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editor’s note

THE BIOGRAPHY
OF TIME
Paul Kotze,
Editor

T

he recent movie BIG Time on the life and career
of the relatively young Danish architect, Bjarke
Ingles, is a good reminder of how the architect or
architectural practice’s individual biography is
constantly scripted and re-scripted. This movie follows
the trend set by, for example, the film made by Tomas
Koolhaas about his father, Rem Koolhaas or the one made
by Nathaniel Khan about his father, Louis Kahn, called
My Architect. Other similar documentaries in this genre
would be the movies on Frank Gehry and Antonio Gaudi,
and others. Examples of popular but fictional movies
where the architect is mostly portrayed as ‘the hero’ would
be the well-known The Fountainhead (based on Ayn
Rand’s book) or the lesser known,
but more intriguing movie The
Belly of an Architect. When we
remind ourselves of all of this,
we also need to note the myriad
of interviews and discussions
on and with architects that are
available on the internet.
Depictions of this kind, as
well as published biographical
studies, mostly narrate the
personal history and public
legacy of the architect. They are
also closely akin to the obituary
– but an obituary in visual and
analytical form. Thus, the public
sharing of the architect’s work
in this manner can either be
done while they are still alive
like Gehry and Ingles, among others, or obviously, when
they have passed away, like Kahn, Gaudi, etc. However,
while these depictions are made when they are still alive,
it can be viewed as mere (self) promotion or propaganda.
The portrayals of the work of architects after their death
is usually much more subdued, contemplative and
analytical. In this instance, the story gets told much more
in a second- or third-hand manner by means of memories
and anecdotes. These portrayals are also so much richer

THE PORTRAYALS OF THE WORK
OF ARCHITECTS AFTER THEIR
DEATH IS USUALLY MUCH MORE
SUBDUED, CONTEMPLATIVE
AND ANALYTICAL … THESE
PORTRAYALS ARE ALSO SO
MUCH RICHER AND EVEN
CONTRADICTORY, AS WHEN THE
ARCHITECT IS THERE TO TELL
HIS/HER OWN STORY

2
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and even contradictory, as when the architect is there to
tell his/her own story in a (sometimes) self-important and
even defensive manner.
It is then only in these ‘obituaries’ (of sorts) where
the real knowledge base and talents of the architect,
and the circumstances under which the buildings have
been achieved, comes to the fore to create a deeper
understanding of their work. It is also always remarkable
how their personal histories inform their work. So often it
is a story of initial struggle and rejection with a muchbelated acceptance and recognition. This ‘story’ repeats
itself so many times that it creates some mistrust in the
career that does not display those traits. Sometimes even,
like in the life of Sir Christopher Wren, their careers
started in a totally different field of knowledge. Wren, for
example, started off as a respected professor of astronomy
at Oxford University. He only later developed his interest
in architecture to achieve his crowning glory –St Paul’s
Cathedral in London. During the time he was alive, the
definition of the fields of knowledge was much more
fluid, while the architectural profession, as we know it
now, did not really exist. Currently, in the way that we
define the architectural profession now, many different
fields of expertise are required. So much so, that far more
specialisation is required that often gets spread over many
individuals leading to a fractured view of what we need to
achieve as a profession. Wren’s transition from astronomer
to architect, where his knowledge of mathematics, physics
and geometry was so deep-seated and well-understood,
somehow shows us that we have now only, for example,
become ‘consumers’ of this knowledge via computer
programmes without the required in-depth knowledge
thereof. This is evident in so many virtuoso forms,
without deep-seated meaning and relevance, that pass as
‘breakthroughs’ and advancement in architecture.
It is thus, for all of us to be constantly aware that we
write our obituaries, like everybody else, on a daily basis.
Someday then, it will all come up for public scrutiny,
analysis and re-evaluation as it happened for Wren (and
so many others) when he was really ‘discovered’ and fully
appreciated nearly 200 years after his passing. ■
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IN MEMORY OF A
DEDICATED MENTOR

OBITUARY

By: Maryke Cronje, SAIA President

I

t is with great sadness that we learned of the passing of
Bryan Prisgrove. Although Bryan was best known for
his dedication and commitment to better professional
practice in architecture, this passion was matched
equally by the delight he displayed when encountering
‘good’ architecture.
Bryan, who was born and educated in London,
immigrated to South Africa in 1967. After working in
the Stauch Vorster Partnership until his retirement from
that practice in 1991, Bryan practised as an arbitrator
and mediator until he concluded his last arbitration in
November 2017.
He joined SAIA in 1969, and because of his keen
interest in contractual matters served on many specialist
committees from 1973. As a member and later chair of
the Practice Committee of the Institute, he initiated the
mid-career training courses, represented the institute on
the Joint Contracts Committee and since its establishment
in 1985, served on the JBCC and its technical committee –
serving as chair of both during the 90s.
Due to his dedication, several standard agreements,
amongst these the now familiar Client-Architect
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Agreement, were developed and published for use by
members of the profession. The standard documents
that form part of the Institute’s practice manual have
continuously been revised and updated, and his valuable
contributions have structured many of these.
Bryan, although primarily dedicating his efforts
towards professional development, also served as president
of the Transvaal Provincial Institute 1992–1993 and was
the inaugural president of SAIA from August 1996 to
August 1998. He served on the South African Council for
Architects from 1990 to 1998. In 2000, Bryan was awarded
the Institute’s Gold Medal of Distinction.
There are few architects in practice today, who have
not benefited from his tremendous intellect and the
effort he put into improving the overall standards of
professionalism in this country. We shall remember
Rodney Bryan Prisgrove with admiration and gratitude
for the mentoring role he played in our lives, whether
through personal interaction or through the body of work
he left us.
Our heartfelt condolences go to Grace, the bereaved
family, and to his friends and colleagues. ■

Rodney Bryan
Prisgrove
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OBituary

FAREWELL TO A CRUSADER FOR
ARCHITECTURAL INTEGRITY
By: Martin Kruger architect, urban designer, Cape Town, first past chairperson of
UDISA, colleague, friend

A WIDE RANGE OF ARCHITECTURAL INTERESTS

His wide interests included research papers,
publications and conference presentations, locally
and internationally. He was an advocate for the
protection of the cultural landscape and of small towns
and missionary stations in southern Africa. After
retirement, Fabio travelled extensively through Asia,
the Middle East and Africa to discover and experience
meaningful places, and on his return shared his
experiences with friends and colleagues. His research
on all matters urban and rural for the protection
of heritage was extensive, see: http://uct.academia.
edu/FabioTodeschini. Fabio was also involved in the
assessment of competitions and tenders (also as a
team member of the Cape Town Stadium development

6
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for the 2010 World Cup), later for ILAUD and led an
academic research programme on China-South Africa
on sustainable low carbon settlements.

LEADER, GUIDE AND CRITIC

As a founding member of the Urban Design Institute
of South Africa (UDISA), and as patron and honorary
member, Fabio was a leader, guide and critic. He
promoted the profession of urban design and acted and
commented on behalf of UDISA on developments.
He furthered the awareness and education of urban
design through presentation of CPD courses in
other parts of southern Africa, namely Gauteng
and Windhoek, Namibia.
As an esteemed and loyal member of the UBDCCommittee of the University, he helped shape
developments on the campus over the years, including
the award-winning chemical engineering building and
the Graça Machel residence.
As a committed member of the Cape Institute of
Architects’ Heritage Committee, of the BELComand IACom-Committees of Heritage Western Cape
and SAHRA, Fabio was resolute in his convictions
on developments and heritage. He was often involved
in appeals for ratepayers and private clients on
inappropriate developments, and was uncompromising
in his convictions on debatable matters.
As professional consultant to heritage authorities,
cities and towns in the Western Cape, Fabio made a
huge contribution. The recent study for Stellenbosch
A Heritage Inventory of the Tangible Heritage Resources
in the Stellenbosch Municipality will in future be
regarded as a seminal research report.
Fabio Todeschini will be missed by his friends,
colleagues and his community, and by those for whom
he fought. Fabio fought for what was right, things that
many of us were too afraid to comment on. ■

images: supplied

I

t is with shock and sadness that we have learned
about the sudden passing of our colleague, mentor
and friend, Fabio Todeschini, Emeritus Professor,
urban designer, architect and heritage authority.
Fabio will leave an enormous space. He lived his
life to the full and was uncompromising with in his
convictions on appropriate urban development. He was
the ethical barometer for heritage and urban design in
Cape Town. He recently took on the City of Cape Town
and the mayor to prevent the development of a huge
building bordering the historical Bo-Kaap, and was
revered by the Bo-Kaap community, where he lived.
As lecturer, professor and past director of the School
of Architecture and Planning at the University of
Cape Town (UCT), moderator of the Masters in City
Planning and Urban Design (MCPUD) programme at
UCT, he inspired, supported and shaped many students
and current professionals with his extensive knowledge
of urban history, theory and urban design. For years, he
presented the inspiring Aspects of City Design (ACD)
course, also later as part of the Continued Educational
Programme at UCT. Fabio had an insatiable curiosity
for understanding city structure, good design and
meaningful places. With his colleagues and co-teachers
Roelof Uytenbogaardt, Dave Dewar, Barrie Gasson,
Paul Andrews, Vanessa Watson, Brian Wilkinson
and others, Fabio shaped ‘The Cape School of Urban
Design and City Planning’ that achieved international
recognition. Ironically, Paul Andrews died the same
day as Fabio, merely an hour apart.

Fabio Todeschini
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2018 COROBRIK
ARCHITECTURAL STUDENT
OF THE YEAR

1

The 31st Corobrik Architectural Student of the Year prize – worth R50 000.00 – was
awarded to Renée Minnaar of the University of Pretoria in April of this year.

T

he adjudiactors of this prestigious competition were
Maryke Cronje, President of SAIA and a partner of
Project Worx in Pretoria; Lyanda Mphalwa, Vicepresident of SAIA and a partner of Design Space
Architects in Cape Town; and Tanziem Razak, partner at
LemonPebble Architects in Johannesburg.
At the prizegiving ceremony, Dirk Meyer, CEO of
Corobrik, mentioned that, in his opinion, millennials
are not only the most tech-savvy generation, but have
new perspectives on complex issues, new approaches to
solving age-old dilemmas and innovative solutions to
problems that have stymied previous generations. Today’s
young professionals were not only looking to rapid and
meaningful solutions backed by superior technology
and connectivity, but were also demanding a degree of
authenticity that was often missing in the past.

8
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RESTORATION AND REMEDIATION

Minnaar’s thesis topic was ‘Remediator – Restoring the
dichotomous relationship between industry and nature
through an urban eco-textile mill and dye house’. Below is
her synposis of the project.
Industrialisation brought about dramatic changes
in many major cities around the world, including
Johannesburg. However, rapid technological advancements
have resulted in the abandonment of many industrial sites,
often within the confines of expanding cities as is the case
with the old Johannesburg Gasworks.
The repercussions of the hazardous industrial processes of
the past are still present on the site in the form of pollution.
This, together with South Africa’s lack of protection of our
industrial heritage, has awoken the fear that these postindustrial artefacts might be in danger of becoming extinct
if their value is not recognised.
This dissertation aims to investigate the potential of
redundant industrial sites like the old Johannesburg
Gasworks to mitigate the environmental and social issues
resulting from the past in an attempt to reintegrate the
site back into the surrounding urban fabric. Through the
understanding and application of environmental and
heritage theories, this dissertation hopes to find a means
of using architecture as a tool to mediate the dichotomous
relationship between industry and nature, resulting from
an exploitative world view, and inspire a new archetype
for industrial architecture that is able to inspire mutuallybeneficial relationships between industry and nature, whilst
creating a didactic and dialectical relationship between the
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4

5

6

existing industrial heritage of the past and the envisioned
contemporary architecture of the future.
Prof. Arthur Barker, the M. Arch. (Professional)
coordinator at the Department of Architecture of the
University of Pretoria, noted that over the years, the
department had focused on and developed a specific
focus on environmental potential, heritage and cultural
landscapes and human setttlements and urbanism. It is
with this frame of reference that Renée Minnaar chose to
focus on adaptive re-use principles in the historic gasworks
in Johannesburg. She has succesfully synthesised often
conflicting architectural approaches to industrial heritage
through her revisions of the principles of philological
restoration and regenerative architectureral theory.
Barker concluded that, after many years of the
competition being run, the projects rewarded by Corobrik
are still revered by current students, setting benchmarks
for the future. The judging criteria and status of the judges
further enhances the prestige and pushes students to
consistently improve their design processes, intellectual
rigour and presentation. The thematic foci created by
Corobrik are extremely important for guiding and
assessing the relevance of architectural practice in
South Africa. ■

1 Winner Renee Minnaar. 2 Sectional perspective through dye house. 3 View towards site
entrance. 4 View towards teahouse. 5 View towards fibre sorting facilities. 6 View towards
heritage building (retort house 2).
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SOUTH AFRICAN
ARCHITECTS AT THE
2018 VENICE BIENNALE
This year’s Venice Biennale saw no less than three South African architects attend
and exhibit their work at this prestigious event.

S

outh African architects, Charl de Villiers
(Pretoria), Nadia Tromp (Johannesburg) and
Peter Rich (Johannesburg), have had some
of their projects exhibited at the 2018
Venice Biennale.
Peter Rich was invited by the official curators of
the main exhibition in the Arsenale. The curators this
year were Irish architects, Yvonne Farrell and Shelley
McNamara and their theme was ‘Free Space’. Farrell
and McNamara invited 71 architects of which Rich was
the only African architect.
Nadia Tromp and Charl de Villiers
were also there, but under the auspices
of the GAA Foundation. The title or
theme of this foundation’s exhibition
was ‘Time Space Existence’. Tromp
and de Villiers’ contributions were
shown in the Palazzo Mora and
Palazzo Bembo respectively.
The GAA Foundation is a Dutch
non-profit organisation. It states that
it aims to heighten awareness about
the more philosophical themes of
contemporary art, architecture and
in culture in general1. This foundation’s exhibition
comprised many exhibitors, included in their long
list of invitees were several well-known and respected
architects as well as many schools of architecture
across the globe.
The Venice Biennale has a long history – having
been established in 1895 when it started as an art
exhibition. During the 1930s, music, theatre and
cinema were added. Architecture was incorporated in
1980 and dance was included in 19992. The well-known

SOUTH AFRICAN
ARCHITECTURE IS
ALSO RECEIVING MORE
ANALYTICAL AND
INTERPRETATIVE INTEREST
FROM THE INTERNATIONAL
ACADEMIC COMMUNITY

1
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NOTES AND NEWS

2

Italian architect Paolo Portoghesi was the first director
of the architectural exhibition that was set up in the
Corderie dell’Arsenale. The architectural exhibition
immediately caught the attention of the international
architectural press.
Any representation of South Africa was obviously
excluded until 1994. After this date, some South
African artists and architects have been invited to
exhibit, and some of these exhibitions have been
reported on in this journal previously.
The South African government’s Department of
Arts and Culture has apparently signed an extended
lease of some space at the Venice Biennale venues. This
department has, in the past, called for tenders to be
submitted to prepare these exhibitions, but no tenders
were awarded for the 2018 SA Architectural Exhibition
at the Venice Biennale. The three architects who were
represented this year were there purely by virtue of
private sponsorship and personal expense.
Rich called his exhibition in the main venue ‘Temple
of Light’. It consisted of 18 panels on which his exquisite
drawings were printed in an enlarged format.
Tromp showcased her well-respected work in the
design of community healthcare clinics as well as an
outdoor installation that she called ‘Refuge’.
De Villiers exhibited panels with drawings of a house
now under construction in Muckleneuk, Pretoria.
Peter Rich has received ample recognition for his
formidable contribution over many years, both
inside and outside of the country. So much so, that it
would seem that he now mostly operates outside of
South Africa.
Nadia Tromp has also previously received
recognition in and outside of the country.
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The physical and social landscapes for South African
architects have changed dramatically since 1994. Not
only do they increasingly receive commissions outside
the country, they are also receiving exposure and
respect in foreign lands. South African architecture
is also receiving more analytical and interpretative
interest from the international academic community.
The internet has also made it much easier for architects
to bring their work to the attention of the big world.
However, because of this ‘flood’, it is also now so much
more difficult to find real lasting quality in what has
been offered.
The Venice Biennale has a long history and it has
transformed itself many times before reaching the
format that we now know. Over the years, it has told
and re-told many stories about cultural production.
Its genius is that it is never static. The story about
architectural production is not different – and it is
true in South Africa as well. There is no singular
interpretation of what architects achieve – there is
in fact many. It might also be that, if we are more
inclusive, generous and vigorous in the way that
we portray and analyse South African architecture,
we might be more prepared to participate in a
more representative way in events like the
Venice Biennale. ■
www.gaafoundtion.org
www.labiennale.org

1
2

1 Charl de Villiers’ Mountain Home at the Time Space Existence
exhibition. 2 Nadia Tromp’s outdoor installation ‘Refuge’. 3 Temple of
Light’s 18 enlarged ink drawings by Peter Rich.
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TIME FOR
OTHER MODELS
FOR TEACHING
ARCHITECTURE?
There is a pressing need to explore alternative models
for architectural education.
By: Professor Rodney Harber

T

he book As by Fire: The end of the South African
University1 by Dr. Jonathan Jansen, the renowned
South African educationalist, is essential, albeit very
uncomfortable, reading for all those concerned with
tertiary education.
He contends that universities are targets of retaliatory
violence due to the shortcomings of our society at large
– especially the dismal school education performance.
He writes: “[t]he great irony of this misguided violence is
that the blame for the enduring and systematic effects of
apartheid has been laid at the doors of the very institutions
that could have been harnessed to remove them.”
The current policy fiasco arising from #Fees Must Fall
has brought this all to a head.
Meticulously researched, Jansen plots a steady
deterioration to postulate that there is no future
for universities as we know them due to ongoing

14
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underfunding, prolonged protest actions, state
interference, and incessant violence including arson.
However justified, all this is leading to the inevitable
demise of our universities – some quicker than others.
But what about our schools of architecture? These
are generally more resilient because they are situated in
established and better-funded institutions, are already
enclosed for security, and inhabited by groups of students
with a common professional goal.

THE CRACKS BEGIN TO SHOW

However, the cracks are becoming more visible;
inexperienced lecturers are being called upon to deliver
subjects outside their fields of interest, invaluable parttime support from the profession is being reduced,
windows are dirty for longer as maintenance cycles are
being skipped, resentment is building up because certain
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groups receive preferential treatment, less fresh blood is
being attracted from outside our borders, equipment is
out of date or waiting to be fixed, and subjects are being
dropped or watered down with many rolled into one.
In one school, the staff currently need to bring their
own teabags!
These trends are even more evident in schools in
Africa at large. During two decades of visiting schools
throughout Africa on behalf of the AUA, CAA and
UNESCO/UIA, this systematic decline has been stark,
with few exceptions. The standards in some countries
are not answerable to an outside professional body.
I have waded through weeded courtyards full of discarded
equipment, taught in schools with studios formed of
PVC covered poles leaning against the main structure,
used libraries with books spread over barely two metres
of shelving and visited schools with only a single
internet connection.
Various groups of teachers believe they are being
thwarted due to race, religion, tribe or gender. The writing
is on the wall. The eight schools in South Africa that offer
a five-year, full-time course in architecture that leads to
professional registration all teach remarkably similar
courses and charge about the same for academic fees.

ALTERNATIVE MODELS

It should be evident that to save our standards and achieve
transformation, we need to explore other models.
It is, for example, remarkable that there are no private
schools of architecture already in South Africa. In some
countries, such as Angola where there are 22 schools, the
majority are private. Varsity College or Vega may soon
see this potential or even overseas programmes, such
as Monash, could move in; as they have already done in
many Asian countries.
This can be seen in the juxtaposition of university
programmes and former technical colleges that offer
different, but equally, valuable training for architects.
Germany, for example, has always operated on a dual
education system that recognises that building different
strengths increases the overall sustainability of the system.
Twinning with other programmes is another possibility.
For example, the tiny island of Reunion now has a school
where students spend their foundation years prior to
finishing off in France.
SAIA’s own initiative, the web-based platform Open
Architecture (OA), is an obvious possibility to extend
access. The advantages of this model are that students are
currently spread out all over South Africa and even in
our neighbouring SADC countries. They only congregate
in person three times a year for block release study
programmes and portfolio reviews.
Because OA is an extension of an existing programme,
there is no additional CAPEX. Students study part-time
while working in the office of a registered professional;
enabling them to earn a living and also to receive handson experience while studying.
Lectures are presented during the block release
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CONSIDERING ALTERNATIVE MODELS INTRODUCES AN
OPPORTUNITY TO EXAMINE THE BENEFITS OF DIFFERENT
SYSTEMS IN INTERACTION WITH ONE ANOTHER

programmes, recorded lectures are available online
and extensive use is made of web-based resources. The
programme is interactive using webinar technology
for online crits and project briefing sessions which are
recorded and available online after each session. Students
hold discussions amongst each other using online
technology and social media platforms.
Currently, this programme is only to BTech Level
through CPUT, which is that institution’s maximum
level. Despite a waiting list of over 60 applicants for
post-graduate studies, no other school with an accredited
Masters programme currently has the guts to take on this
enormous opportunity due to prevailing national and
institutional financial constraints.
The success of the OA/CPUT collaboration is that
CPUT will be taking over the part-time programme from
2020 and will be offering both a full-time and part-time
BTech/Advanced Diploma qualification based on the OA/
CPUT blended programme experience.
Imagine how convenient this could be to our colleagues
in isolated development centres such as Polokwane,
Richard’s Bay and Umtata. Apart from retaining and
training staff, they should also earn CPD points.
The major issues of funding and levels of affordability
are evident across our continent. Some other African
countries offer insights into alternative systems.
The University of Cairo, which incidentally has offered
courses in ‘Architectural Engineering’ since 1812, offers a
basic qualification costing $12 per annum (international
students pay $3 500 USD). However, one can also attend
an enhanced course with more choices for $1 700 for
a year.
At the other extreme, the American University of Cairo
has fees of $36 000 per annum. Here, for example, the
workshops have a double volume space to accommodate
an earthquake simulator and their library houses the
complete works of Hassan Fathy. Like buying paint, you
pay for what you get.
It should now be apparent that all our schools of
architecture are too similar in every respect and that
as long as a baseline of accreditation is retained there is
great potential to offer various levels of course emphasis,
financial models and ownership.
It is also evident that our students are justified in their
agitation. Now is the time for us architects to exercise our
unique skills by actively seeking and supporting other
models for educating our successors. ■
1

Tafelberg Publishers, 2017.
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book review

APPRECIATING THE
RURAL CHURCH
A look at platteland churches in the South African cultural landscape.
By: Roger C Fisher, Professor Emeritus, Department of Architecture, University of Pretoria

J

an Sanders’ book Calvinist Church Architecture
– South Africa – From Baroque to Byzantine
is intended for readers wanting to appreciate
the tradition and current day relevance of the
architecture of South Africa’s Calvinist churches.
“What happens in these places?” This was a
dismayed exclamation, directed at no one in
particular, from a young Chinese tourist I was
speaking to in a cathedral when touring Italy with a
group of students way back in 1989. I was somewhat
astonished by the question from the young lady who
had come on a day’s excursion to Italy after attending
a congress in an Eastern Bloc country. In that
time, the University of Pretoria was monolithically
monocultural, hence in teaching there it was assumed
that all shared the same faith and that church
architecture needed little explanation. However, when
it came to the earlier churches, invariably Catholic,
then there was a need for expounding on iconography
and religious practice.
In today’s world of panculturalism most things need
explanation, for contemporary society, particularly
that of South Africa, is heterogeneous, and the youth
– bless them, as Bronowski said way back in 1979 – are
as intellectually unblemished as swans.
So, this A4 format book is a primer for those
wishing to appreciate South African Calvinist
churches, both in terms of their tradition and for what
they are today. Like many such published ventures, it
is the result of a private and entrepreneurial passion
of someone come to architectural history through
intrigue and personal exploration rather than
education and training.
Dutch-born Jan (AJGM) Sanders came to South
Africa in 1963 in the services of the Bank of the
Netherlands (now Nedbank). In 1968, he joined the
Faculty of Law, University of South Africa, Pretoria,
where he spent an academic career until his retirement

1 Sanders, Ton. 2017. Calvinist Church Architecture – South Africa – From Baroque to
Byzantine. Chrissiesmeer: McCloud’s. ISBN 9780620772723.
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to Chrissiesmeer on the Mpumalanga Highveld
in 2002.
As inspiration for the book, he thanks his father
who introduced him to the Gothic cathedral of his
hometown – ‘s-Hertogenbosch. Then he mentions
Jan Hoevers, also a Dutchman, although predikant,
compiler of Van kerke en dorpe: historiese vertellinge
oor die oudste kerke and dorpe in Suid-Afrika in 2005.
Two authors, Phillipe Menache and Darryl David,
are thanked for their assistance with additional
information. They too, as amateur enthusiasts, have
added to the architectural historiography with three
publications, namely 101 Country Churches of South
Africa (2010) A Platteland pilgrimage: 102 Country
Churches of South Africa (2012) and Church tourism
in South Africa: a travel odyssey (2015). The latter
authors are not driven by religious fervour, but by an
innate appreciation for the way in which the rural
church building anchors the characteristic cultural
landscape of the platteland. In my referencing these
aforegoing publications, it is fitting that similar
21st century enterprises be noted, namely Henk
Oosthuysen’s 101 Churches: a tribute to the rich
history of churches in South Africa (2010) and then
two monographs dedicated to church architects:
Desmond Martin’s The Bishop’s churches: the churches
of Anglican Bishop Robert Gray (2005) and Ode Krige’s
Carl Otto Hager – argitek tot eer van God 1813-1898,
With changing demographics and patterns of
belief systems, these buildings are often neglected or
redundant, hence their continued use or existence is
now under threat.
One may rightly ask “Why, in an age of digital
information-sharing and in a world that is ever more
secularised and urban, any of this should matter?” But
in posing the question, it begs the answer – especially
because we live in a fleeting world of transience and
rapid change, these jewel-like remnants of the past
provide points of reference to which we might anchor
memory and from which we might extract meaning.
And, need one add, for the sheer pleasure of seeing
and knowing. ■

image: supplied
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THE CATHEDRAL OF

THE HOLY NATIVITY,
PIETERMARITZBURG
The architects responsible for the design of this urban cathedral succeeded in creating a space that
was powerful, intimate and inspirational.
By: Patricia Theron

H

einrich Kammeÿer and Norbert Rozendal won
the first prize, out of 88 entries, in a national
competition for the design of the Cathedral
Church of the Holy Nativity in Pietermaritzburg.
They were assisted by Geoffrey Carter-Brown, who was
responsible for on-site supervision, administration,
project management and advising the architects
throughout the process of doing the working drawings.
As architects working in the context of the city, it is
rare to inherit a situation representing a tabula rasa.
In this instance, this was particularly not the case as
there was already another church on the site. St. Peters
is an example of Victorian, Anglican
architecture, built out of shale with a
sandstone plinth and architraves.
This presented the challenge of
juxtaposing a contemporary design
in direct relation to its antecedent
architectural type.
Apart from a cathedral, the design
had to include a fellowship building
with a refectory; small luncheon room
and kitchen; a raked lecture hall for
200, a flat-floored meeting space for
400, and administrative offices for the
relevant parties. The worship facilities
were to provide seating for 1 000 people with vestries, a
control room, a cry room, and the housing of the organ.
In support of the new liturgy, the altar was to form part
of the main worship space and not be set back from the
congregation as in older cathedral plans. The cathedral

AS AN URBAN CATHEDRAL,
WITH THE LIFE OF THE CITY
CLUSTERED ABOUT IT, IT
WAS IMPORTANT FOR THE
ARCHITECTS THAT IT FORM
AN INTEGRAL PART
OF THE CITY
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complex needed to respond to the pedestrian street and
to the Mall, between Church and Longmarket Streets,
which at that time was still in the planning stages.
As an urban cathedral, with the life of the city
clustered about it, it was important for the architects
that it form an integral part of the city. They retained
most of the existing trees, yellowwoods and mahoganies,
conserving the park and forming a bond between city
and church complex. At the completion of construction
in 1981, the dome of the cathedral was exactly the same
height as St. Peters, meaning that from the street it did
not tower above the older structure. From the other side,
the cathedral was masked by trees, and in Kammeÿer’s
words, “If you wanted to see the building, you had to
go in”.
As an architectural typology, a cathedral is built on a
massive scale; while it represents a shared space in the
city for collective thought, physically it towers above the
people as a communication of image and of symbol. The
overriding intention behind the formation of the main
worship space was to create a sense of being ‘contained’.
The service is held within a brickwork drum supported
by concrete beams; the structural solution of the square
inside the circle, linked by the cross, allows for empty
space below the upper structures in the drum.
The desire for the void within cathedral design
requires great spans, and in the absence of Gothic
buttressing, a structural solution was found that does not
complicate the inner space by filling it with supporting
columns, which would have detracted from the unified
nature of the place of worship. The point at the centre of
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the drum is one from which structural forces diverge; the
geometric purity and simplicity of the drum give way to
an increasing complexity moving away from the centre.
The art form as container (jism or zahir) is created
through objective laws. The contained (ruh or batin) is
a symbolic recapitulation of its Archetype. Art forms,
which have outer as well as inner essences, relate through
multiple states of being in a hierarchical structure to
Unity. This symbolic function can readily be seen in
the dome. Its shape is the “container”, built according
to objective laws of mathematics and statics. It is the
dome’s unique function to encompass a hemispherical
space while leading to a central point. These inherent,
permanent qualities of the dome should be understood
as the microcosmic manifestation of the macrocosmic
heavenly vault, the sky; together these qualities symbolize
the Universal Spirit which encompasses the universe, the
Source from which all creation emanated.
— The Sense of Unity: The Sufi Tradition in Persian
Architecture by Nader Ardalan and Laleh Bakhtiar.
USA. 1973.

11

2

THE SQUARE, THE CIRCLE, THE CENTRE AND THE CROSS
In symbolic terms, the square is associated with the
earth and its four cardinal directions. The circle relates
to the firmament and the celestial sphere: it is undivided
and perfect. Just as the cathedral must mediate between
the spiritual and the temporal environments, these
references in form begin to construct an additional
meaning; structurally and geometrically, the square
within the circle is the link and the connection, while
the cross establishes the relation between the centre,
the circle and the square. In this way, the structural
tools used in the support of the roof form part of an
archetypal, architectural language.
The Christian cross is also the symbol of spatial
orientation: Traditionally cathedrals faced east-west to
mark the rising and setting of the sun, situated on the
rotating Earth. In this case, the cross within the drum
is aligned with St. Peters and with the street edge that
runs from northeast to southwest. A religious centre
orientates – both spiritually and as a landmark within
the context of the city. The reference made to the four
cardinal points of the earth reinforces the church’s
position in the world and its duty in the mediation
between worldly and spiritual affairs. Form is shaped
by belief, and the design of religious architecture
involves the weaving together of the spiritual and the
material threads.
Architecture is the masterly, correct and magnificent
play of masses brought together in light. Our eyes are
made to see forms in light; light and shade reveal these
forms; cubes, cones, spheres, cylinders or pyramids are the
great primary forms which light reveals to advantage;
the image of these is distinct and tangible within us
without ambiguity.
— Towards an Architecture by Le Corbusier.
France. 1923.
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1 Perspective for a presentation to the congregation. 2 Street entrance past the old chapel.
3 The coming together of the drum,the cross and the ssquare.
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THE IMPORTANCE AND RELEVANCE OF LIGHT

In the story of Genesis, light came before form and is
therefore linked to the informal world. In architecture,
light reveals form and is itself altered by surface. A
duality results from the separation of light and dark. In
the cathedral, the architects considered
how the walls, ceilings and floors would
be washed by light. The curvilinear
walls always have parts that are darker
and lighter, in response to the dynamic
changes of the overhead sun. In the same
way, the shadow patterns are constantly
changing. Kammeÿer explains: “Each
time a person visits the cathedral, they
are made aware of climate: Climate which
is a part of a higher order.
“Light is used to emphasise the separation
of elements. Windows are purely to
modulate light, this modulation becomes
an expression of the window itself: The aesthetic lies in
the making.” The dimness of the interior of the worship
room creates an atmosphere of intimacy, allowing for a

THE DIMNESS OF THE
INTERIOR OF THE WORSHIP
ROOM CREATES AN
ATMOSPHERE OF INTIMACY,
ALLOWING FOR A SPIRITUAL
FOCUS AND THE ELIMINATION
OF DISTRACTION

4 Porous walls between old and new, city and cathedral. 5 Stair to the upper level.
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spiritual focus and the elimination of distraction. The
diffuse lighting is conducive to both individual prayer
and communal worship. The void-space of the drum is
emphasised by light from the clerestory, creating subtle
nuances of shade, but mostly grey. At certain times of the
day, the sanctuary is lit from behind by the sun.

CREATING CONNECTION

The question Rozendal and Kammeÿer were asking
themselves was how they could set about, through
detailing, communicating a real and powerful
experience while constantly relating it to the human
scale. The legibility of the building became important
and there is consistent communication of the connection
between the different levels. The intention was to make
the use of the various parts of the cathedral obvious –
this creates the variety of forms that sit within the site,
where the monument and the stair are read deliberately,
as objects. According to Kammeÿer: “The whole site is
the cathedral, with its trees and its grass”, a collection
of fragmented elements, like a tray with cups and a
teapot – even the trees were envisaged as objects placed
on the tray.
With the development of relational elements to the
drum, the question became how to break into the
cylinder. It was decided that the most effective way
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would be to create a cube that would intrude into
the space; forming the main entrance with its heavy,
pivoted wooden door. Columns were sized according
to the distance between the shoulder blades to hold the
body when leant against. For Kammeÿer, “columns
are columns and they never become part of the wall”;
this is a direct reference to Le Corbusier’s plan libre,
which liberated the organisation of the floor plan from
the constraints of the structural system. At the same
time, the cathedral’s structure is experiential and has a
heaviness, which makes reference to older cathedrals.
Each element is treated independently; the walls, beams
and balustrades add to one another without merging into
combined entities.
Glass has a grey tone, and so the mullions of the
windows were deliberately painted grey to create a plane
in the same way that the brickwork is in a plane. In
the fellowship building, the handrail, which sits on the
inside of the glass, is painted green for safety reasons
and to communicate the curve. The conception of shear
planes of brickwork, without any articulation, shows the
influence of Alvar Aalto, particularly with reference to
his design of the Säynätsalo Town Hall, which also had
a strong community focus. The architects deliberately
did not want to use shadow lines, the only differentiation
was provided by the horizontal, concrete beams. For
the specific strength of the bricks used, a beam was
necessary every 7 metres to support the 18-metre height,
from the floor to the top of the drum.
The white, curvilinear walls create an intimate
geometry, which is in contrast to the emptiness above.
They slope at five degrees into the cylinder to reflect the
voice down into the congregation. The architects were
advised against using a drum form as it was said that
it would be impossible to make it work acoustically. In
fact, the acoustic reverberation time is absolutely ideal
for the Anglican service, which is predominantly a sung
one. One of the members of the choir commented to the
architects: “For the first time we sound like the Kings
College Choir.”
The circular form of the main body of the church
makes use of pure form to represent a symbolic ideal,
while the curving walls that surround, relate back to
the pedestrian and to the city; formally this becomes a
wrapping of walls ascending to meet the volume. The
raised-brick screen wall meanders outward towards
the cityscape, suggesting the spaces beyond in a greater
context. In this way, the edges of the cathedral are
softened, but there is also a theme of juxtaposition, of
hard edges that protrude. This duality is reiterated in
the use of materials, the warm, pink Pietermaritzburg
brick in contrast to the beton-brut, and the sometimes
angular nature of its treatment. The curving of the edges
and the use of the round external stairs result in a bold
combination of forms that interact and respond to one
another in both the vertical and horizontal planes. The
fellowship building faces onto the yellowwood grove, the
ageing of the concrete creates a starkness of edge, which
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THE LABYRINTH IS A REMINDER OF THE IMPORTANCE OF CHOICE.
IN MYTHIC TALES, IT Represents A SPIRITUAL DILEMMA
translates the experience of the garden into architectural
space. It is the blending of these atmospheres that creates
the experience. The use of materials picks up on the
strains of the existing, and while there is a process of
harmonisation, there is also a tension. The cathedral,
with its fellowship building, settles into the city context,
precisely because there is a meeting of elements, of those
that jar and those that blend. A centre is created for the
convergence of diversity of values and influences; this
is reiterated by the articulations of the forms that move
towards the pure geometry of the centre. The ambulatory
spaces of the traditional church plan are replaced by
curving walls of half height, which separate them from
the central circle. The side chapel is upstairs, set apart
from the main body of the church. These lower walls
allow for glimpses of the central roof, and there is a
‘peek’ point at the top of the stairs above

6 Gathering space between the cathedral and the fellowship building.
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the altar from where anobserver canview the whole
service. This was designed primarily for the filming
of televised services.The entrance into the cathedral is
marked by a tiled labyrinth at the main door. This is
a feature taken from Gothic architecture dating back
to the 12th century, the most famous example is found
at Notre Dame de Chartres where pilgrims walk the
labyrinth as a form of spiritual quest. The labyrinth
is a reminder of the importance of choice. In mythic
tales, it represents a spiritual dilemma. The architects
felt that the arrangement of elements on the site created
an experience that would not be fully comprehensible:
At one level, there is the logic of the central geometry,
and the mediation of this towards the human scale,
at another level, there is the juxtaposition of overhead
elements and the presence of an ‘intruding’ geometry
that creates complexity, a confusion which is a fact of
life arising out of the urban condition. The medium
of architecture communicates this by making certain
aspects clear, but veiling a total understanding; this
secrecy is described by Kammeÿer as the building
revealing itself in little bits, “Familiarity comes over
time”. There is a simplification as one nears the centre,
leaving behind the bustling city and the meandering,
spontaneous walls, toward a unity of structure reflecting
a complete and cogent spiritual experience.
Both Rozendal and Kammeÿer were intrigued by the
study of archaeology. Subliminally, this influenced the
layering of the walls, which allowed for an inclusivity
of space: Walls are ‘picked up’ and are constantly
penetrable and the relationship of forms to one another
is contoured. This, in combination with the horizontal
emphasis on texture, is a reference to ground and is
heightened by the weathering of the concrete, which
attributes to it an age. There is in the relationship of
form and material, a sense of geological time, the Earth’s
time. The human mind is giving time to the timeless, the
seven days of creation, and here the spiritual is viewed
through our own architecture. The cathedral is both
powerful and intimate, fulfilling the purpose of inspiring
its community and celebrating the worship of a higher
power in a place of dignity and ritual. ■

A WORD FROM THE ARCHITECTS

9

7 Walls are ‘picked up’ and wrap around spaces. 8 The meeting of two churches: old and new.
9 A box-as-porch penetrates the cylinder and the entrance floor is marked with a tiled labyrinth.
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It was our conviction that the church is part of the world, to be
involved in and to participate in the business of daily life. In
the same way, the building we have designed takes its place
in the city. It reaches out, giving, sheltering and sharing itself
with ordinary people in their everyday life. The building gives
tranquility and sanctuary, as well as being active in allowing full
expression of the communities of the diocese, parish and the
city to take place.
Message from the architects to the Church and
Parish on the day following the announcement of the
competition result: 18 July 1976.

ARCHITECTURE SA

23

2018/07/23 9:55 AM

1

ARCHITECTURE

AS PROCESS

The Johannesburg Holocaust & Genocide Centre is testament to the collective efforts of
many who gave of their time, planning, energy and resources.
By: Karen Eicker. Photography: Leon Krige
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JOHANNESBURG HOLOCAUST & GENOCIDE CENTRE

W

inner of both a 2018 Corobrik SAIA Award of
Merit and a Corobrik SAIA Award of Excellence,
the Johannesburg Holocaust & Genocide Centre
(JHGC) stands as an immovable testimony
to the memory of human suffering endured under the
most barbaric acts of violence and oppression, and as a
reminder that the built environment is not neutral, but is
imbued with history, culture and intent.
Painstakingly researched, thoughtfully conceived
and intricately detailed, the building is home to the
Johannesburg Holocaust & Genocide Centre, part of the
umbrella organisation of the South African Holocaust &
Genocide Foundation, which aims to increase awareness
of, and learn from, the Holocaust, the genocide in Rwanda
and other genocides in the 20th century. The building,
situated at the corner of Jan Smuts Avenue and Duncombe
Road, was designed and project, trade and construction
managed by a team led by Lewis Levin. The team included
Bridget Sherman, who worked closely with Levin on the
design and documentation, Daniel Trollip and Richard
Waller. Clara da Cruz Almeida collaborated on the
development ideas and details.

SYMBOLS AND NARRATIVES

The vision of the Johannesburg Holocaust & Genocide
Centre is to create a more caring and just society in which
human rights and diversity are respected and valued.
The Centre’s mission is to memorialise the victims of
the Holocaust and the Rwandan genocide; teach about
the consequences of prejudice, racism, antisemitism,
homophobia and xenophobia; raise awareness of the evils
of genocide; and warn against the dangers to freedom and
democracy by keeping silent or being indifferent.
Accordingly, the client brief for the Centre sought
to take awareness of past atrocities beyond memory by
creating a building that would help to develop a better
society by providing a home for initiatives that support
these objectives. In conceiving a design, the architect
was therefore faced with the questions: Is it possible to
represent such a terrible part of humanity with a building?
What are the lessons that one should depict about
genocide? What is a building’s purpose in this context?
“Deriving architectural symbols for mankind’s greatest
crimes was a humbling and moving process,” Levin
recalls. “We undertook this journey with survivors of the
Holocaust and the Rwandan Genocide. The survivors now
were children then. They are wounded, and the journey
was a difficult one.
“From the outset, they suggested a strong motif: The
railway infrastructure of Europe. Trains and railways,
once a symbol of industrial progress in the eyes of 20th
century modernists, were transformed by the Nazis and
their collaborators into a vast killing machine.”
Another poignant symbol was the industrialisation
of the process of killing, set against strangely familiar
surroundings. Places where genocide is carried out are
often well-known surroundings such as forests and fields.
There are references to forests in the planting done around
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THE JOHANNESBURG HOLOCAUST & GENOCIDE CENTRE STANDS
AS AN IMMOVABLE TESTIMONY TO THE MEMORY OF HUMAN
SUFFERING ENDURED UNDER THE MOST BARBARIC ACTS OF
VIOLENCE AND OPPRESSION
the forecourt of the Centre. This chilling reminder that
events of mass murder can take place anywhere, at any
time, together with the industrial imagery of railway cars
and concentration camps, were the primary informants of
the Centre’s architectural language, form, most important
material choices and detailing.
Logistically, the challenge was to design a memorial
that simultaneously faces the fast-moving traffic along Jan
Smuts Avenue, addresses the residential neighbourhood of
Forest Town, and contains quiet interior spaces that allow
for reflection and introspection. The layout of the building
is clearly legible for visitors and optimises the available
space on a relatively tight site.
The pedestrian approach is across an external
forecourt paved with granite slabs and cobbles made
from tombstone offcuts. Visitors then enter a transparent,
double-volume foyer, which serves as a bridge between the
two wings of the building. The west wing, bordering Jan
Smuts Avenue, houses exhibition spaces with a permanent
exhibition on the ground floor commemorating genocide
in the 20th century with a particular focus on the
Holocaust and the Rwandan Genocide. The first-floor
level contains an exhibition space for temporary exhibits
dedicated to genocide and human rights issues and a
resource centre. Here, the language of the railway car was
dismembered and reassembled as a facade facing the busy
street, using steel members and wooden slats.
The east wing, facing towards the quieter Forest Town,
accommodates two lecture rooms at ground-floor level
that can be combined into one space, with administration
offices upstairs. This second building is enveloped in
a rock and concrete skin with grooves and ridges that
incorporate the railway lines themselves. Wrapping into
the entrance foyer, these large sculptural surfaces are
intended to recall train lines as instruments of deportation
and landscapes of brutality. A memorial garden, located
between the two wings at the back of the building, is ›

1 Using the language of the railway car, the west facade is created from steel and aluminium
members to resemble the car’s wooden slats. 2 English Bond brickwork, paired with large-scale
sculptural surfaces, is detailed with a high degree of craftsmanship.
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sensitive in its landscaping with a tall planted screen that
offers relief and a final message of upliftment.
The primary material choices and textures were
informed by the symbols that evolved from conversations
with genocide survivors, and were assembled with infinite
care and respect. English Bond brickwork, the oldest and
strongest form of brick bonding popular until the late
seventeenth century, has been paired with large-scale
sculptural surfaces of concrete, steel and stone, detailed
with a high degree of craftsmanship.
The building has deep overhangs and is strategically
oriented to make the most of morning and afternoon light.
Saw-tooth roof profiles and wall apertures, reminiscent
of factory buildings and railway carriage windows, were
designed to let in shafts of west light and glimpses of
the sky; while full-height windows to the east and south
provide generous views and constant visual anchors to the
city and its urban forest.

BUILDING AN INVESTED COMMUNITY

Through its public programmes, the Johannesburg
Holocaust & Genocide Centre raises awareness of the
history of the Holocaust and the 1994 genocide against the
Tutsi in Rwanda as well as other genocides; and uses the
platform of the Holocaust and the genocide in Rwanda to
focus on human rights issues in contemporary society. It
also provides support for the national curriculum through
the development of classroom support materials, and
the facilitation of national in-service educators training,
school and adult programmes and seminars.
The site for the new landmark building was donated
by the City of Johannesburg in an ongoing partnership
process initiated by the Johannesburg Property Company
(JPC). Funding was entirely provided by the JHGC’s
donors, corporate members,
foundations, individuals and annual
members who supported the project
through the efforts of the JHGC
Board of Trustees led by the late
Gerald Leissner, and by people who
were touched by the intention of the
project and the stories of genocide
survivors.
Apart from these generous
donations, Levin also spent a great
deal of time and energy motivating
for donations of materials, labour
and professional fees to fulfil
the architectural vision of what
the building should be. This was
done by tapping into what people who felt an emotional
connection with the project were able to contribute,
such as materials at cost or for free; donations of scrap
materials; and sweat equity.

A MEMORIAL GARDEN,
LOCATED BETWEEN THE TWO
WINGS AT THE BACK OF THE
BUILDING, IS SENSITIVE IN
ITS LANDSCAPING WITH A
TALL PLANTED SCREEN THAT
OFFERS RELIEF AND A FINAL
MESSAGE OF UPLIFTMENT

3 The east wing is enveloped in a rock and concrete skin with grooves and ridges that incorporate
railway lines on large sculptural surfaces.
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“Because the project was publicly funded with most
materials donated by generous individuals, charities
and companies who believed in its message, the ‘main
contractor’ approach was inappropriate,” Levin explains.
“Instead, we chose to view this as a community project
with very little money but a lot of goodwill. Construction
was managed by assembling and coordinating a
committed team of professionals and labour-only
contractors, who worked with dedication, patience and
skill to realise this institution.
“There were many people who responded to the
goodwill of the project. One day, a man phoned out of the
blue, introduced himself, and said that he had a debt to
settle with the Almighty who had been good to him. He
wanted to be part of the project in a way that involved his
consciousness and the meaning he ascribes to his work.
That was the way that everyone on the project worked,”
says Levin.
The process of ‘building by donation’ was not without
its challenges. For the building to maintain its design
integrity, a lot of negotiation around the donations was
required to ensure material suitability. And, as with any
donation or volunteer process, people do not always
deliver as promised resulting in a stop-start process
that ultimately caused the project to take longer
than anticipated.
However, thanks to these tireless efforts, the final
project cost was about R5 000/m2 for a building that
otherwise would have cost around R25 000/m2. Today,
the Centre is run by a small team of staff and dedicated
volunteers that strive to provide public programmes free
of charge. ›
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A CONSIDERED PROCESS

To solve the problem of how to make something without
money, time or a main contractor, the architect looked at
how to minimise everything extraneous on the journey
between the idea and the building. Every element was
made within a 30km radius of the site, and Levin managed
all the trade contracts so that there were no mark-ups. He
also drew on relationships set up over years of working in
the construction sector and trained up unskilled labour
during the construction period.
This approach necessitated a detailed design process
that allowed much of the project to be ‘assembled’ from
pre-fabricated components. A system was set up that used
technology to create beautifully designed elements that
were then put together by craftsmen. By working with
master steel fabricator, Donovan Dymond, with whom
Levin shares a long working relationship and a common
vision for steel elements, a set of parts was created to fit
together in a way that gives a sense of craftsmanship to
the building.
One of the most successful elements running through
the building is the way that glass and steel come together
in the facades, balustrades and office partitions. This was
done by connecting the steel supplier and glass cutter
to eradicate, as far as possible, wastage of materials and
mark-ups from contractors. Working with the industrystandard sizes of raw steel as far as possible, a puzzle of
components was developed that clip together, resulting
in both clever detailing and small quantities of waste.
Similarly, thoughtful use of sponsored LED strip
lighting meant that accent and ambient lighting is
achieved in complete congruence with the architectural
language by using structural I-beams, aluminium lips
and balustrades as cable trays for LED tape, thus
eliminating the need for costly light fittings.
The flooring and ceiling designs and textures were
similarly defined by the need to source affordable
materials and make a low-maintenance building.
Redundant timber, ‘Emaculata’, which is too hard for
paper and too soft for structural timber, was sourced at
a very good price from the SAPPI paper enterprise. It
was cut into small strips and fixed with profiled laser
elements, giving a subtle texturing to the building’s
horizontal planes.
Similarly, heating and cooling ducts were made from
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ONE OF THE MOST SUCCESSFUL ELEMENTS RUNNING THROUGH
THE BUILDING IS THE WAY THAT GLASS AND STEEL COME TOGETHER
IN THE FACADES, BALUSTRADES AND OFFICE PARTITIONS
sponsored materials. As these were limited, the airconditioning systems were under-designed, which also
serves to reduce overall energy consumption. No surfaces
were painted except for the exterior steelwork, which was
properly prepared and painted in water-based paint so
that it can easily be wiped down and repainted.
Located between a busy transport arterial and a quiet
residential neighbourhood, one of the client requirements
was that the interior be as silent as possible, partly to
create respectful and contemplative spaces, and partly
to facilitate a comfortable education and research
environment. Thinking laterally about how to deaden
the external noise, the architect came up with a solution,
which also improves the thermal mass of the building,
using a very simple system rather than expensive
materials. Thick plywood was installed above the steel
roof structure, on top of which is domestic insulation. The
timber ceiling was then fixed up against this soft surface,
creating quiet inside the building and deadening the noise
of rain and hail.
Not only were materials optimised by creating as little
waste as possible, but a lot of the building was made of
waste. The boundary wall on Jan Smuts Avenue and
portions of the exterior facade feature scrapped railway
lines provided by Macsteel together with a wide variety
of aggregate and dump rock from various quarries in
Gauteng donated by Afrisam. A pile of over-burnt bricks,
bought from Corobrik at stock brick price, were used for
the roads and walling without plaster. And the cobbled
floor of the entrance forecourt was made by a supplier in
Rustenburg from tombstone offcuts that were recycled
into a product that is not commercially available on the
local market. ›

4 The external forecourt is paved with granite slabs and cobbles made from tombstone
offcuts. 5 The interiors comprise clearly legible spaces and structural elements creating
an uncomplicated experience of the building.
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Thus, the building was designed according to available
materials sourced from local suppliers. A similar approach
to using locally available trades meant that much of the
building emerged through the construction process. Levin
says: “Labourers became craftsmen through the creative
process of building. We built the shuttering system for
the concrete walls, and they chose the dump rocks they
wanted to use on site. They also laid the
cobbles, which have different surfaces of
“I swore never to be silent whenever
varying roughness, in a way that made
and wherever human beings endure
sense to them.
suffering and humiliation.
“There is an incredible transfer of skills
We must take sides.
and
knowledge that happens when people
Neutrality helps the oppressor,
have space to work on their own. Builders
never the victim.
Silence encourages the tormentor,
and labourers aided us ingeniously to use
never the tormented.”
materials for maximum effect. Rather
– Elie Wiesel, Holocaust survivor
than feel limited, we could dramatically
and Nobel Peace Prize winner.
expand the design possibilities.
Subsequently, some of the labourers who
couldn’t find permanent work before
this project are now employed full-time at the Centre.
The approach that we adopted enabled people to give of
themselves and to benefit from the process.”

REFLECTIONS

Beyond its carefully considered spatial programming
and intricate detailing, the greatest success of the
project lies in the design of the processes that led to its
implementation. Almeida, who was a constant source of
inspiration, critique and detail design engagement in the
process, says: “Lewis’ approach entailed building with
care, understanding the properties of materials, using the
strengths of people and materials, and being intelligent in
their application.”
Tali Nates, the Centre’s Founder and Director,
comments: “The Johannesburg Holocaust & Genocide
Centre is fast becoming a landmark building in the city
with thousands of visitors, young and old, local and
international, coming daily to interact with its symbolic
architecture and thought-provoking content. The
building, combining a representation of modernity and
progress with oppression, destruction and suffering, is

6 Glass and steel come together in the facades, balustrades and office partitions of the double
volume entrance foyer. 7 Material choices and textures were largely defined by the availability of
donated and affordable materials.
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constructed of hard, industrial elements – rock, concrete,
brick, steel, granite and glass. The design presents the
visitor with the important understanding that genocide
does not only occur in darkness, but also in broad
daylight, while people are watching. The space calls
visitors to ask themselves: What am I missing that is
happening in the world today?”
In his citation for the 2018 Corobrik SAIA Award of
Excellence, Professor Paul Kotze observes: “The visitor’s
experience of the building is direct and uncomplicated.
Unlike so many of the other holocaust memorials, the
architect here does not ‘force’ the message onto the viewer.
The architect also does not force a specific emotional
response onto the visitor. In this building, the visitor
is treated as a responsible adult who would be able to
form a personal opinion about both the building and the
meaning of the exhibits. The building is simply there, and
it tells its story to those who are inquisitive enough to want
to hear it.”
While recognising the realities of designing and
building in a difficult economic context where return on
investment and tight timelines are the order of the day,
this Centre demonstrates what can be achieved when
time, energy and resources are purposefully and ethically
invested into the built fabric of a city – a timeless presence
that gives back to its users through its spiritual, cultural
and physical meaning. ■

PROJECT INFORMATION
Project: Johannesburg Holocaust & Genocide Centre
Client: Johannesburg Holocaust & Genocide Centre
Project budget: R20-million
Area: 4 000 sqm

PROFESSIONAL TEAM
Architect and Project Manager: Lewis Levin
Project team: Lewis Levin, Bridget Sherman, Daniel Trollip,
Ceilidh Bradley
Collaborating Architects: Clara da Cruz Almeida, Asher Marcus
Structural Engineer: BSM Baker
Quantity Surveyor: Hamlyn Gebhardt
Electrical Engineer: Monty Miller Associates
Lighting Specialist: Paul Pamboukian and Associates
Acoustic Specialist: Ivan Lin
Contracts Manager: Richard Waller
Trade Coordinator: John Martin
Contractors: Murray and Dickson (concrete structure); Dymond
Engineering (steelwork); Pinheiro Construction (wet trades);
Estee Automation (structural steel installation); JM Electrical
(electrical installation)
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URBAN

Making sense of
nonsense for the postapartheid city

PRAXIS
By: Erky Wood, GAPP Architects and Urban Designers
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THE THIRD OF A THREE-PART SERIES COMPRISING
LIMITED EXCERPTS FROM THE 2017 ROELOF
UYTENBOGAARDT UDISA MEMORIAL LECTURE
DELIVERED BY ERKY WOOD AT THE UNIVERSITY OF THE
WITWATERSRAND PLANETARIUM ON 12 SEPTEMBER 2017
The lecture presented at the Wits Planetarium focused on
how we’re still having to grapple with transforming the spatial
nonsense of our cities as an enduring legacy of apartheid
and how dysfunctional our cities still are despite being more
than two decades into democracy. I identified six ‘chapters;
of ‘nonsense’ that seem persistently to get in the way of our
transforming efforts and the kinds of paradigm shifts we need
to overcome these ‘nonsenses’: the very same issues Roelof
Uytenbogaardt had highlighted so often, so very long ago, and
railed against so vigorously.
The recently published first part of the adapted lecture set
out the acknowledgement of Roelof as a profound influence
on the discipline and those he taught, mentored and often
confronted. It also sets out the way I prefer to view cities
as a backdrop against which post-apartheid city issues
may be debated; in content, it focuses on the key structural
principles we need to concentrate on at a city-region level,
what ‘nonsense’ we’re presented with and what ‘nonsense’
continues to get in our way, and what we need to do to get
beyond this. In a more personal, tongue-in-cheek way, it
also talks of the ‘nonsense’ of being scared of our own ideas
(particularly those early, naïve student ones) or dismissing
thoughts that may just be ahead of their time or waiting for the
right context in which to flourish.
The second part spoke of the ‘nonsense’ of political,
technocratic and bureaucratic stances and paradigms that
continue to bedevil our need to transform South African cities
and how we need to shift this thinking to align with the nature
of our society and embrace more appropriate ways of viewing
the city and all it has to offer.
This article, the third part, concludes with how city
leadership has been abrogated and how, by default, we leave
the making and shaping of cities to undirected developers
who, unfortunately, fail to understand themselves, first and
foremost, as city-builders. It talks of what is needed to address
this particular aspect of ‘nonsense’.
Part 3 of this series focuses on the observation that
the public domain of cites has seldom been delivered
democratically: This ‘nonsense’ of the modern city era needs to
be challenged and rectified. This is difficult at a time when city
leadership has been, to a large extent, abrogated and private
developers, in a largely undirected way, are left to ‘deliver’
cities privately. In doing this, they generally act within relatively
short-term self-interest. A call is therefore made for this private
sector ‘energy’ to be directed on the basis of ‘inclusionary citybuilding and place-making’ as opposed to a relatively myopic
‘developer’ paradigm.
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THE PUBLIC DIMENSION OF CITIES HAS SELDOM BEEN
DELIVERED DEMOCRATICALLY

Some of the greatest pieces of city public domain tend
to suggest that, through history, this public dimension
has, possibly more often than not, been delivered by rich
patrons or power elites and this has generally been in ways
anything but democratically: Through time, however,
as the city democratised, these elements were taken back.
St Mark’s Square in Venice was the Doge’s private orchard
until the mercantile forces of the adjacent port made it
naturally more suitable as a commercial space. The Ponte
Vecchio over the Arno River in Florence was built as a
covered bridge by the Medicis – a family of bankers (who,
incidentally, invented compound interest) – so that they
could get from their palace to their bank in the dry. It

IF ONE FAILS TO ‘GENUFLECT AT THE ALTAR
OF TRAFFIC ENGINEERING’, ONE FAILS TO GAIN
APPROVAL FOR A CITY DEVELOPMENT
subsequently became inhabited, first by hawkers and then
by traders, to become one of the world’s greatest mixeduse shopping precincts. Red Square in Moscow and the
Brandenburg Gate in Berlin are both places created to
celebrate military prowess and show off power. Hyde Park
in London was anything but an inspired city insight that
saw the future need for a great city park in the face of
dense growth during the industrial revolution: It was the
King’s private hunting ground until democratic demand
made this indefensible. Possibly the most extreme and
extensive example (and itself drawing largely, centuries
later, on the Rome remodelling of Pope Sixtus V) where, in
addition to the extensive installation of a vast sewer

1 One of the many pedestrian spaces in the Umhlanga Ridge Town Centre. Lower areas are
typically retail, while upper levels are offices, apartments and hotels. 2 The Campanile Court
focuses on a pedestrian-dominated mixed-use precinct. 3 The Town Centre’s Palm Boulevard is
edged by 8–10-storey buildings according to a code that makes the inclusion of a double-volume
arcade at street edge compulsory. 4 The upper levels of the buildings typically comprise offices
and apartments.
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system by Baron Haussmann under Napoleon III,
an extensive system of boulevards and grand urban
spaces, accentuated with iconic focal installations and
set-piece city frontages, transformed Paris from a
mediaeval city form through a programme of forced
removals of the poor to the periphery of the city. Barely
one-and-a-half centuries later, it remains as one of the
great cities of the world, defined by this brutally delivered
public environment.
Prior to the cities of the New World, urban development
reflected an organic pattern of people, attaching
themselves to the land in successive incremental waves at
points of highest trade accessibility (usually where roads
met ports, at the crossing of trade routes, or at fords across
rivers). Buildings tended to be locked into relationship
between one another and the interstitial spaces became
essential parts of the activities and economies that grew
between them. This public environment was intense and
highly mixed in the activity patterns it accommodated,
with the transport of goods and people being just one of
many coincidental functions. This was essentially what
is regarded as the mediaeval city and it was only with
the layout of new settlements and nascent cities in the
New World, usually on urban structures pre-defined
by movement (the Jefferson grid, for example), that the
movement of goods and people became a primary shaper
of city form. In the process, these spaces within cities
became less complex and less multifunctional.
Sadly, they have since also become more simplistically
defined as conduits for vehicular mobility, where even the
movement of people, whether on foot, cycle or cart has
been relegated to second-class status. It is this space that
has been usurped by the technocrats (as noted in Part 2
of this series) and that most wonderful shared space of all
cities, one of the city’s most intense and delightful social
spaces, ‘the Street’, was simply relegated to ‘a road’. With
this co-option of the road, it was then classified into levels
of mobility according to a hierarchy that is the antithesis
of how cities assemble themselves. In the process, one
of the city’s most valuable elements of the ‘public realm’,
one of its most valuable space assets, one of its most
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important dimensions of humanity and inclusiveness, has
been usurped. In addition, and fatally for the fulfilment
of real city purpose, those who usurped this space also
pronounced it the key builder of the city and proclaimed
themselves as the de facto approving authority of it and,
by extension, therefore, the city. Simply put, if one fails to
‘genuflect at the altar of traffic engineering’, one fails to
gain approval for a city development.

TAKING BACK THE PUBLIC REALM OF THE CITY

A seminal contribution to the theory base of urban design
as a discipline came from Dave Crane in the 1960s. At that
time, the University of Pennsylvania, with Louis Kahn,
Dave Crane and Ian McHarg, was leading urban design
back into city building as a core discipline and moving
away from ecology, planning and architecture as unrelated
endeavours or, at most at that time, simply ‘civic design’
(or large, set-piece design).
Crane espoused a discipline based on two enmeshed
concepts: the design of the key installations around
which the city is assembled and the strategic connections
between these (what he referred to as the capital web);
and the coding of design responses to this city-building
armature as far as required in the design and development
of the individual development packages making up
the city fabric (what he referred to as the city of a
thousand designers).
In effect, the approach is fundamentally led by the
design of the city’s public dimension such that the public
realm is not simply some left-over space to be addressed, if
at all, after a series of private, unrelated developments have
taken place. The majority of these developments would,
in any event, either through self-interest, a lack of wider
direction or the conscious shutting out of externalities
(or an amalgam of all three) be introverted and turning
their backs on this left-over ‘public environment’. Rather,
the private environment (and all the realms of privacy in
between as they relate through the careful design of their
interface and interlock – the public realm; the semi-public
realm; the semi-private realm; and the private realm) is
a priori defined by the public environment and
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GOOD URBAN DESIGN ISN’T AT ALL ABOUT DESIGNING PRISSY
SET-PIECE CIVIC SPACES, BUT RATHER MAKING ROBUST,
NONPRESCRIPTIVE URBAN SPACE AND PUBLIC ENVIRONMENTS
IN WHICH PEOPLE BRING THEIR LIVES AND OVERLAY AND
IMBUE THESE SPACES WITH THEIR MEANINGS
its responses to this public domain. In this way, we
remind ourselves that good urban design isn’t at all
about designing prissy set-piece civic spaces, but rather
making robust, nonprescriptive urban space and public
environments in which people bring their lives and
overlay and imbue these spaces with their meanings.
A good urban space should, in the end, just feel like a
favourite old coat that one simply shrugs on and it just
fits. Indeed, one of the things that’s always attracted me to
urban design is the fact that we seldom, when travelling
and seeing great cities, ask who designed such-and-such
public space, or avenue, or park, or lane or even how such
a thing came about.
I like that anonymity of who designed the city because,
of course, it is truly designed by everyone and re-created
day to day and through the day according to the users at
that particular time. In this way, each ‘designer’ is, in fact,
an active, conscious and thoughtful ‘city builder’ rather
than just another developer mindlessly churning out ‘yet
another project’. I’m sure that’s what Dave Crane meant.

MAKING ‘PLACE’ A PART OF A ‘REGION’

Dave Crane also spoke of the Five Faces of Movement
(how I wish the technocrats would understand this aspect
of the city in all its nuance and complexity) where higherorder routes are understood to be city-builders and
connectors and it is in understanding these functions that
individual parts become part of a wider city region.
It is therefore necessary to ensure that all connector
routes moving through a ‘place’ come ‘from somewhere
important’ and go on ‘to somewhere important’: In this
very simple consciousness of connectivity, we regionalise
people, we include them, we make them ‘part of the
city’. There are obviously so many more and important
dimensions of this inclusivity but this aspect is a basic one
as a foundation for many of the others.

MAKING SURE PRIVATE DEVELOPMENTS DON’T JUST ‘SUCK’:
THEY NEED TO ‘BLOW’

Some protagonists regard shopping centres (and their
equivalents) as catalysts for further urban development
and yet many of these introverted ‘black holes’ are nothing

5 The Town Gardens – at the core of the new Town Centre – forms the reservoir for irrigation
of the wider area. 6 Active edges line all streets and pedestrian ways, with natural surveillance
being an essential component of the Town Centre’s security. 7 An example of the arcaded edges
formed within individual developments.
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of the kind and are often, in fact, anti-urban. Left to its
own devices, a typical shopping centre, surrounded by a
sea of asphalt parking (with or without trees), presenting
a blood-ugly, blind face to its surroundings and waiting
to reveal its ‘interior delights’ only to its members (the
membership fee is in effect, owning a car and so being part
of the ‘right’ LSM) will do little, if anything, to engender
or spawn latch-on urban development: many of these
regional centres are approaching 50 years old and have,
in fact, spawned little more than some allied stand-alone
things such as motor dealerships or value-marts. In effect,
they ‘suck’.
For a shopping centre to be a true catalyst, it must,
consciously, unequivocally and relentlessly be ‘made
to blow’: The Gateway Theatre of Shopping at the core
of the Umhlanga Ridge Town centre north of Durban
is a case in point. By opening at least some of its edges
onto an adjoining public environment, and becoming
an integral part of that public world, a whole new town
centre was spawned in less than eight years. The design
of the shopping centre (and the urban fabric of which it
is to be regarded as an integral part) must presuppose
a seamless symbiosis of the centre and its fabric. The
measure of success is not whether we have brought yet
another money-making shopping centre to the market
(any new centre must, of course, do that); rather, it must
be measured against the extent of an open, accessible,
inclusionary urban node (and its associated economic
multipliers) that has emerged as a result.
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BEING PREPARED TO RE-ENGAGE WITH COMPLEXITY AND
CELEBRATING THE PUBLIC ENVIRONMENT

All this, of course, takes us away from dumb, simplistic
approaches to development and having to think carefully
about what we do and how we go about it. Too much
development is institutionally driven and there’s a need
to invest large amounts very quickly, and so developers
tend to define ‘core business’ and ‘stick to their knitting’,
all of which, unfortunately often means creating a
dumbed-down abstraction of what the city actually is, as
opposed to what it by nature wants to be. Cities thrive in
complexity and are at their most robust and inclusionary
when they’re not hamstrung by artificial constraints or
mental constructs.
In finding the common ground with developers and
complexity as an approach to place-making, there need
be no question of expecting approaches that may fail:
rather there are clear directives as to how, for example, the
principles upon which shopping centres are based need to
be observed whilst ‘cracking them open’ to create more of
an outward-looking shopping ‘precinct’ as opposed to an
introverted ‘centre’. Too often, however, the professionals
who service the industry are simply looking to trot out the
same old dead-end models.
When we turn the paradigm inside out, that is, we look
to the making and celebration, essentially, of a ‘public
environment’, we soon find that it’s possible to find a winwin and that, in that synergy, there is far more value, even
in straight economic terms (much less the value of social
and cultural inclusivity) to be gained. The La Croisette
activity node in Grand Baie in Mauritius shows how openended the generative model can be and yet still realises
all the short-term requirements and ‘formulae’ that get
bandied about in lieu of thought.
The value-added through urban design should not be
an argument that needs to be made: There are ample selfevident case studies.

COMPLEXITY IN THE PUBLIC ENVIRONMENT

It’s always been one of my great sources of sadness that
(a) in the vacuum of poor or non-existent urban design
leadership in our cities and (b) with developers left to their
own devices, what should be ‘a city’ becomes little more
than a loose assemblage of ill-fitting artefacts driven by
short-term interest. In all of this, the public environment,
if ever, gets delivered after the fact, rather than being the
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CITIES THRIVE IN COMPLEXITY AND ARE AT THEIR MOST
ROBUST AND INCLUSIONARY WHEN THEY’RE NOT HAMSTRUNG
BY ARTIFICIAL CONSTRAINTS OR MENTAL CONSTRUCTS
armature that drives private development responses.
The result is that now, possibly more than ever, much of
our towns and cities get delivered privately with little city
leadership and we continue to lose all that is remarkable
and worthwhile about ‘cities as a commonwealth’. I’m
often amazed to note how developers almost seem to
see themselves, much like kids in a sandpit (and a rather
inadequate sandpit at that) in which they build their own
stand-alone castles, bash down those of their predecessors
or rivals and re-build their own castles much higher
and ostentatiously until leaving this now dull sandpit to
destroy yet another sandpit elsewhere. There seems to be a
real disconnect between the practice of what they do dayto-day and any sense of responsibility that what they do
has real consequences for city transformation, the kinds
of economies it can drive and the inclusion of all across a
broad socioeconomic and cultural profile.
I so long for a time when developers see themselves,
first and foremost, not simply as developers but as ‘city
builders’, understanding themselves and what they do
as contributors to a public world according to an ethos
of shared value and public manners that fundamentally
searches for endurance and sustainability.
In conclusion of this three-part series, I finish as I did in
the Memorial Lecture: By way of a benediction to Roelof
Uytenbogaardt and as a “great invocation” to the Good
Ship Urban Design and all who sail in her, I now quote
and end with Leonard Cohen’s lines:
Sail on, sail on
Oh mighty Ship of State
to the shores of need
through the reefs of greed
and the squalls of hate…
Sail on, sail on, sail on …
Leonard Cohen: Democracy is coming to the USA. ■

8 The Town Gardens incorporate an events amphitheatre. Two new buildings are nearing
completion and will fully encompass the park.
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2017 MILDE MCWILLIAMS MEMORIAL LECTURE

AESTHETICS
OF PLACE
part 2

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

L

et me illustrate Maslow’s observations with three
anecdotes. The first one was told by VS Naipaul,
very well-known and Indian by birth, who has lived
most of his life in the Virgin Islands. He took a
year’s sabbatical to interview the people of India at every
stratum of that society. I want to tell the story of just one
young couple who lived in the Bombay slums. He had this
ambition to take his wife out of the slums to something
better. His only hope was a job with the government – and
he got that job. So, they left the Bombay slums and moved
into a small apartment block, five up and five down. It
comprised two rooms each, basically a day room and a
night room. After six months, the husband returned home
from his work to be told by his wife: “Tomorrow I am
moving back to the Bombay slums.” He couldn’t believe
it; he was aghast. She said: ”If you don’t want to come I
can understand, but then I will leave you because I am
going.” What she had was hot and cold running water,
a solid shelter and food. What she didn’t have was the
community, belonging. She had her husband’s love and
nothing else. She used to go on long walks and no one
would speak to her, no one in the complex spoke to her,
and she was dying. So, they went back to the slums, where
they did have community, love and companionship. ›

1
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The second one is, in 1979, I was in Cape Town and asked
a colleague if he would come with me to explore the
Cape Flats. We eventually got to Crossroads’, a very large
informal settlement in Cape Town. We just penetrated
the edge of it, from the tarred road that ran past it. I’m not
romanticising poverty, poverty is a curse, but what I found
there staggered me. If one could look past the inadequacies
of those structures, one could see ingenuity, creativity,
self-esteem and a lot of other things because it really is
the mediaeval city. For those who are not architects and
don’t know what I mean by that, the mediaeval city was
an intuitive city. It didn’t suffer from over-rationality
(not that that is necessarily bad). Paris, most of the great
swaths of Paris are mediaeval, most of the old cities and
certainly the villages, reflect that lack of control, lack of
rationality of the grid. And, Crossroads had that, but it
had more than that. I was so impressed with it, I came
back here [to Port Elizabeth] and the next year in 1980,
I then took a class of about 20 students to Cape Town to
meet architects in their office environments, and then I
took them to the same spot. I went in first and explained
that we came in admiration – of course, I had spoken at
length to the students to be incredibly sensitive, and to
separate out and to talk to people. We were surrounded
by very happy, young children who wanted their pictures
taken. We were almost in a boulevard that I could see
wound over a dune and disappeared, but there were alleys
as wide as my shoulder and then bigger ones. There was
a church there. The wall was crooked and it was leaning
a bit because it didn’t have cross-walls to support it. They
had found Gothic appointed arch windows; the cross was
two sticks with a nail through on an old fascia board,
and the floor was dirt. But it was clean, there wasn’t any
paper, and there was a buzzing sense of happiness … a lot
of unemployed people there, minding their own business,
but together, with a sense of community. While I was
observing this, a young woman came to me carrying a
baby on her back, and asked if I would I like a cup of tea?
This was someone who had absolutely nothing, yet had the
grace to offer me that cup, which of course I accepted. I
sat on a white-painted apple box, we drank out of chipped
cups. She had put up shelves, then covered them with
linoleum and cut little patterns where the linoleum came
over the edge of the shelf. She was house-proud. It was
an amazing experience. I did it another time, because of
that. The students then had to make a presentation to the
class, which was invigorating to say the least. To sum up,
what the people of Crossroads had was community, love
and friendship. Yes, on the food and shelter side, it was
kind of temporary, they would never know where they
were from day to day, but they had that other thing, which
was so important. And of course, if you like, they had the
creativity, the ingenuity to build their own houses. I would
also imagine you could put the goals of number three into
that as well, so they were well served except at the base.
Now, the third one: A late friend and colleague was
asked to go and look at what was wrong with the labour
settlement on a Rio Tinto mine in Namibia. The village
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The most important common denominator ... is the
community, belonging and love. That is what we
are building.
had not been designed by an architect: It had been laid
out according to the principles of the provincial roads
department. Having got busy with mining, there was a
sense of unease that turned to vandalism that turned to
violence. In that time, Jim Campbell, who was a director
of the mine, was at his wit’s end. Meetings between labour
and management didn’t go anywhere. They weren’t
unhappy about their working conditions or their wages
and no one knew what was wrong. But Jim had a secondyear architectural student called Kelvin. It was ›

1 View of north facing veranda, Schoeman House, Walmer, Port Elizabeth, 2011. 2 View of
communal terrace spaces, Village Place, St Francis Bay, 1982. 3 View from beach, De Kock
House, Jefferies Bay, 1990.
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2017 MILDE MCWILLIAMS MEMORIAL LECTURE

IT BROUGHT THE HOUSES ONTO THE STREETS,
CREATING A SENSE OF COMMUNITY. THE
ROCKS AND RUBBISH WERE PICKED UP, SMALL
GARDENS WERE PLANTED AND THE VIOLENCE
DISAPPEARED.

4

5

image: xxxxxxxxxxxxxx

6

4 View of external colonnaded wall to the exterior, Duck Pond Pavilion, St Georges Park,
Central, Port Elizabeth, 1986. 5 Street elevation, Johnson House, Summerstrand, 2000. 6 South
west elevation, Malan House, Hermanus, 1999.
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a throwaway line, really for a second-year student, but
he said: “There’s obviously something wrong with your
settlement, with the houses.” Jim took him at his word,
saying at this stage we’ll try anything and my colleague
flew up there. He was very nervous, he didn’t know if
he would be able to do anything. What he did [referring
audience to several slides], was to break down the kitchen
yards that joined houses back to back and instead created
streets in those narrow spaces. It was probably no more
than 4.5 metres wide, with narrow little pavements for
pedestrians to walk, and almost no room for a little front
garden, but the houses were drawn into the space, and
suddenly it became a street. From being a road, with rocks,
paper, houses with broken windows and roofs, where no
one cared, after that, all the unhappiness disappeared. It
brought the houses onto the streets, creating a sense of
community. The rocks and rubbish were picked up, small
gardens were planted and the violence disappeared. The
next minute, my colleague was being asked to produce
plans for how they could expand their houses and how
they could change their houses for the better. Again, what
do we have: certainly, the shelter, food and water were not
sufficient; but they did have the community, the belonging
and the love.
The most important common denominator in those
examples is the community, belonging and love. That is
what we are building. There are no spaces to gather and
to find joy. Yes, they had hot and cold running water, and
they supposedly had the security of a secure house, but
beyond that they had nothing. There isn’t the physical
structure onto which community can grow. What
happened at Rio Tinto, I believe, is happening now. The
anger, ‘Fees Must Fall’, any excuse, because they don’t
know, they don’t know that that is killing them. This is not
the place to make a plea, there’s nobody to plead to really,
but I cannot understand, I know it’s a politicised thing, but
I cannot understand why our institute, our universities
have not tackled this, got together and forced themselves
on government and explained what they are doing there. I
really believe the country is in peril as a result of that.
To finish off this part of my lecture, I want to read
what Hassan Fathy, the great Egyptian architect, wrote:
“Architecture for the poor should not be approached like
a treatment for a special disease. Architecture is for rich
and poor alike, and not exclusive. We deal with aesthetics,
culture and economics in all architecture. Unfortunately,
the poor are not given the benefit of aesthetics. People
wrongly associate poverty with ugliness. It is a mistake. ›
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7
It should be that more care and more attention be paid
to aesthetics when building for the poor.” I would add
that aesthetics has as much to do with the spaces between
buildings as with the buildings themselves, in fact, more
in the cases we have seen just now.
Which brings me, in fact, to my work. I had qualified at
Cape Town University 2 and, as the slides will show you,
we all were in awe of the soft green landscape, the oak
trees, the white Cape Dutch farmhouses and the Malay
houses in District Six. That was the environment and that
was the imagery that was in front of us, so our schemes
were pretty much of that nature. I mention this because
there was a dramatic change.
This is a winery [referring audience to a slide] in
Constantia on a real site. It is a great concrete vault with
a blanket of thatch over it. I don’t want to go into what
it involves other than to show that this is the gentle
environment to which we were exposed as students.
After qualifying, I started to work for the professor, who
asked me to join his office. In a way, I was marking time.
I didn’t really have direction; in fact, had professional
rugby been around I might very well have had a go at it.
Then a student a couple of years my senior came down
from Johannesburg and said I had to go up there. Well,
I did have ambitions in sport, so to go overseas as most
of my fellow students were doing was not an option and
so Joburg was probably the best option in terms of a
challenge. So, I went to Joburg, got married and started a
family. Serendipity played a role here ... my family moved
into converted stables on the furthermost northern edge
of Joburg, south of where Sandton City now stands. We
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ARCHITECTURE IS FOR RICH AND POOR ALIKE, AND NOT
EXCLUSIVE. WE DEAL WITH AESTHETICS, CULTURE AND
ECONOMICS IN ALL ARCHITECTURE.
were right on the edge; the next building after the fence
lines was the Voortrekker Monument.
Living next door to me was an architect by the name
of Anthony Lange3, I didn’t have a clue who he was, but
he saw my thesis and he liked something about it, so he
invited me to join them and after a bit of a delay, that’s
what I did. Through that contact, I met Glen Gallagher
and Willie Meyer5 and went on to do some fine work
around the country. Paul Schwellnus6 was another one;
Ivan Schlapobersky7 they were members of what was
known as the ‘Young Turks of Joburg’. The days were filled
with debate, argument, a certain intensity and figures in
architecture that I’d hardly heard about were mentioned
and quoted. Obviously, I’d heard of Lou Kahn8, but Lou
Kahn was part of the conversation most days. And a lot
of the conversation was on a croquet court because it was
an old house, up on the Parktown Ridge … a beautiful old
mansion – I don’t think it was a Baker9 building, but it was
very much like it. They had a swimming pool and a tennis
court and a croquet court. Sometimes the games would ›

7 West elevation arrival view, Schoeman House, Walmer, Port Elizabeth, 2011.
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go on until four o’clock in the afternoon and we’d have to
make up the time.
It was an incredibly exciting period. Anthony was more
than a friend. He was an awkward character, but there
couldn’t have been a better mentor for me in South Africa.
I’m going to read this poem by Pablo Neruda, which I
came upon many years ago; it struck me how it captures
exactly what happened to me, this kind of half rugby
player, half architect, not sure where he’s going.
And it was at that age architecture arrived in search
of me. I don’t know where it came from, from winter or a
river. I don’t know how or where. No, they were not voices,
they were not words or even silence, but from a street I was
summoned, from the branches of night, abruptly, from the
others. There I was without a face and it touched me. I did
not know what to say, my mouth had no way with names;
my eyes were blind and something started in my soul, fever
or forgotten wings, and I made my own way, deciphering
that fire, and I drew that first feint line. Feint, without
substance, pure nonsense, pure wisdom, of someone who
knows nothing, and suddenly I saw the heavens unfastened
and open. I whirled with the stars, my heart broke loose on
the wind.”
What I should have said is that I did plagiarise it very
gently, where architecture is mentioned and the first feint
line, that was poetry. That actually was, suddenly, who
I was. ■

BY THE EDITOR

Crossroads is a well-known, large informal settlement in Cape Town.
2
Mr John Rushmere was the recipient of the SAIA Gold Medal Award for
Architecture in 2002
3
Mr Anthony Lange is a Johannesburg architect and a graduate of the Universities
of the Witwatersrand and Yale.
4
Mr Glen Gallagher was an architect in Johannesburg, a partner in GAPP
Architects & Urban Designers. He graduated from the Universities of the
Witwatersrand and Pennsylvania. He was the fifth Sophia Gray Laureate in 1993.
5
Mr Wilhelm O Meyer was an architect in Johannesburg and partner in Meyer
Pienaar Architects. He graduated from the Universities of the Witwatersrand and
Pennsylvania. He was the fourth Sophia Gray Laureate in 1992.
6
Mr Paul Schwellnus was an architect in Johannesburg and partner in Fabel &
Schwellnus Architects. He graduated from the University of the Witwatersrand.
7
Mr Ivan Schlapobersky is an architect and Partner in M-Architects in
Johannesburg and a graduate from the Universities of the Witwatersrand and
Pennsylvania.
8
Prof. Louis Kahn, University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia.
9
Sir Herbert Baker, well-known architect during the early 1900s in South Africa.
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8 Contextual view, S.A. Perm, High Street, Grahamstown. 9 Ground floor veranda facing onto
garden, Rushmere House, Walmer, Port Elizabeth, 2008.10 Detail view from north with water
feature in the foreground of the large veranda, Potgieter House, Humansdorp, 1972.11 View of
central deck, Ntsomi Lodge, Alexander Forest, Eastern Cape. 2005.
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MATERIAL MEMORY
Johannesburg Holocaust & Genocide Centre, South Africa
By: Michael Louw

M

any architects limit themselves to the design
of buildings, but when they have the courage
to take on a building’s project management,
construction management and trade
management too, it opens up a host of opportunities.
In this case, it allowed the architects to manage
the complex process of building through and with
donations, but it also allowed them to reduce costs,
co-produce the design and making of the building
with craftspeople, and design and implement a range
of innovative systems to accomplish these aims.
Besides the ship-lapped steel cladding and ventilated
facade systems amongst others, the so-called dumprock wall is a case in point: The architects designed
a travelling shutter system with 600mm wide boards
which slid upwards along tapered laser-cut steel
tracks. The stones were carefully chosen and placed
by craftspeople in small pours of concrete at a depth
of 150mm at a time. With three to four layers placed
and poured each day, the shuttering could move up
about 600mm daily so the previous day’s cast could be
washed with a high-pressure hose to expose the fine
aggregate. When the diagonal tracks were removed
on completion of the final pour, the chemical anchors
that held them in place were used to mount the reused railway tracks that are slightly smaller than the
casting tracks, thereby articulating the joint between
them and the dump-rock panels.
The tracks in the stone walls symbolise the railway
infrastructure that was so instrumental in the
Holocaust; similar to the actual railways still in use

today, where the building’s tracks of experience are
currently visible, the embedded memory of the former
tracks of expedience remains. The materials that
make up the envelope of this building are left exposed
and are allowed to weather: This combination of the
truthful use of materials, the expression of the passing
of time through weathering and patina (which also
creates new layers of memory) and the symbolism
inherent in its materiality allows the Johannesburg
Holocaust & Genocide Centre to wear its heart on
its sleeve. ■

1

PROJECT INFORMATION
Architect and Project Manager: Lewis Levin
Project Team: Lewis Levin, Bridget Sherman, Daniel Trollip,
Ceilidh Bradley
Collaborating Architects: Clara da Cruz Almeida and
Asher Marcus
Photography: Leon Krige and Lewis Levin
Text and compilation: Michael Louw
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1 and 2 3D drawings showing the assembly of the coffee shop’s skylight. The construction and the small box gutters echo the railway tracks that are embedded in the
dump-rock walls. 3 A photo showing the assembly of the coffee shop’s skylight from below. 4 The customised steel tracks and the exposed aggregate of the dump-rock wall.
5 Thesteel tracks in the process of travelling upwards with chemical anchors ready for the fixing of the railway tracks. 6 A portion of dump-rock wall with day joints
vaguely visible. 7 A completed section of wall with the re-used railway tracks installed. 8 The completed southern courtyard dump-rock wall. 9 A drawing of the south
courtyard wall showing the custom-designed formwork system.
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END NOTE

HELLO, AND
THE POWER OF JOY!
By: Jan Ras, Department of Architecture, UFS & past president SAIA

I

was born in the Free State platteland where the
English teacher never used English in the classroom.
We learned to say “aangename kennis” (English:
“Pleased to meet you” or “How do you do?”) when
we met someone. In my well-used dictionary printed
in 1958, the word “aangenaam, is translated as follows:
congenial, delicious, pleasant, agreeable, comfortable,
acceptable, enjoyable, likeable.
The ritual to greet is part of our lifestyle; some of
my students still greet me by hand every day! Eugene
Raskin wrote in his book Architecture & People (1974)1
in the chapter with the title ‘The Architecture of Fun’
the following:
Human beings, baboons, and seals share the custom of
flapping their appendages together to indicate approval of
pleasure, usually at some spectacle or other. Our species,
in particular, makes quite a large thing out of this process
– colloquially known as applause – building numerous
and varied structures in which to indulge it such as
theatres, concert halls, cinemas, sports stadia, casinos,
and so on.
Architecture is the theatre of life. Are we still
“flapping” about our daily job (or career or profession
or business) with all the necessary excitement?
As a lecturer for more than 30 years, I experienced
the eagerness of school kids wanting to become
professional architects. I have followed the development
of young students to become young professionals.
And, now as I’m getting closer to retirement age, I still
talk to many of my previous students and colleagues.
And what I notice is, the lack of the daily, original
aangename kennis!

The method of teaching architecture is a process
of ‘critting’ and commenting, not always about the
positive! Unfortunately, in this way, negative comments
are stuck with us for almost our whole career. If you
meet another professional architect, you can talk for
hours about the negative state of the profession; the
institute; the council; the government; the clients; and
the contractors.
Architecture is about people and people are filled
with emotions. Emotion is not always noticeable in all
professional architects, is it? Is there enough emotion
in all our buildings? To understand the emotion of a
building, visit the Stables at the Westminster Estate by
Sir Herbert Baker near Tweespruit in the platteland of
the Free State.
At the end, when a new building or project is
completed, be proud to introduce it with the words,
aangename kennis!
In my young days, there were many rituals: daknat-maak (roof-wetting); lint knip (ribbon-cutting);
hoeksteenlegging (cornerstone laying, with a time
capsule behind it); and, now and then a site braai
as well.
These rituals are often replaced with mediation,
arbitration and occasionally a juicy court case.
The celebration of building and the celebration of
architecture need our attention.
It’s time to “open happiness” in our daily work, to
enjoy our clients and contractors, as well as handing
over the front door key with a ribbon. It is our duty to
introduce new buildings – never mind big or small –
with enthusiasm and respect to the world around us. ■
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