atrium balustrade and joinery: All 
visible joinery to be veneered MDF 
unless otherwise specified, veneered on 
all visible sides with American white 
oak, solid edging to match. Sealed  
with rubio monocoat to later spec.  
All dimensions to be verified on site.

50x50x3 steel 
angle to finish 
floor edge

Cantilevering 
counter. Steel 
subframe to 
manufacturer 
(40x40 proposed). 
Clad with 16mm 
veneered MDF
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A large number of CAD drawings were produced  
for this small building, but for a small practice that  
does not have the resources to document every  
junction, or to digitally model an entire building  
prior to construction, the speed and effectiveness of  
the hand-drawn detail still remains a key tool to  
provide greater clarity (both to the designer and the 
contractor). In the same way that this deceptively  
simple-looking house conceals its many intricacies  
at first glance, the complexity of the detailing that  
is initially not entirely evident in the CAD drawings  
is only revealed once things are drawn by hand at a  
larger scale.  ■

4

Dowel to be sanded flush to  
conceal bolt fixing, all to  
manufacturer’s spec

32x72 solid oak balustrade  
capping. Possible aris edge to  
corners. TBC on site

Veneered MDF (both sides)  
cladding to balustrade  
(American white oak)
Slot in cladding to allow  
boards to ‘slot’ onto steel  
subframe around fixing bolts
Fixing bolt chemically anchored  
into edge of concrete slab/staircase  
waist to manufacturers spec

32mm deep spacer @ fixings  
to allow for 16mm shadowgap  
as shown
40x40 galvanised steel framework  
to balustrade subframe to be fully  
installed before cladding

Solid American white oak  
dowels to fill holes, sanded  
flush with veneer face

50x50x4mm 
galvanised angle 
fixed to floor  
lining up with  
plaster as shown

Aligned with skimmed ceiling

32x72 solid American 
white oak glued to MDF to 
manufacturer’s spec

16mm 
shadowgap

Skimmed 
concrete soffit

15mm plaster

Concrete 
slab

Concrete 
floor
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THINKING OUT LOUD…  
 PHAKATHI KWEMIPHETH 
 (BETWEEN THE EDGES)

I 
nspired by a visual street 
documentation currently in 
progress1, this piece displays an 
urban condition I’m struggling to 

describe in its promising and inherent 
complexity. In search of a starting 
point, I conduct a short exercise to 
explore urban concepts through my 
mother tongue and culture. I ask 
Google to translate from English 
to isiZulu, then copy the isiZulu 
translation and translate it back to 
English. Because isiZulu often describes 
the meaning of an English word, rather 
than having a single corresponding 
match, the reverse translation is not 
necessarily the same as the original 
search, but often triggers the  
beginnings of multi-layered readings.

In cross-section, the edge appears to be the end of 
the street. The belief is that the transition zone, between 
building and street – usually including a sidewalk – cannot 
only be viewed as “a small-scale core of urbanity,” as 
Miloš Bobić puts it, but is actually the key to understand 
and design cities. Indeed, it is an end of the highest status. 

Traditionally, a map – that facilitates a discourse around 
the city, concerning the street as a major element in relation 
to other elements – is required to locate the section. 
Something akin to a 21st century version of a Nolli map.

What would a Nolli Map of Johannesburg look like? 
A map influenced by the original from 1748. Would it 
be a figure-ground representation, in black and white, 
highlighting open space, main streets, squares and 
courtyards, including open, publicly accessible civic 
structures, drawn as poché excavated from the hatched 
build mass, at the time mostly residential?  
The city’s archaeology would be included, maybe cadastral 
lines, and underground, the mine’s horizontal and vertical 
tunnels. Whereas many distinguish in the reading of 
Nolli’s plan between private and publicly accessible 
space, Pier Vittorio Aureli describes it as “the distinction 

1 Street edge with washing line, Alexandra, City of Johannesburg, 2018.

By: Solam Mkhabela, School of Architecture and Planning, University of the Witwatersrand 
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1Visual recordings for PhD research ‘Urban Scripting: Intersections of Urban 
Design and Film’, Solam Mkhabela, 2017–18, Wits University.
2Aureli, Pier Vittorio. 2011. The Possibility of an Absolute Architecture, p109.  
MIT Press, Cambridge.
3https://geographyfieldwork.com/urban_geography_glossary.htm

between the figure of architecture and the ground  
of the city”2. This reading offers an interesting 
interpretation of a map concerning urban management: 
The black parts as adaptable to change and reform and 
the white poché parts as more constant and fixed. 

The production of accurate urban maps requires 
accurate urban surveys. Aureli names political stability 
as one of the main prerequisites for accurate cartography, 
and Rome’s vivid history as the main reason for the 
limited number of maps before Nolli.  This might  
explain why every urban project in Johannesburg begins 
with the making of base maps, which end up covering 
only a fraction of the reality at stake – or end up being 
the project itself.  

This is where I turn to the edge for direction in section 
and elevation. In lieu of a full reproduction of site, I 
imagine the deconstruction of the edge at eye height, and 
observe the encounter of public and private, on the side of 
the road, as a battlefield of claims, cultures and lifestyles, 
with precise demarcations, and particular processes. 
Figure 1 was taken in Alexandra and has pre-occupied 
me for several reasons. It seems like a super-compressed 
version of an inverted conventional urban threshold 
sequence. It publicly displays laundry lines – and the 
façade is without further interaction of inside out. There 
is not a single window or door facing the street. The image 
doesn’t fit into any of the categories I know; yet, it seems 
to be the most plausible solution to someone’s reality. 

Let me shift focus to the key issue: The ability of the 
edge to change into ‘a zone of transition, to absorb 
change,’ irrespective of setting. I rethink, in urban terms, 
this phenomenon defined as a ‘twilight zone,’ although 
it is usually applied to an inner-city area undergoing 
transformation3. To consider the space between building 
and street as ‘twilight’ renders each sidewalk, street 
edge and adjoining building into a possible opportunity 
for urban life and expression. This might signify the 
beginning of a new order enabling architectural figures 
to break new urban ground, or vice versa? 

The edge is a beginning of the highest status –  
Umngcele uyisiqalo sesimo esiphakeme kakhulu.  ■

from edge to edge
kusuka enqenqemeni  
kuya ekugcineni
from the edge to the end

from the edge
kusukela emaphethelweni
from the end

edge condition
isimo esiphezulu
highest status

Provisional end reading: 
The edge is an end of  
the highest status

1
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