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On a recent tOur in Sweden and Finland, we visited the Woodlands 
cemetery in Stockholm. From the gate, we followed the route intended by 
the architect Sigurd Lewerentz for a bereaved party to experience both the 
pain and the life in death. It climbs to a grove of trees atop a low hill. In mak-
ing the ascent, the journey seemed to become, almost imperceptibly, more 
and more difficult, making me feel – imagining myself as a mourner – how 
hard it is to bury a loved one.  I could see, when I examined the steps, that 
the growing difficulty was not an illusion – their gradient gradually increases. 
arriving at the summit, there is a sense of relief. the grove is of umbrella-like 
elms with branches that reach consolingly over you. their leaves shimmer in 
the breeze, lightening your mood. Your elevation on the hill lightens too and 
removes you from the reality you must experience again as you descend to 
the crematorium chapel. 

Between the grove and the crematorium, next to a large pool, is a place 
made for outside burial services. the central element is a low mound with a 
simple catafalque – a table for the coffin. I climbed the mound and found the 
short series of steps again becoming steeper and steeper, slowing my ascent 
and speeding up my descent. 

Later, we went to Lewerentz’s wonderful church St Mark’s, quite nearby, 
and I wondered… Sure enough, there are three low steps up to the commun-
ion table, each higher than the one before. thus each time, each day, each 
person who ascends and descends will sense, through the balance-sensitive 
soles of their feet, the differences between the coming and the going.  

contemplating such precise and intricate shaping of the spatial environ-
ment, I was astounded at the wonder of architecture, at the difference spatial 
design can make.

the same feelings arose, in a very different way, at another place in the 
same city. a fellow traveller remarked, ‘Wow, this is inspiring! Modern ar-
chitecture in service to a community! this kind of place is why I took up 
architecture!’ the place was in Årsta, a central square built in a poor neigh-
bourhood soon after World War two as part of Sweden’s social programme. 
the square is surrounded by shops and contains flats, offices, a community 
centre, an indoor and outdoor theatre, as well as a library. Modest in scale 
and budget, the architects erik and tore ahlsén nevertheless managed to 
achieve a great feeling of flexibility, generosity, transparency and accessibili-
ty, while also enabling participation by local people in the murals which cut 
across the buildings’ geometry. 

equally inspiring are some of the projects in this issue: just read the ac-
count of how a school, in an under-developed part of the country, was thought 
out with the help of the local community and designed to provide local 
employment and to make as small a carbon footprint as possible; about a 
commercial building in a rural town, the last situation one would expect to 
generate architecture, placed to provide a model for a better urbanism and 
conceptually inspired by the geology and flora of the place; about the, by 
definition, hard-nosed, profit-focused approach of a mining company being 
deflected into an ethos of sustainability.

In a world that values immediacy and novelty so highly, these projects 
that simply and clearly enrich the human condition are powerful reminders 
of architecture’s real value and of architects’ great task and responsibility – 
and opportunity.
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Celebrating a generosity of spirit
We note with sadness the passing away of Pattabi Raman, a man of 
extraordinary talent. We also include some feedback about a previous 
issue from author and architect Clive Chipkin.

BY Julian Cooke and Clive Chipkin

pattabi g raMan (1940–2013)
I was introduced to Raman in 2004 by 
Peter Rich. Although he had never met 
me before, he offered to put me up for the 
night so that we could chat and get to know 
each other. That is what happened and, in a 
certain way, that evening epitomised for me 
the character of this man – always generous, 
unusually open to new people and ideas 
and passionately engaged in architecture.   

His generosity was apparent in his 
encouragement of colleagues to make 
their voices heard or their buildings known 
through publication. He took people 
seriously and brought out the best in them. 
For some people he merely provided 
backing or acted as a sounding board, 
others he stimulated by working with 
them on joint papers, and yet others he 
gave credibility and exposure by drawing 
attention to their work in articles. The last 
is evident in the numerous critiques he 
wrote in Architecture SA between 2004 and 
2013. With papers behind him such as “The 
Production of Architectural Criticism” with 
Richard Coyne, (Architectural Theory Review, 
University of Sydney, vol 5, no 1 pp 83 – 

103 2000), he was well qualified to do so.
He was a very mild and un-egotisti-

cal person and yet he was confident with 
people, charming, open and accessible, an 
extraordinary networker who, in no time 
at all, seemed to know most of the archi-
tects in the land and their work, as well as 
countless students. He treated everyone 
with the same respect and kindliness – 
ministers in the government, professors, 
students and cleaners. He was polite and 
considerate to all of them and never spoke 
harshly or rudely to anyone that I saw. This 
not only meant that he was popular with 
students and with colleagues, but he gen-
erated a positive, productive atmosphere; 
he connected people together and always 
had good ideas, and he attracted visitors 
wherever he was – a great contribution to 
the profession of architecture.

He was educated originally at the Uni-
versity of Madras and after a spell of work-
ing in a well-known office in London, he 
registered for his doctorate at the Universi-
ty of Edinburgh, where he later taught for 
many years. In South Africa since 2004, he 
was Head of the School of Architecture at 

Wits, followed by a few years at the Uni-
versity of the Free State as Research Pro-
fessor. In 2012, he was appointed Head 
of the Department of Architectural Tech-
nology and Interior Design at the Cape 
Peninsula University of Technology, a post 
he held until he died. This period, of the 
last few years of his life, is indicative of his 
continuous active engagement in architec-
ture. In the same time, he taught studios 
at the Universities of Istanbul (Technical), 
Singapore and Pune. In India, he lectured 
all round the country, served as juror on nu-
merous Award of Merit and Project Award 
programmes. He wrote a book: Architecture 
of the Third Landscape, with a Free State 
colleague, Jako Olivier; he edited a special 
issue of Architecture SA on work by the Free 
State architectural school, produced a host 
of articles, not only in this journal, but also 
in others such as the South African Journal 
of Art Historians and Construction and Build-
ing Materials. It is a measure of his ongoing 
passion that he kept up his research into 
incremental housing, and was lecturing in 
Pune and in Cape Town within weeks of 
his death

De riDDer, uytenbogaarDt  
anD others
Issue 60 of Architecture SA makes fascinat-
ing reading. Three writers – Julian Cooke, 
Hugh Fraser and Andries Samuel – address 
in different ways the fundamental subject 
of commercial architecture.

However, at this moment my attention 
lies elsewhere. The moving obituary for 
Johan de Ridder by Schalk le Roux has 
caught my imagination, together with the 
monograph on Roelof Uytenbogaardt by 
Walter Peters and Paul Kotze.

I recall the marvellous NG Church in Al-
berton from the late 1950s. l feel confident 
it was by De Ridder, a highly sensitive 

honorary DoCtorate for Clive Chipkin
On 25 June, Wits University conferred an honorary doctorate on Clive Chipkin for his outstanding scholarship as a historian of 
South African architecture, and for his principled practice and leadership in the profession.

architect whom, we are told, designed 35 
churches, approaching Wren’s total.

Both De Ridder and Uytenbogaardt 
contributed quite distinctly to the 
stream of consciousness that reached our 
landscape after the Peace of Westphalia 
in 1648. In the 1920s, there was Gerhard 
Moerdyk with his characteristic Highveld 
churches, perhaps in excess of 50 in 
number. The architect John Vorendyk, 
a fellow product of my old school, is an 
expert on the nuances of Moerdyk’s work. 
(It is a real loss to the profession that 
Vorendyk’s invaluable studies have not 
been published.)

Vorendyk once pointed out to me 

Moerdyk’s Blouklipkerk in Lichtenburg, 
a district where he knows virtually every 
farm. Moerdyk, in fact, designed the 
Vorendyk’s town house in Lichtenburg.

In the 1930s, a form of semi-Dudok 
modernism began to appear in the small 
towns, dorpies and suburbia of the Highveld, 
the work of Geers and Geers Architects.

These Holland architects were based 
on the sixth floor of Hollandia House, 127 
President Street, Johannesburg, a building 
they designed in 1937. From 1958, my own 
practice was on the third floor.

The architect Hennie Taljaard (later 
Taljaard Carter) came out of this practice, 
another important link to notice.

NEW LONGER VERSION Notes&News.indd   5 2013/07/31   11:06 AM
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VeLe secONDarY schOOL,  
LimpOpO
Community upliftment  
through engagement
arChiteCt East Coast arChitECts
By stEvE KinslEr & DErEK van hEErDEn, East Coast arChitECts
ClairE Brown, trustEE of thE CrEating sChools trust  
samuEl maKhaDo, PrinCiPal of vElE sEConDary sChool
photographs stEvE KinslEr, angEla BuCKlanD

BackgrOuND tO the creatiNg 
schOOLs prOgramme
Schools play a critical role in the life of 
communities, especially those situated 
in remote and forgotten areas. In these 
situations, schools have the vast potential 
to serve not only as primary and secondary 
educational institutions, but also as 
vibrant hubs that provide opportunities 
for learning and growth to all members 
of the surrounding community. However, 
this cannot happen on its own. The full 
potential of schools can only be realised 
through creative partnerships that extend 
beyond the roles traditionally established 
between government and society or 

1
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between donors and recipients. The 
Creating Schools programme took this 
approach when it partnered with East 
Coast Architects in 2004 to develop the 
Seven Fountains Primary School project in 
Kokstad, KwaZulu-Natal.

The second phase of the Creating 
Schools programme started in 2007 with the 
commission to design new facilities for Vele 
Secondary School in the northern Vhembe 
district in Limpopo. Despite inadequate 
infrastructure and a lack of basic resources, 
the school had a history of good academic 
performance and so, in keeping with the 
project theme of rewarding excellence, 
the Creating Schools Trust partnered with 

the Limpopo Department of Education 
(LDoE) to build a new school at Vele.

The design team first engaged with the 
school community early in 2008. A number 
of initiatives were pursued, which included 
free-ranging discussions with teachers 
and learners, as well as more structured 
conversations with local traditional leaders. 
This was made more interesting because 
Vele is located almost equidistant from four 
surrounding villages.

Another immediate initiative was the 
installation of a digital weather station at the 
school. The nearest formal weather station, 
some 50km distant and 1 000m variant in 
altitude, was considered unreliable for the 

micro-climatic data we were seeking to 
inform effective passive solar design and 
rainwater harvesting strategies.

Our subsequent visits to the school 
were celebrated with music and dance 
events, performed by the learners and 
local community dance troupes and  
by the formal structured workshop events 
– all toward the building of a relationship 
of dignity and mutual respect between  

2

3 4

1  Indigenous plants, local stone, 
water storage

2 View from upper level walkway
3-4 Children places

Vele Secondary School.indd   7 2013/07/31   11:14 AM
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the design team and the recipient 
community and later between the design 
and contracting team.

The school was beneficially occupied 
in January 2011 and has a current enrol-
ment of 22 educators and 460 learners 
between grades eight and 12. The full 
schedule of accommodation comprises 
the following facilities: 17 general class-
rooms, two science laboratories, a comput-
er centre with 40 workstations, a library 
with a reading circle and five computer 
workstations, an administration centre 
where the principal and deputy’s offices 
are situated, a staff room with a kitchen  
and veranda, two teacher work rooms, 
three head of department offices, a hall, 
ablution facilities, four staff toilets, a tuck 
shop, an outdoor dance amphitheatre,  

food gardens, and two netball courts and a 
full-size soccer field.

Conducted at an early stage of the design 
process, the outcomes of the audit informed 
our choice of materials and technical 
detailing. The audit enabled the building 
contractor to employ his entire unskilled 
and semi-skilled labour force from the 
residential community around Vele.

sustainability
At Vele Secondary School, passive 
low-energy design (PLED) was inte-
grated into the design process from 
site planning, orientation and insula-
tion through to detailing and finish-
ing. Energy conservation and water 
management were important themes, 
both in terms of global resource im-

plications and the reduction of  
school utility bills. The use of local re-
sources – mainly stone and masonry 
construction – reduced the carbon foot-
print of the building process and invest-
ed in local economies.

An Eskom donation financed the 
installation of a 50m2 solar photovoltaic 
array which provides electricity for the 
IT infrastructure and the borehole water 
pumping at the school. It was made clear 
from the outset that renewable energy 
sources are not free and that the inverters, 
batteries and panels require regular 
maintenance and periodic replacement. 
The valuable photovoltaic panels are 
securely fixed onto a north-facing, second-
floor roof and for security reasons are not 
visible from the road.

6

7 8

5
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EnErgy monitoring, watEr and 
sanitation
An energy-monitoring system was installed 
to create awareness about energy consump-
tion and to help the school reduce electrical 
energy costs. The system works by inform-
ing when and where electricity is used.  
The school can then control and conserve 
electricity use.

Rainwater is harvested off all available roof 
and hard surfaces at the classroom blocks 
and piped to a 100 000-litre ‘tank farm’. 
Using solar power, the water is pumped to 
20 000-litre header tanks, from where it is 
gravity-fed to irrigate food gardens.

Rainwater is harvested off the community 
hall and stored in tanks with a total capacity 
of 30 000 litres. This water is gravity-fed to 
irrigate the sports fields.

Potable water is solar pumped from an 
on-site borehole to 10 000-litre elevated 
tanks from where it is gravity-fed to kitch-
ens, drinking fountains and wash basins.

The school uses a waterless, on-site, 
dry sanitation system.The system was 
chosen due to the erratic municipal 
water supply and the potential for 
contamination of soil and groundwater 
by waterborne sanitation systems. 

The Limpopo DoE provides a main-
tenance service for this system for ru-
ral schools throughout the province. All 
the toilet blocks are naturally ventilated  
and lit.

The science laboratories, administration 
centre, ablutions and covered walkways 
all have green roofs to both preserve 
biodiversity and to impart other qualities 

such as good insulation, aesthetics and 
assist in the management of storm water 
runoff. All green roof planting uses hardy, 
drought-resistant, indigenous plants from 
the region, requiring no watering and little 
maintenance.

Engaging with ContExt
Through engagement with local com-
munities, the place-making skills of local 
culture and vernacular were respected and 
acknowledged. The learners’ photograph-
ic workshop (where learners became our 

9

10

5 Section 1
6 West elevation
7 Roof plan and side layout
8 Ground floor plan
9 Section 2
10 Walkways, tower, gardens
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teachers), observing local context and visits 
to significant buildings in the area created 
a palette of materials, textures, forms and 
elements which became critical as the de-
sign development stage unfolded. Stone 
construction for walling, facing and pav-
ing was used extensively and local masons 
were engaged – most were graduates of 
the school. Stone was collected from road 
verges and from areas being cleared for ag-
riculture, thereby reducing the reliance on 
imported brick and cement-based materi-
als. The contractor twinned experienced 
masons with younger workers who had ex-

pressed interest, thus ensuring continuity 
of this beautiful craft. Masons were encour-
aged to express their ‘signature’ patterning 
rather than slavishly aim for uniformity.

Other important informants were the 
importance of dance and music as perfor-
mance, manifesting in a tiered amphithe-
atre space with rammed earth dancefloor 
(concrete or stone was considered too hard 
for barefooted dancers), as well as the beau-
tiful colouring of the dance costumes which 
informed the palette of colours, especially 
the lime green used to accent metalwork 
and door and window frames.

Buildings respond to micro-climate by 
solar orientation, natural ventilation strat-
egies and shelter from inclement weather. 
Three north-facing classroom wings define 
a pair of gender-specific courtyards (deter-
mined by adjacent boys’ and girls’ ablu-
tions) that open to dramatic views to the 
west. Existing trees of the campus were 
all retained and the layout radiates from 
the ‘teaching tree’ – a well-established 
Syzigiumlegatii (Mountain Waterwood) that 
was used as a meeting point by the design 
team for both formal and informal interac-
tions with learners. It is interesting to note 

11

12 13

Vele Secondary School.indd   10 2013/07/31   11:14 AM
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that in the old school, an outdoor classroom 
was held under this tree. The design of the 
new school places this tree centrally in a 
landscaped courtyard and includes a space 
around the tree so that teaching and learn-
ing can continue there.

The unique flora of the area is captured 
and amplified by green roofs over the cov-
ered walkways, free-standing public toilet 
blocks, the new children’s library and the 
science and administration centres. Plants 
were sourced from rocky outcrops within 
1km of the site. These roofs attract local 
birds, insects and butterflies and provide 

opportunities for learner and teacher re-
search that could lead to academic ad-
vancement. Now fully established, no fur-
ther irrigation of the roofs is necessary.

Central to the layout is the remodelling 
of the older of the two existing classroom 
blocks (closest to the public road) into 
a Community Resource Centre and the 
demolition of the newer, but less well-built 
classroom block and the establishment of 
food gardening terraces within the retained 
plinth walls of the old classrooms. This 
memory of ‘where the building once stood’ 
also suggests a responsible use of the space 

14

15

18

17

16

11-12  Library
13       Walkways and tower
14-15 Toilets
16-17 Stone terraces with gardens
18      General views of school

and honours the farming skills of the local 
community – terraces are common in the 
area – a consequence of the abundance of 
stone as well as of the steep, hilly terrain. 
An intensive water-harvesting programme 
from roofs and paved areas supports the 
vegetable-growing programme. 

Vele Secondary School.indd   11 2013/07/31   11:15 AM
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For a consultancy committed to 
sustainability, being approached to provide 
architectural and engineering services for 
the upgrade of an old diamond mine in 
sierra leone posed a dilemma. Mining is 
an extractive industry. When mineral-rich 
earth is located, extraction and processing 
systems generally start immediately to 
achieve maximum profit. supporting 
infrastructure is erected fast with little 
thought given to the environment, the 
life cycle of buildings or the community 
affected. In this sense, mining is an 
economic anomaly which functions for  
a period and is abandoned, leaving empty 
skeletons on scarred land.

collis & associates (ca) had to make 
a decision: get involved in what could 
be only a limited role and work from  
a compromised position or decline and 
leave the construction to progress with the 
usual negative environmental impact. the 
decision was made to take on the project, 
but hold to our principles of sustainability 

as far as possible. Its watchword would 
be ‘guerrilla green’ – seeking out any 
opportunity to reduce negative impacts.

the site is in the east of sierra leone 
near the Guinean border, about 350km 
from the nearest port, Freetown, which is 
the main point of import of goods and ma-
terials. after years of poor governing and 
civil war, sierra leone’s infrastructure is ru-
dimentary and in a state of disrepair. Man-
ufacturing and the availability of building 
materials is limited. almost everything 
(including diesel for generating electrici-
ty), would have to  be trucked to site over 
hundreds of kilometres of shocking roads.

the tiered turnkey contract placed 
ca at the bottom of the pack of sub-
contractors to the building contractors – 
who were in turn turnkey sub-contractors 
to the main contractor. the project was to 
design and build the mine, including the 
processing plant and support buildings. 
ca’s scope was limited to the buildings:  
a variety of scales and typologies from small 

switchrooms and large workshops capable 
of servicing 80-tonne machines to a clinic, 
houses and mine community facilities.

at the time of ca’s appointment,  
a number of decisions regarding the mine 
buildings had been made. the client,  
a south african company, wanted to 
maximise the amount of materials and 
expertise coming from south africa. 
they envisaged most components being 
manufactured in south africa and shipped 
in containers to Freetown, from where 
they would be trucked eastward on a 12-
hour journey to the site and assembled by 
south african building teams.

the main contactor had been appointed 
on the basis of an area and rate per square 
metre for each building. the rate for the 
industrial buildings was based on steel, 
portal-framed structures and profiled steel 
sheet cladding with very few windows. 
they would generally be very deep, wide 
buildings with no regard to climate, ori-
entation or natural lighting. the planning 

1

2

3

A ‘guerillA green’ project
Architect Collis & AssoCiAtes
by ArChiteCt’s notes

mine buildings – sierra leone

Sierra Leona Mine.indd   12 2013/07/31   11:12 AM
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was at best functional, with little concern 
for the levels of comfort of the occupants.  

Following site visits and resource map-
ping, CA proposed an alternative construc-
tion technology. This would minimise the 
importation of materials, maximise the use 
of local materials and labour, and recycle 
mine waste materials wherever possible. 
The University of Cape Town Engineer-
ing Department analysed and evaluated 
the waste Kimberlite rock as potential 
building material and it was found that it 
was suitable for use as aggregate in making 
concrete, bricks, blocks, tiles and as base 
material for roads and building platforms. 
This saved the energy and further envi-
ronmental damage that would have result-
ed from importing and processing these  
materials.

The proposed imported steel portal-
framed building plans were redesigned 
to be regionally-specific and appropriate 
buildings with a possibility for longevity. 
Local buildings, although limited in scale, 

were studied to understand a vernacular 
response to climate. The climate in this 
region features hot tropical, heavy rains (2 
500mm a year) and a dry, cool period when 
the Harmattan blows across from the Sahara 
in the north-west. CA’s alternative building 
proposal was accepted by the client for 
being more economical. Additionally, well 
thought through sustainable solutions also 
reduce construction time and pressure and 
significantly reduce reliance of the global 
supply network. (Unbeknown to the client, 
the implications for sustainability were 
more far-reaching than they’d imagined).

With buy-in from the client, production 
began. Thirty-four building types were 
designed in 12 months and the building 
process took 18 months. With this speed 
and the remoteness of the site, a number 
of design constraints and informants were 
necessary.

Firstly, to minimise engineering com-
plexity, a structural grid was employed. 
This reduced complexity and cost and 

increased ease and speed of construction. 
A masonry structural grid was used on all 
smaller buildings, while a reinforced con-
crete block-work frame was utilised on the 
larger warehouse and workshops. 

Secondly, for ease and speed of con-
struction, CA adopted a repeated family 
of details and limited the material palette 
– bagged bricks and blocks, unplastered re-
inforced concrete columns and beams, and 
timber trusses.

Thirdly, sourcing local labour redistrib-
uted resources back into Sierra Leone’s 
economy. SA Pine sections were imported 
from South Africa (to avoid imported steel 
and to not use indigenous forest timber) 
and a truss-making yard was set up on site, 
employing local labour under the super-
vision of South African artisans to enable 
skills transfer. For more specialised build-
ings, teams of masons and a foreman were 
brought from South Africa to work with and 
train local labour.

Finally, to minimise building mainte-

1 Main Dining room of recreational  
 complex with hammer beam trusses  
 providing rhythm, scale and visual  
 interest.
2 View of VIP dining room of   
 Recreational complex with   
 management housing on Monkey Hill  
 in background.
3  Truss construction at roof monitor  
 – brings light into centre and provides  
 natural ventilation cooling.
4 The larger of the two incinerator   
 buildings demonstrates the use of the  
 expressed concrete structural frame  
 as an aesthetic ordering device.
5 Gable end of the Main Workshop with  
 mesh ventilation screens and   
 projecting canopies to control solar  
 gain and rain ingress.
6 Plan of Workers Mess complex   
 arranged around an internal   
 courtyard with connecting walkway  
 around perimeter.4

5 6
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nance, all proposed aluminium windows 
and doors were changed to treated pine 
sourced from sustainably grown planta-
tions. This reduced the embodied energy 
and cost of these items and allowed for easy 
maintenance as aluminium components 
are not readily available in Sierra Leone. 
The designs were carefully considered and 
mesh screens and solid shutters included to 
keep out insects and to darken interiors for 
nightshifters needing daytime sleep. Win-
dows and doors were protected under the 
eaves or with canopies at the gable ends. 
Deep, double-pitched, vernacular roof 
overhangs shaded buildings from the sun 
and rain.

Natural ventilation and light were 
maximised through narrow, single-stacked 
buildings with perimeter circulation where 
feasible. Roof monitors on the large-span 
roofs circulated cool air and brought natural 
interior lighting. Indoor/outdoor living was 
facilitated using enclosed courtyards and 
incorporating shaded verandahs where 
possible over entrances and living areas.

In terms of site planning, the client de-
fined the position of most of the buildings 

according to mining process and function-
al requirements. CA was instrumental in 
fine-tuning the positions in relation to roads 
and the orientation for solar-thermal con-
trol. Housing and recreation spaces for em-
ployees were sited on Monkey Hill, which 
affords views over the surrounding country-
side and removed the residential compo-
nent from the 24-hour noise and activity of 
the mine.

Mining ideology follows a strict hierar-
chy. CA flattened this, creating housing and 
community facilities which supported inter-
action. This shift was achieved by deliber-
ately creating uniformity across the hierar-
chical accommodation types. The material 
finishes for all houses were the same. 

The lounges and eating spaces as well 
as the stairs and braai area were scaled to 
allow general access to all employees and 
all buildings were designed so that, after 
the eventual closure of the mine, buildings 
would continue to be fully functional for the 
local community.

The exercise proved that, with good 
resource-efficient design, strategic plan-
ning and using local and on-site materials 

to cut costs, it is possible for a sustainable 
team concerned about the planetary im-
pact of mining to make a difference. It just  
requires a great deal of strategising and 
convincing to take the contractors along  
with you.

Collis & Associates: Vernon Collis | Andrew 
Walton | Katie Irvine | Rob McGiven | Ross 
McDonald | Morné de Bruyn | Tim Curtis
Structural Engineers: Vernon Collis | Barry 
O’Neill Wiliams | Henry Fagan &Partners |  
Jan van Gysen
Civil/Geotechnical Engineers: Vernon Collis | 
Frank Du Plessis (Kantey&Templer) | Professor 
Mark Alexander, Civil Engineering, UCT 
Contractors: Botes Kennedy & Manyana  | 
Agmac Construction | Consulmet

7  Emulsion Store showing expressed structural 
grid. Roof designed in response to climatic 
conditions with deep eaves, roof monitor and 
clerestory ventilation openings.

8  View of the entrance stoeps of managers 
accommodation. Designed as a mix of 
semidetached houses in single/double-storey 
combinations arranged on the contours of 
Monkey Hill above the Recreational Complex. 
Oriented to optimise passive solar control  
and views.

9  Graphic representation of the difference in 
energy and resource flows of conventional 
construction (left) and the more sustainable 
system used for Koidu by CA (right).

7

8 9
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productive infra-structure
exhibition energy:oil and post-oil architecture and drids, maxxi museum
Architect neoro architects

introduction
Noero Architects were invited alongside 
six other practices – Terroir from Austral-
ia, Sou Fujimoto from Japan, OMA from 
Holland, Guillermo Acuna from Chile, 
Modus and OBR from Italy and Lifeth-
ings from South Korea – to participate 
in an exhibition in September hosted by 
the MAXXI National Museum of the  
21st Century Arts in Rome. The partici-
pants were challenged to respond to the 
theme of energy, architecture and land-
scape, not through the documentation of 
existing projects, but through commis-
sioned research with a spatial outcome.

proposition
The current rate of energy consumption 
in the world is untenable. The free-
market mechanism of the global 
economy is unsustainable, unfair and 
unjust. Unemployment is structural 
and endemic. Unless we find new ways 
of being able to live in this world the 

current state of chronic unemployment 
will remain. 

Current rates of inequality in both the 
developed and the developing world will 
increase rather than diminish in the future. 
To change these conditions we need to find 
ways of liberating the most renewable and 
plentiful energy resources available – hu-
man energy, imagination and creativity. 

We have located the research in the in-
formal sector in which, despite huge diffi-
culties, people operate in a spirit of untram-
melled exchange, free from all forms of 
state control, such as licences and taxes. We 
do not support an autarkic society – rather 
we support ways to maximise the freedom 
of people, while expecting the state to play 
an important role in ensuring equality of 
opportunity and equitable access to re-
sources.

The research investigates the possi-
bility of energy self-sufficiency and the 
related spatial implications within an 
existing settlement.

research
Hangberg, a small fishing village outside 
Cape Town, was selected as the site of 
research as it is both known to us and 
its size was manageable in terms of the 
investigation.

Our research showed that the people of 
Hangberg could generate sufficient energy, 
both individually and co-operatively, to 
become energy autonomous. According to 
the City of Cape Town, poorer households 
spend up to 25% of their monthly income 
on energy1. Given our proposition that 
endemic unemployment will remain 
unchanged, the potential saving offered 
by energy autonomy would represent  
a considerable benefit to the families in the 
area. These savings could be translated into 
other forms of income generation to offset 
the effects of chronic unemployment. 

The project explores the spatial 
forms that would be shaped by the 
new productive infrastructures at both 
household and community scales. These 

512 informal households Water reticulation and animal pasture 300m3 of Biogas digestors productive infrastructure  
“tree-machines”
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infrastructures are designed to use locally 
generated systems of energy production. 

Design outcome
The instrument that we have designed to 
open up these opportunities is a tree-like 
energy machine. This structure enables 
the upgrading of informal settlements as it 
requires a relatively small footprint to be-
come functionally useful. The operation is 
similar to that used by Eskom in bringing 
power to shack settlements by employing  
a network of overhead power lines anchored 
to the ground by poles – very little is dis-
turbed at ground level. The tree machine 
works in a similar way. Utilising biogas pro-
duction, an energy network is distributed 
between houses, while a new horizontal 
productive realm, harvesting water and pro-
ducing food, is created above the ground.

conclusion
Rather than plant Hangberg with trees, we 
propose using devices that would operate 
both as tree facsimiles as well as machines 
to generate energy and create opportunity. 
In turn, the application of these machines 
would offer up new spatial realms at both  
a household and community scale.

This work, collectively titled Productive Repub-
lic, is currently on exhibition at the MAXXI Na-
tional Museum of the 21st Century Arts in Rome, 

Italy, and runs until 29 September 2013. 
For more information, visit www.fondazi-
onemaxxi.it

RefeRences
1. City of Cape Town: Smart Living 
Handbook, 2011, Cape Town.

Public Space Technology House Typology

 Street Typology

Productive Infrastructure  
“Tree-Machines”

1 Reedbed Filters          
2 Biogas Digestors
3 Aquaponic Farms
4 Social Gathering
5 Water Collection
6 Food Production
7 Informal Trade

5

3

3 3 1 12

4

5 5

5

7

6

6
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Office building, kathu 
Casting a tree-like silhouette in the kalahari
arChiteCt Cube ArChiteCts
BY JAko olivier
photographs Auret strAuss, ChristiAAn Cloete

In order to procure a long-term 
residual income in the form of a leasable 
office building, the Sishen Iron ore 
Community development trust (SIoC-
cdt) initiated this investment project. 
Situated in the semi-arid town of Kathu, 
this office building had to address the 
inevitable climatic challenges, as well as 
meet with the SIoC-cdt requirement 
for a community skills development 
programme. the architects turned towards 
the immense landscape of the northern 
Cape Kalahari, the presence of a contrasting 
forest of camel thorn trees and the open-
cast iron mines for answers to climatic and 
social sustainability.

the sandy savannah and the surplus of 
excavated earth from the mining activities, 

features from both the natural and man-
made environment, suggested rammed 
earth as a construction solution. rammed 
earth construction furthermore allowed the 
opportunity to offer inexperienced people 
employment and secured a platform for 
a unique skills transfer programme. the 
natural cool canopy created by 4 000 
hectares of camel thorn trees was implicitly 
attended to as morphological and climatic 
precedent. together the rammed earth 
and reinterpreted tectonic canopy of steel 
trees form the main feature of the SIoC-
cdt building. 

a Western Wall
Consisting of a training facility, offices for 
SIoC-cdt and additional leasable office 

space, the two-storey building is sited to-
wards the north-east corner of the erven 
as defined by a vehicular intersection. 
By not separating the building from the 
street with a parking area, as is often the 
case with institutional buildings, an urban 
façade is created and good public visibili-
ty is ensured. the parking area is instead 
strategically positioned to the west of the 
SIoC building. this allows for a visual link 
with the neighbouring shopping centre to 
the west, but simultaneously necessitates  
a western entrance.

the challenge led the architects to 
resolve the impact of the western sun by 
means of a 400mm-thick rammed-earth 
wall, thus also showcasing the alternative 
construction method employed. Beyond 

1
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the climate control that the western 
rammed-earth wall permits, privacy from 
the shopping centre is achieved and  
a sense of anticipation of what lies on the 
other side of the wall is cultivated. Other 
than showing the layers of rammed earth, 
the vast western wall, reminiscent of the 
cosmic landscape, is left unadorned by 
windows, doors or articulation.

The earth wall is only broken twice, in 
both instances to accommodate existing 
camel thorn trees around which the 
construction was obliged to take place. In 
the process of perforating the wall for the 
trees, a main entrance could be delineated. 
On entering the building from the parking 
lot, the foyer opens to a private courtyard. 
The foyer orders the layout of the building 

and acts as a breakaway area for the 
training facility, as well as connecting the 
two leasable wings of the building. 

A COURTYARD
In placing the parking area west instead 
of north or south of the building mass, 
the ideal north-south building orientation 
is reduced. This is resolved in the design 
by making use of two office wings, both 
orientated north-south, and introducing  
a connecting courtyard. All office spaces are 
climatically orientated, supplied by natural 
light and a protected outside area is created 
away from the prevailing winds. Deep roof 
overhangs shade the walls of both wings 
from the summer sun. During winter,  
a lower sun angle heats the rammed-earth 

wall of the inner courtyard’s north-facing 
façade. The energy stored inside the walls 
is emitted into the building. Ultimately, 
the sheer volume of natural material brings 
a more constant ambient temperature to 
the adjacent spaces.

EARTH, CAMEL THORNS AND 
RUSTED STEEL
Chosen for its metaphorical reference to 
the context, construction possibilities in 
the mining town of Kathu and thermal 

1 View from south west

Circulation Foot print developmentGreen spaces Green spaces Rusted mild steel boxes

Summer sun

Winter sun

Ground floor

First floor plan

East elevation

Section AA
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qualities, the rammed-earth walls form  
a significant part of this design. Eighteen 
members of the local community were 
trained to construct the earth walls. Given 
the availability of labour, the rammed earth 
walls were hand tamped. This process 
sanctioned relatively easy training, offered 
unskilled employment and met with the 
SIOC-cdt requirement for skills transfer.

Local materials were used in 
the construction of the earth walls.  
A large contribution of redundant heavy 
aggregate resulting from the iron-ore 
mining was combined with river sand 
and dense red soil from the site. The 
river sand lightened the weight of the 
mining aggregate and also toned the 
colour of the walls. The high-density 
soil from the site itself complemented 

the materials, while bringing with it the 
added bonus of colouring the mix red.

Different combinations of the materials, 
meeting both the high strength and attrac-
tive colours needed for the construction of 
the earth walls, were stabilised with a small 
percentage Eco-Cement and water. Con-
crete shuttering was used as form work. 
Together with the visible join line between 
form work panels and clamp holes, the col-
our variations of the rammed mixes add to 
the texture of the finished rammed-earth 
walls. Recycled bolts from railroad tracks 
were used to seal the conduit holes in the 
rammed-earth walls.

The forest of camel thorn trees around 
the town was declared a Natural Heritage 
Site in 1998 and is protected by law. This 
forest is the largest in South Africa and for 

removal of the trees, licences are required 
from the Department of Agriculture, 
Forestry and Fisheries. Designing around 
the existing camel thorns in addition to 
protecting the roots of the trees during 
construction certainly proved a challenge. 
The end result is a building that envelops 
the natural occupants of the site while 
reverberating with nature’s tectonics. 
Preserving the trees also called for 
interesting spatial compositions between 
the western wall and the building entrance. 
Existing camel thorn trees dictated spatial 
cut-outs of the foyer twice, once towards 
the courtyard and again towards the 
western wall. Low-rising roof overhangs are 
supported by a simple steel representation 
of the local trees, creating a resonating 
silhouette.

2

3 4
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Beyond the references made to the 
semi-desert landscape and the trees,  
a third analogy was incorporated into the 
architecture. All the gathering spaces that 
protrude beyond the steel canopy are 
boxed in rusted mild steel plates, recalling 
the mine industry. On a practical side, 
the cladding reduces on the maintenance 
requirements within Kathu, where red 
dust from mining activities tends to settle 
onto walls. By reflecting on the natural 
and man-made environment, the straight-
forward building positions itself within the 
spirit of Kathu and the legacy of the mines. 
Poetically, one might argue that the design 
space is contained between heavy earth 
walls which grow from the Kalahari sands 
and is sheltered from the sun underneath  
a light steel canopy.

ENVIRONMENTS
This small commercial office building 
lives up to all that was required from it. It 
is conducive to the climate and context in 
which it is placed, and promoted through 
its construction a process of skills transfer. 
The layout of the building is practical 
and functional. The structural solution 
promotes energy efficiency, in that it has 
less impact on the environment and is 
essentially maintenance free. The manner 
in which the building addresses the natural 
and man-made environment in the greater 
debate of sustainability is noteworthy. The 
sustainable responsibility of architecture is 
reaching beyond energy consumption and 
extending the involvement required from 
practice to include the conservation of 
nature, future employment opportunities 

and meaningful place-making. This 
building informs the act of building small 
commercial buildings in small towns, a task 
often overshadowed by practicality and 
lack of innovation, and creates a possible 
context for future development in Kathu.

2 Court, looking west
3 West entry
4 Training facility
5, 7  Court details
6, 8 Foyer details

5

7
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the NeW cONstructiON 
ecONOMics aND MaNaGeMeNt 
BuiLDiNG, uNiVersitY OF the 
WitWatersraND
architect Michael ScholeS & aSSociate architectS
BY Paul Kotze, School of architecture and Planning,  
univerSity of the WitWaterSrand

Much of the building activity that is 
currently occurring at South African uni-
versities should be seen in the context of 
the recent growth in student numbers and 
a backlog of building stock that has  accu-
mulated over a considerable period of time. 
to address this problem, the Department 
of higher education and training has 

made the necessary funding available. the 
result has been the commissioning of new 
university buildings countrywide at a tem-
po and scale not seen for a long time.

When a university is faced with such an 
undertaking, its institutional vision and 
capacity are usually put to the test and 
placed under severe strain. In the case of 

stable or slow growth in student numbers, 
university management structures tend 
to morph into one of modification and 
maintenance, with the occasional new 
buildings being built in a mostly ad-
hoc and accretive manner. this growth 
spurt provided the university of the 
Witwatersrand with an opportunity to 

1
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evaluate its institutional objectives and 
ideals, as well as the chance to address the 
need for increased space. When faced with 
such challenges, an institution or individual 
can take an inspired or a merely utilitarian 
route. The University of the Witwatersrand 
understands that it is building for future 
generations and that its new buildings 

need to make a fundamental contribution 
to its academic vision.

The university adopted an urban design 
strategy to underpin its commitment to 
academic excellence. They also reinstated 
the tradition of sourcing new designs by 
means of architectural competitions. The 
new building for Construction Economics 

1 South-east corner, showing relationship with  
 John Moffat building on right
2 View from south-east corner with John Moffat  
 building in background on left
3  South-east corner pedestrian node – entrance to 

building
4 Section through new building
5 Location diagram

2 3

4 5
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and Management in the John Moffat Built 
Environment Precinct is the result of such 
a competition which was won by Michael 
Scholes & Associate Architects, with 
Michael Scholes and Michael Rayne being 
the team which conceived the design.

Their entry was prefaced with a quote on 
tertiary education which underpinned their 
design proposal. This statement ultimately 
needs to be used as the yardstick with which 
to evaluate the building. It appeared in a 
2008 British research paper, The Changing 
Academic Workplace, by Andrew Harrison 
and Antonia Cairns, and reads as follows: 
‘Changes in teaching methods, the nature 

of the curriculum, the size and composition 
of the student population and the impact 
of information technology across every 
facet of university life are all challenging 
the historic models of what a university 
is and how it sits within the fabric of the 
city or community in which it is located. 
Approaches to learning in educational 
settings are changing. Traditional teacher-
centred models … are being replaced 
with student-centred approaches, which 
emphasise the construction of knowledge 
through shared situations.’

The initial proposals and the final de-
sign adhered closely to the spirit and letter 

of the university’s urban design proposals. 
The architects understood how to use built 
form to define public, semi-public and pri-
vate space. They understood how to use the 
functions of the building to enhance the 
quality of open public space and to reinforce 
the interaction and surveillance resulting 
from the planning of the various functions.

The urban design constraints imposed 
on the site, the university’s academic vision, 
as well as its requirements regarding higher 
levels of environmental sustainability, led 
the architects to focus their design on the 
section of the building. This resulted in a 
triple-volume atrium which unified the rest 
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of the building and strongly connected the 
building to the exterior. It is by means of 
the section that the communal, private and 
social relationships are achieved within 
the academic unit and the larger academic 
community.

The triple-volume atrium is also funda-
mental in achieving the passive ventilation 
system. The dramatic size of the circula-
tion space facilitates interaction between 
the users of the building. It creates clearly 
defined zones where staff and students can 
work informally together, while also ensur-
ing privacy for academic work by staff. One 
of the main successes of the building is 

how it provides visual interaction between 
the inside, the outside and the more public 
functions of the building, while providing 
the choice of privacy, enabling solitary or 
formal group work.  

The didactic quality of the building was 
well illustrated when the first-year quantity 
surveying students were given a project to 
build models of it. They were given copies 
of an immaculate set of construction plans 
prepared by Michael Rayne. These plans 
were to be used by the students to build 
their models. The results showed how a 
building itself and its technical drawings 
can be used as an educational tool. 

The success of a new structure that 
is introduced into an already developed 
context needs to be evaluated for its 
contribution and interaction with the 
existing fabric. On first impression, 
this intervention can be seen to be the 
antithesis of the respected John Moffat 
building of the 1950s. The John Moffat 

11 12 13

14

6      Second floor plan
7      First floor plan
8      Ground floor plan
9      Triple volume south glass façade to atrium
10       Major pedestrian route from the west (Yale      

     road)
11-13 Views of triple volume
14      Large meeting room
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building has a strong presence. Its tectonic 
expression has an exemplary clear layout. 
To introduce a new structure next to this 
iconic building is indeed a challenge. 
Scholes and Rayne have addressed this 
challenge by honouring the essential 
principles of the John Moffat building and 
have used contrast as a means of relating 
one structure to the other.

The new building mimics the internal/
external interaction of the John Moffat 
foyer space, as well as its robustness and 
simplicity of detail. The John Moffat build-
ing is dignified with strong references to a 
classical past which has been interpreted in 
a modernist way. By contrast, the building 
for Construction Economics and Manage-
ment has an ‘engineering’ robustness to it. 
It is industrial in its spirit, symbolised by its 
heat-extraction chimneys. The inspiration 
for its design is not from the classical past, 
but rather from the industrial culture of 
Johannesburg. The approach to its design 
is not dissimilar to the new Undergraduate 
Science Centre on the West Campus, but 
more importantly it reminds one of the 
city’s well-loved and admired Gas Works in 
Cottesloe, built in the late 1920s.

The entrance to the new building is 
logically placed in the south-eastern corner 
at the crossing of two pedestrian routes. 

The double-volume entrance is crowned 
with the staff boardroom. The boardroom 
overlooks the pedestrian intersection and 
unobtrusively adds to the surveillance of 
the outside public space. The coloured 
glass used on the façade of the boardroom 
has references to the coloured glass on the 
fire escape in the old John Moffat Building.

These elements are within sight of each 
other and attest to the architectural firm’s 
respect for its context and neighbours. The 
new Construction Economics and Man-
agement building furthers the discourse 
between the surrounding buildings on 
campus in the way it communicates its 
function and inner workings to the general 
campus community. These principles are 
exemplified in the new Wits Art Gallery, 
the Oppenheimer Life Sciences Building, 
the Bozzoli Sports Building and the Un-
dergraduate Science Centre.

The new building highlights a long-
established design strategy in which 
vertical circulation is celebrated and placed 
adjacent to outside public movement to 
create interaction between the private 
and public realms. The design of the new 
Construction Economics and Management 
building is consistent with the philosophy 
of the firm, which is ‘a belief that 
architecture should answer the inner needs 

of the user, both functional and symbolic. 
Buildings that are rooted in their context 
and respond to the climate and have 
technological integrity will transcend the 
ordinary and hence the ideologies which 
often drive them.’

The building is the first stage of the reju-
venation of what is now known as the John 
Moffat Built Environment Precinct. Mi-
chael Scholes & Associate Architects have 
been appointed to prepare a design for the 
physical and functional integration of all 
the buildings that comprise the precinct.  

Time will be the ultimate arbiter of 
whether the bold and innovative ideas 
that underpin this modest building have 
achieved a favourable outcome. It would 
seem that its planning has fostered a high 
level of interaction between its users, an 
interaction that was not present in their 
previous premises. The success of the 
building’s concept is supported by the 
many compliments it has received from 
both users and the public alike.

15  View of building from south east
16 North-east view of across  courtyard between  
 the building for construction management and  
 John Moffat Annex
17 View from south-west corner (Yale Road)
18 Façade to tutorial rooms
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the coromandel estate manor 
house: a ‘ruin’ of the landscape
By Edna PErEs

The Coromandel esTaTe man-
or house (1975) lies camouflaged with-
in the grasslands of mpumalanga1. This 
mysterious building has captivated many 
south african architects who have heard 
its story or explored its cavernous spaces 
(see Figure 1), and its vague history defies 
obscurity by repeatedly re-emerging into 
popular culture and thereby affirming its 
importance within south africa’s cultural 
landscape2. Part building, part landscape, 
part historical tragedy, today its attraction 
lies in its embodiment of a ‘ruin’ that has 
seamlessly adapted and fused with its nat-
ural habitat. Inspired by this enigmatic 
landmark, this paper explores the influ-
ence that the manor house and its archi-
tect, marco Zanuso (1916–2001), have had 
on local architecture and will consider a 
link that exists with a subsequent notewor-
thy building, the Westcliff estate (2002). It 
seeks to discover the associations between 
the client, sydney arnold Press (1919–
1994), and Zanuso, as well as a number of 
prominent local built environment profes-
sionals. lastly, it is hoped that this paper 
might contribute toward an awareness of 
the significance of heritage buildings that 
are less than 60 years old3, through means 
of association. Therein lie possibilities to 
guide development that regenerates and 

enriches the current heritage condition, of 
which the innovative and well-considered 
architectural legacy that Zanuso and his pa-
trons left south africa, forms a part.

a legacy project is born
Coromandel estate4 was the passion pro-
ject of sydney Press, one of south africa’s 
most prominent 20th century businessmen. 
having transformed edgars stores from 
a small shop in Cape Town in the 1930s 
into a multimillion-rand corporation by the 
1960s, his interests extended toward other 
enterprises, such as horse breeding, den-
drology (he was president of the Tree so-
ciety of southern africa), cattle breeding, 
photography, speed reading, theatre, travel 
and art collecting  (maskew, 1969:41). one 
of the hobbies to which he devoted most of 
his time was the six thousand hectare agri-
cultural farm he consolidated in the mash-
ishing (lydenburg) district in mpumalan-
ga. his vision was to create the best farm 
in the country – as he did – and the farm 
was commended as south africa’s ‘farm 
of the year’ on various occasions, yielding 
the first blueberry orchard in south africa, 
maize, beans, sunflowers, olives, cattle and 
the biggest holstein dairy herd in the re-
gion. It was also home to his prized race-
horses that were kept in architect-designed 

stables (aucor, 2011). Press spent much of 
his spare time developing the estate (con-
taining ancient stone kraals, distinguished 
architecture and a farm-worker’s village), 
bringing in the best technology and staff 
to manage the farm. his vision and invest-
ment in Coromandel was limitless.

Press’s quest for excellence extended to 
the design and construction of the manor 
house on Coromandel estate to accom-
modate his family of nine, as well as occa-
sional guests5. In a 1985 article in Fairlady, 
Press refers to an editorial in the French 
magazine Realités, which featured various 
stone beach houses designed by the Ital-
ian architect and industrial designer, mar-
co Zanuso, in sardinia (Truswell, 1985: 
54–60). Captivated by the houses featured 
in the article, Press and his wife, Victoria6, 
hastened to contact Zanuso, requesting 
him to design their new weekend house. 
It is related that Zanuso was surprised at 
having been heard of in the furthest point 
of africa and gladly accepted the invita-
tion7. six-and-a-half years later, the man-
or house was complete. The association 
yielded the only two architectural pieces 
by Zanuso in africa: the manor house and 
edgardale (1978)8 in Crown mines, Johan-
nesburg (see Figure 2).

Figure 1.  The Coromandel Manor House, photographed by david Goldblatt and Margaret Courtney Clarke 
(Burkhardt, 1994: 19).

Figure 2. Edgardale (1978), The Edgars 
Headquarters in Johannesburg and the only other 
known building designed by Zanuso and built in 
south africa (Planning and Building developments, 
July/august 1978:90).
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13An ItAlIAn InterpretAtIon of An 
AfrIcAn MAnor House
While better known for his industrial 
design rather than his architecture, Marco 
Zanuso, along with contemporaries 
Ernesto Rogers (1909–1969) and Aldo 
Rossi (1931–1997), was part of a group of 
Italian architects and academics debating 
the future of post-war Italian architecture 
and design (Rogers, 1961: 33). His active 
interest in the field extended to his term 
as editor of the periodical Domus in the 
late 1940s, followed by Casabella from 1952 
to 1954, while he also held a long-term 
position in the architecture department of 
the Politecnico di Milano. He is mentioned in 
papers discussing environmental design in 
which the need for a ‘precise understanding 
of the habitat, which is not limited to 
physical and formal aspects, revealing 
immaterial influences on the project that 
aim to environmental and socio-economic 
sustainability, preluding environmental 
governance’ opened the path to a real 
restructuring of architecture schools in Italy 
(Schiaffonati, 2011: 49). In the 1960s and 
1970s, ‘ecological’ architectural approaches 
were visible in his works. His Case Feal 
apartments in Milan, as well as the Manor 
House, explore themes of recreated habitat 
and broad sustainability in environmental 
design by incorporating planting within 
the building fabric, as is seen in the walls 
at Case Feal and within the roof and wall 
niches at the Manor House. In the Vacation 
House at Sardinia, the exterior appears 
as blocked up, while inside the building 
opens up to frame splendid views. This 
approach is similarly experienced in the 
Manor House, where fortress-like arches 
anchor the structure in a vast landscape, 
enclosing interiors that in turn reconnect to 
the landscape (Ryan: 1987: 1 026).

Zanuso’s approach to architecture and 
industrial design is similar. From his 
perspective the ‘object’ best functions 
within its context and for its intended use 
(Burkhardt, 1994: 20). His methodology 
establishes a conceptual standpoint of 
archetypes and typologies of families 
of objects in modern culture. Through 
this process, ‘modernness’ is rejected as 
a style and stems rather from the desire 
to affect a contemporary response to the 
‘tensions of a society undergoing profound 
structural transformations’ (Burkhardt, 

1994: 8). Construction materialises the 
image and spatial concept of an object 
into its environment, replacing the laws of 
nature with technical operations. Zanuso 
would add that architectonic experience 
is always one where organised space 
conditions human experience (Burkhardt, 
1994: 18). Given this perspective, the 
Manor House can be described as a 
dramatic manipulation of the landscape 
that offers practical, periodic shelter within 
its organised spaces and rational lines 
(see Figure 3). Deeply rooted in Zanuso’s 
architectural ethos, his regard for context, 
typology, image, spatial organisation 
and rational technical construction is 
revealed in all layers of design. Through 
his exploration of typologies, Zanuso 
considered for the South African context 
a home that has been fittingly adapted to 
local conditions.

The Manor House serves as an exam-
ple of the tradition of critical regionalism 
in South African architecture9. The South 
African regionalist approach extends past 
the Georgian vernacular back to the Cape 
Dutch vernacular. Fisher suggests that 
a third vernacular emerged when then 
Transvaal architects adapted the interna-
tional style of the Modern movement to 
local conditions, materials, climate, tech-
nology and identity (Fisher, 1998:123–
147). During this time, regionalism had a 
strong following in the Pretoria school of 

architects and architecture in the province 
strongly reflected an approach that re-
quired ‘an empathetic mind and sensitivity 
to local circumstance’ (Fisher, 1998:140). It 
was within this environment that Zanuso 
suggested a design for Coromandel that 
would be well received given the traditions 
in the region, a design that used local stone 
pebbles and cross-cut timbers as floor fin-
ish that emphasises the rustic qualities of 
the natural palette, deep shaded verandahs 
and windows, a response to harsh climat-
ic variations and a deep sensitivity to the 
grasslands, farming landscape and natural 
features.

While Zanuso may have imported his 
fascination with rational typology into the 
Coromandel farmlands, his response to the 
qualities of the natural setting, its palette 
and resources, was very much contextual 
and connected to the genius loci or the ‘spir-
it of the place’ (Norberg-Schulz, 2000:19-
20). The phenomenological qualities of the 
Manor House are so rooted in the making 
of place, that an authentic architecture in 
which man can ‘be’ in the world, is the re-
sult. The adaptation of Zanuso’s ideas for 
living to the nature of the site as embodied 
within architecture of place, result in the 
timeless regionalist qualities of the Manor 
House.

tHe genesIs of An ‘ArcHItecture 
of nAture’
The journey toward the Manor House is 
mysterious – along the winding driveway a 
thicket of trees conceals exquisitely carved 
and crafted dolerite stone walls which 
overlook the scenic estate from their raised 
position on an ascending hillside, and hide 
their contents (see Figure 8). Conceptually, 
the house reflects the qualities of an Italian 
town, a public piazza in the middle for 
gathering in, with narrow roads leading 
into the more private dormitory spaces 
(Abitare, 1981:17). Press remarked that 
anyone having visited Rome would forever 
be touched by the patina of its cobbled 
streets and the spaces for living that its 
piazzas offered, and this appreciation is 
echoed in the design. Zanuso further 
observed that ‘on a South African farm, 
there is really too much sun, heat and glare. 
So the structure must provide copious 
shade, coolness, greenery and water. The 
atria should be delicately narrow – like the 

Figure 3 – An extension of the landscape; the pond 
viewed from the planted roof. (Kamstra-Fassler, 1975)
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streets of Rome, always in the shade…’ 
(Truswell, 1985: 59)10.

The entire structure is tied together by a 
planted roof, covered by 700mm of soil and 
numerous indigenous and endemic plants 
that rest on a reinforced concrete structure 
with brick infill cavity walls and stone 
cladding. On plan and section, architectural 
features are asymmetrically placed to 
avoid predictability and encourage visual 
intrigue (see Figure 4). Two sets of parallel 
wings are offset from a three-tiered central 
living area, and extend toward landmarks 
in the rural landscape in an east-west 
direction. Each wing is framed by roughly 
one hundred meter long11 stone walls that 
partially enclose narrow four meter wide 
‘streets’ or densely planted atria, that 
function as intermediary extensions of the 
veld that direct views toward landmarks 
in the landscape – a distant waterfall on 
one side and valley hillsides on the other 

(see Figure 5). Iconic arches define the 
threshold into the living areas on the 
northern façade, while the main access 
occurs from the south (see Figure 9). Each 
wing contains thresholds of private spaces, 
boys’ or girls’ dormitories, parent’s rooms 
or services. The interior was carefully 
detailed, from an indigenous Hard Pear 
timber entrance door designed by Zanuso 
and detailed by Marcus Holmes (while 
working for the local supervision architects, 
Mallows, Louw, Hoffe and partners)12, to 
customised furniture and fittings designed 
by Zanuso. Technologically, the house is 
a luxurious time capsule of international 
design excellence and industrial design, 
with features such as electric sliding doors, 
and central heating. The house achieved 
the goals both client and architect strove 
for – a delicately poised sculptural shelter 
in the landscape, capturing the spirit of the 
veld (see Figure 6).

LocaL infLuence
While Zanuso and Press were moulding an 
architectural landmark out of the ground in 
Coromandel, Victoria Press was ensuring 
that South African landscape architecture 
too would be left a legacy. Having been in-
troduced to Patrick Watson (born in 1947) 
at her house in Inanda, Johannesburg, she 
recognised that his ecological approach to 
landscape would be well suited to the land-
scaping of Coromandel. Watson recalls it as 
his first major commission and he diligent-
ly applied himself to the project by hik-
ing through the farm (once or twice with 
Zanuso) to gather botanical specimens for 
propagation in the Coromandel nursery 
where they could later be planted around 
the house. He was influenced by the eco-
logical landscaping ideals of Ian McHarg 
(1920–2001) and the Modernist Brazilian 
landscape architect Roberto Burle Marx 
(1909–1994)13 and observed their prin-

Figure 4 – The plan of the Manor House. (Di Giorgio, 2011: 156-157). Key spaces: 1. Parent’s wing 2. Boy’s Wing 3. Girl’s Wing 4. Guest’s Wing 5. Iconic Arched Veranda 
6. Fish pond & swimming pool 7. Main entrance via driveway.

Figure 5. ‘Atria’ (Kamstra-Fassler, 
1975).  

Figure 7. Endemic landscaping 
(Kamstra-Fassler, 1975).

Figure 6. Craftfully clad stone walls extend toward the 
landscape (Kamstra-Fassler, 1975).
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ciples when studying the Coromandel habitats from which he 
identified endemic flora to plant into the recreated habitats of the 
Manor House gardens, such as the ‘streets’ or ‘kloof-like’ atria (see 
Figure 5).

Consequently, while Burle Marx was on tour in South Africa, 
Watson introduced him to Press, suggesting that he design the 
Manor House gardens. While the prospect of assigning another 
prominent international designer to the project may have 
appealed to Press, it did not enthuse Victoria, who deemed the 
Burle Marx design unsuitable, and thereby maintaining Watson as 
landscaper for the project14. While today the Manor House garden 
is overgrown15, the successful approach that Watson has applied 
to this project (that of a building recreating an endemic habitat) 
is visible in the manner that the plants have appropriated the 
building as an extension of the veld. His eco-systemic and ‘natural’ 
tradition of landscaping attributes greatly to the appeal of the ‘ruin’ 
of the landscape (see Figure 7).

Inadvertently perhaps, Zanuso directly influenced another res-
idential artefact in the lexicon of South African architecture. A 
chance encounter during one of Zanuso’s trips to Coromandel dur-
ing the late 1970s resulted in him giving an intrigued adolescent, 
Pierre Swanepoel (born in 1965)16, a tour of the house. He recalls 
how Zanuso described elements of the design to him: ‘You see this 
tree here, and the way the wall is built around it? One day, people 
will wonder which came first – the wall or the tree.’

Swanepoel later graduated cum-laude with a post-graduate de-
gree in architecture from the University of Pretoria and has since 
received various awards for his own work. An early award was a 
South African Institute of Architecture Award of Excellence for 
Westcliff Estate in the established suburb of Westcliff, Johannes-
burg, which he won in 2004 (see Figure 11). In his description of 
the concept for Westcliff Estate, Swanepoel cites the Manor House 
as a primary precedent, so much so that he took his client to Coro-
mandel to visit the estate and Manor House while they were ex-
ploring the design concept. This demonstrates how the residential 
typological ideas that Zanuso introduced and critically adapted to 
the Highveld, affected Swanepoel’s creative consciousness and 
evolved into his own interpretation of a contextually refined build-
ing that reflected a progressive South African architectural ethos 
some 30 years later.

The end of paTronage and a new era in  
land reform
Today Coromandel Estate and the Manor House are no longer 
under patronage of the Press family17. During the 1980s, Press in-
vested a great deal in the construction of farmworkers’ housing and 
related amenities, designed by Glen Gallagher (1935–2010) and 
Erky Wood (born in 1954) of GAPP18 (see Figure 12). The archi-
tects were briefed to follow principles of European villages, albeit 
appropriately adapted to the African landscape, with a town square 
being the heart of the village.

Figure 8 – Trees obscuring views of the driveway walls  (2007)

Figure 10 – A densely planted atria; recreated habitats ( 2007)

Figure 9 – Iconic veranda arches (2007)
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While the architectural style has little relation to the rustic 
qualities of the Manor House, it may be argued that dense com-
munal living required a different approach. Houses are clustered 
in enclaves that live out into a central semi-public space and the 
designs followed from discussions with the community about 
their aspirations.

Press’s death in 1996 marked the end of the Coromandel Es-
tate as he had originally envisaged. Without his driving passion 
(and capital), the house and estate were put up for auction. The 
farm workers successfully applied to the Mpumalanga Land 
Affairs department for financial aid to purchase the estate and 
subsequently established the Coromandel Farmworkers’ Trust, 
which now maintains control of the entire estate (Reeder, 2012).

As the trust gains momentum and a positive new age in farming 
emerges, the Manor House maintains its own enigmatic energy. 
As a project that is valued by the architectural community, efforts 
to guide and protect the future of this building – important for 
its aesthetic, architectural, social and technological value (Fisher, 
2012: 6) – may mean that certainty about its future will result in 
proactive partnerships with interested parties and the trust. Oth-
erwise, as a cultural artefact that speaks of a different world, it 
may slip into an easily forgotten architectural heritage past.

conclusion
The Manor House is a noteworthy example of the varied ar-
chitectural works that comprise the South African architectural 
landscape and deserves to be recognised for its interconnected 
historical significance. Through the patronage of one of South Af-
rica’s most prominent businessmen, Press, Zanuso’s architectural 
exploration of manor house typology was unlike anything locally 
built at the time and is evidence of Zanuso’s limited architectural 
oeuvre in Africa. Furthermore, the Manor House has inspired ar-
chitects since its construction and influenced Pierre Swanepoel’s 
design of Westcliff Estate. It gave Patrick Watson the opportunity 
to explore his forward-thinking ideas of ecological design, which 
are only today being understood as crucial for the sustained vi-
tality of our natural landscape. Unfortunately, the Manor House 
is not nearly 60 years old and therefore not afforded automatic 
protection by the National Heritage Resources Act (No 5 of 1999) 
of South Africa; however an often-overlooked clause in the Act 
indicates that heritage significance is not related to age alone and 
there are clauses that would make it heritage-worthy, including 
those of association with personages of note or critical acclaim. 
In the Act, consideration for heritage status should be given to 
‘its strong or special association with the life or work of a person, 
group or organisation of importance in the history of South Africa’.

As with many other examples of noteworthy buildings in South 
Africa, a better understanding and application of this aspect of 
heritage significance could offer architects a stronger connection 
to their discipline and renewed interested in its future, through 
an awareness of its past. It may also provide the impetus for the 
trust to build relationships with interested parties to afford the 
house protection, and perhaps guidance to explore alternative 
well-suited uses and generate an income for the farm19. While it 
is romantic to describe the Manor House as a ‘ruin of the land-
scape’, it would be tragic to let it go to ruin.

Figure 11 – A view toward the Northern Façade of Westcliff Estate (2010) 

Figure 12. The Coromandel farmworkers’ village (Wood, 1990)
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EndnotEs
1 The Coromandel Estate Manor House was 
initially named House Press or Casa Press in 
Italian publications. In recent years, it was 
renamed Africa House. In this paper, it will be 
referred to as the Manor House.
2 VISI magazine launched a campaign to save 
Coromandel in 2011.
3 Buildings over 60 years are afforded automatic 
protection by the National Heritage Resources 

Act (No 5 of 1999) of South Africa.
4 Coromandel can refer to greyish-brown 
ebony, oriental lacquer ware, tapestry, or the 
south-eastern coast of India; however, why 
Press chose to name the estate Coromandel 
could not be established.
5 Burkhardt (1994:19) incorrectly cites the Man-
or House as being in Johannesburg.
6 Victoria Press née Lurie was born in New 
York; she had a strong design sensitivity and 
affinity for architecture and art. 
7 Related in interviews with Fassler Kamstra 
and Waston in 2011/2.
8 Edgardale, the complex comprising 
the Corporate Headquarters (1978) and 
Distribution Centre (1975) for the Edgars 
Group, was officially inaugurated and given 
occupation in 1978. The date of completion 
has been incorrectly published in Contemporary 
Architects (1987:1025) as being 1970-72, 
since earthworks only began in March 1974 
(Architecture SA, December 1978: 23).8 
9 An extensive range of photographs (past and 
near-present) can be found on www.artefacts.
co.za.
10 This conceptual explanation was quoted 
directly from Sydney Press in the May 1985, 
Fairlady issue. 
11 The May 1985, Fairlady article cites the walls 
as being 100m long, while Inventario cites 240m. 
Google Earth measurements and measure-
ments taken on site were used to scale the plan 
to a reading of roughly 160m long along its 
east-west axis.
12 A number of interviews were conducted by 
the author during 2011/2 with the local project 
team, and architects at MLH in order to under-
stand their role as supervision architects as well 
as their memories of working with Zanuso.
13 Watson recalls meeting McHarg and Burle 
Marx while they were in South Africa; ILASA’s 
1973 Congress was hosted by the Landscape 
Architecture Department at the University of 
Pretoria and they were among the delegates 
(Breedlove & Young, 2002: 4).
14 Fassler Kamstra recalls these details and sug-
gests that Burle Marx’s design was later adapted 
to Vargem Grande, Areias, Brazil.
15 Watson would like to set up a trust to main-
tain noteworthy gardens, including those at the 
Manor House.
16 Swanepoel, grew up on a farm near 
Mashishing (Lydenburg) and was intrigued 
by the Manor House, a building that deeply 
influenced his architectural thinking. He is the 
founding director of studioMAS architects and 
urban designers.
17 Following Sydney’s divorce, his ousting 
from Edgars amid ill health, a law suit to gain 
control of the family trust and finally his death, 
momentum was gradually lost in managing 
Coromandel Estate.
18 GAPP is a leading architecture and urban 
design firm in South Africa, established by the 
late Glen Gallagher.
19 The Manor House is currently used as a 
guesthouse, but holds latent potential for addi-
tional hospitality and design functions.

Edna Peres holds a Masters degree in Archi-
tecture from the University of Pretoria, with a 
particular interest in the fields of heritage, so-
cial-ecological systems, and resilient and regen-
erative design.
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“We should naturally think in a 
sustainable way without having 
to retrofit to sustainability in 
our heads. The Holcim Awards 
trigger that level of thinking.”

Renowned technical universities lead 

the independent juries in five regions of 

the world. They evaluate projects at an 
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“target issues” for sustainable construction

and allocate additional prizes for visionary
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Swiss based Holcim Foundation for Sustain-

able Construction. It is supported by Holcim

and its Group companies and affiliates in

around 70 countries. Holcim Ltd is one of

the world’s leading suppliers of cement 

and aggregates.

4th International Holcim Awards for 
sustainable construction projects. 
Prize money totals USD 2 million.

Gerald Chungu, Lecturer, School of Architecture and Planning, University 
of the Witwatersrand (Wits), South Africa. Wits is a Partner University of the 
Holcim Foundation.
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Copper AllianceCu

Modern architecture has seen a change in copper’s historic
role as a durable roofing material to a flexible architectural
skin over any surface, including walls.

Copper’s unique properties allows one to create
a flexible architectural skin over any surface

some bugs are
drug resistant

• UNIQUE CHARACTER
AND DURABILITY

• CORROSION RESISTANT

• LOW THERMAL MOVEMENT

• LOW MAINTENANCE

• SUSTAINABLE

Benefits of copper
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Installation done by Cupric Tectonics cc, a member of the CDAA
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Tel +27 11 824 3916
Fax +27 11 824 3120
Email info@copperalliance.org.za
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Copper can provide a complete external skin, wrapping around complex
building forms with material continuity. Alternatively, it can give distinctive
character to individual facade or roofing elements, particularly when used
in conjunction with other high-quality materials. Furthermore, there is
growing interest in the use of copper for interior design.

Installation techniques and systems also help to define architectural character
with texture and scale - ranging from traditional standing seam sheet
installation techniques to panels, cassettes and other factory-made systems.
The natural colour changes leading to the development of copper’s distinctive
blue/green patina continue to fascinate architects.

Copper ranks highly as a sustainable material. Benefits include durability,
long life, recyclability, and energy and thermal efficiency. Copper does not
require cleaning or maintenance. It is particularly suited for areas that are
difficult or dangerous to access after installation.

Copper surfaces offer a spectrum of
colours.There are nearly 300 different
copper alloys spanning a wide range
of colours.
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Because we understand the absolute importance of 
selecting the appropriate grade and finish of stainless 
steel for effective use in different applications, 
Sassda has set up an interactive online forum that 
helps to facilitate expert assistance on new projects 
and forensic evaluation of any existing projects. 
ask@sassda.co.za assists South African architects,  
 

builders and interior designers with all stainless steel 
related queries, with the backing of Catherine Houska, 
a leading international expert on the use of stainless 
steel in architecture. Email ask@sassda.co.za for reliable 
assistance on stainless steel regarding fabrication, 
material selection, material and product sourcing, 
properties, corrosion resistance, design advice, material 
identification and failure analysis.

The ‘cross and balls’ quality promise is backed by the Southern Africa Stainless Steel Development Association (Sassda),  
who are developing the industry through the technical advice, training and regulation that they provide to both its members and the public.

®

®

Visit  www.sassda.co.za for more information. Tel 011 883 0119
Terms and Conditions apply
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FACADE DETAIL – VODAFONE 
SITE SOLUTION INNOVATION 
CENTRE, MIDRAND
architect GLH & AssociAtes ArcHitects
BY Mike Louw
photograph vodAcoM

The Vodafone SSIC was the first 
building in the country to receive a six-star 
rating from the Green Building Council of 
South africa. a key contributing factor to 
this rating is the ventilated façade system, 
which consists of two layers of frameless 
glass, a wide vented cavity and automated 
roll-up blinds.

The expansive glazed area provides views 
of the surrounding landscape throughout 
the building, while giving daylight lumi-
nance of 250 lux to more than 90% of the 
building’s useable area. The large overhangs, 
combined with performance glazing and the 
roll-up blinds, ensure that glare is reduced to 
a minimum. fresh air is cooled in a gabion 

rock store below the building before it is 
released into the building via floor-level 
vents along the perimeter of the façade.

This building is an effective blend of 
high-tech and low-tech solutions, which 
results in an architectural expression 
that is well suited to its brief and the 
surrounding landscape.
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When precision is imperative
High image quality, high precision, high speed

Large format print solutions ideal for CAD and GIS. 

The imagePROGRAF iPF760 and iPF765 are 36”/A0 printers, 
delivering class leading productivity, exceptional quality, accuracy 
and an advanced set of features to ensure an excellent return 
on investment. 



Since 1999, Image Glass and Aluminium cc has been bringing 
innovative ideas to the homeowner as one of the most 
experienced and qualifi ed companies in the fi eld of window, 
doors and all other related glass and aluminium products.

We are continually expanding our horizons and coming up 
with new and unusual ideas and therefore off er some very 
unique products, for example, the new fl ush glazed folding 
doors, which has passed the SANS 613 A1 AAAMSA test. This 
product has also been hotbox tested and can accommodate 
U-Values as required from the architect for the new energy 
effi  ciency law.

Our quality and service with the motto “World Class” make 
us stand out above the rest and we take pride in giving you 
the best quality, at the best price and always on time.

Our brand new fl ush glazed garage doors as well as top 
hung fl ush glazed folding stacking door systems are unique 
and a fi rst design in South Africa.

Tel: (011) 914 1363
www.imageglass.co.za
info@imageglass.co.za
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Leaky Vents and the 
Irony of frozen energy
BY Nic coetzer

Back in the day of seaside-bathing 
machines and heliotherapy, our Victorian 
predecessors were as obsessed with air 
as we are. theirs was an equally morbid 
fascination with the mal aria of their time 
as is ours – the recent ‘milestone’ of 400 
parts of cO2 per atmospheric million  
a clanging cast-iron death knoll for 
humans in their present form. But 100 
years ago, the Victorian edwardians were 
worried about air in other ways. the 
best cure for consumption – also known 
as tuberculosis – was to be placed in  
a sunny spot in the good old outdoors, 
preferably with a bit of a breeze picking 
up from the ocean. and for those who 
weren’t yet sick, air-changes in bedrooms 
was essential – the breezier the better. 
Stale air was the stuff of disease and death 
which was to be chased out of buildings, 
cornered by the triangulating building 
regulations of windows, floor area and 
cubic feet per inhabitant. in fact, in the 
1920s, the design of cape town’s Langa 
township was riven with ventilation and 
vents – the administrators and architect 
insisting on keeping things breezy 
despite the endless complaints from the 
inhabitants of the hostels who had to 
endure the cape town winter sleeping 
on timber bunks set in concrete shelves 
frozen by the wind-chill factor.  

Back in those days, when they started 
to be produced on a massive scale, steel 
windows made sense, their leakiness an 
advantage in the endless fight against 
stagnant air. these days the exact opposite 
ambition is evident in the ‘Passivhaus’, or 
more prosaically, the passive house. it is a 
building that holds its breath, sealing up 
all the leaks in the ‘skin’ where air might 
pweeeeeet! itself out. these buildings, set 
within those icy German winters, need 
only the body heat of its human inhabitants 
to warm the space to toasty levels. the 

Passivhaus is pumped-up and pressure-
tested and its leaks traced and eradicated 
– those steel windows of the Bauhaus 
wouldn’t stand a chance in the new 
requirements of precision engineering.

the well-sealed, non-leaky building is 
built into the new building regulations 
found in SanS 10400-Xa, although its 
requirements are not near those needed 

for the Passivhaus. Just by reducing 
the rate of air change in a building, the 
underlying principle is that there will 
be no need to artificially warm a space. 
Like most progressive legislation, it 
aims to make sure that architects, clients 
and developers all do the right thing in 
reducing the energy consumption of our 
buildings. no matter that it probably has 
made many manufacturers and installers 
of steel windows almost immediately 
irrelevant. and no matter that, like 
most progressive legislation, it has the 
unforeseen potential to work against the 
very greater good it aims to secure. all 
legislation is leaky.

Back in the early 1970s, there was 
a lot of excess energy buzzing around 
the high-tension cables of South africa. 
What better way to put it to use than 
to invest in one of the biggest energy-
guzzling industries in the world?  
Of course, i am talking about the 
aluminium smelters that first started 
here in Richards Bay – a convenient 
stopover port as the raw material 
alumina is shipped to South africa, 
processed and then shipped back to 
the world. a dip into Google suggests 
that aluminium smelters consume 
some seven percent of South africa’s 
current energy output and that the 
production of aluminium is over 100 
times the embodied energy of wood 
and five times that of steel used in the 
building industry. hair-splitting aside, 
no wonder aluminium is sometimes 
called, in an ironic shift of global 
warming metaphors, ‘frozen energy’. it 
should sear to the touch.

Like other South africans, i like the 
sound of a closing aluminium sliding 
door. there is a reassuring build-up rush 
of those weather brushes that lands in 
the solid thwump! as it slams into a tightly 
locked position. Perfectly keeping the 
cold air out and the warm air in. and, 
in that other South african truism that 
smacks of expedience and a cold heart, it 
is ‘maintenance free’. Unlike wood, which 
shows its age and warps and weathers 
under South african skies and needs the 
love and care that must be shown to all 
things that were once alive. and so... 

PsssssshwwwwrrrTHWUMP! What’s that 
sound? the sound of a million soon to 
installed aluminium doors and windows 
closing out the honourable intentions of 
SanS 10400-Xa and locking us in with 
the horribly over-heating irony of best-
laid legislation.
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engineering companies.

Rebranded as Royal HaskoningDHV, SSI Engineers & Environmental Consultants 
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Heritage, Culture, and 
PolitiCs in tHe PostColony
BY Daniel Herwitz
PUBLISHERS: Columbia university Press
YEAR: 2012
REVIEWER: niC Coetzer

Who designed the Apartheid 
Museum? According to daniel herwitz, 
author of the impressive and compelling 
Heritage, Culture, and Politics in the Postcolony 
and director of the institute for humanities 
at Michigan University, it was the isreali 
museologist, Claude grundman. Which is 
both true and not so true – grundman’s 
initiating design gave the development of 
the golf Reef City Casino the green light, 
and thence the museum itself.
i don’t think herwitz gave it much 
thought when he wrote that irksome 
‘fact’ into his book. i imagine one 
of the five or so firms and the many 
people involved in the production of 
the Apartheid Museum might like to 
set the record straight on this. But i use 
this as an example of the key idea in 
this book, not only of how the record of 
the past is not the past itself, but how 
the idea of origins is key to constructing  
a narrative, especially a narrative in 
service of the future. if grundman’s 
design idea can be seen as the origin of 
the Apartheid Museum, then all those 
late nights, the ping-pong of building 
regulations meets gravity meets budget 
meets client, all those detail drawings 
and revisions, all those endless meetings 
and on-site supervision can be blanked 
out in the official story that looks to an 
originating moment as the authentic and 
defining act of a project. 
of course, herwitz’s argument in this 
book is more intricate than this and his 
investigation is not into architecture per se 
but into heritage in postcolonial societies 
like ours, or rather what he calls ‘live 
action heritage’. the practice of heritage 
making – heritage action – must herd 
and corral all the events of the past into  
a coherent narrative of origins that is useful 

for the future, that overwrites the messy 
multiple realities of the present in its quest 
to turn individuals into subjects. south 
Africa’s colonial and apartheid past was 
very good at this. Which is why, according 
to herwitz, south Africa is very wary of 
monuments and grand narratives, that it is 
still undergoing the pluralist-talking cure 
that defined the truth and Reconciliation 
Commission and its transitional justice – 
words over granite and stone.

While the book is not solely about 
architecture, buildings form a large part 
of his investigation and range from the 
Apartheid Museum and Freedom Park 
to the Voortrekker Monument and the 
Constitutional Court. And neither is it 
solely about south Africa for that matter 
(there is a chapter on modern indian art 
and a chapter on America that brings sarah 
Palin and Barack obama into the logic of 
‘settler’ politics). But the majority of the 
book brings south African stories to the 
fore, including a fascinating recounting 
of Jackson hlungwani et al’s awkward 
canonisation into the modern art world, 
as well as a searing examination of thabo 
Mbeki’s Aids denialism.

indeed, it is the narrative style deployed 
by herwitz, a professor of philosophy, that 
makes it a pleasure to read. the style is 
chatty, witty, and rich, often making use 
of figures of speech to bring otherwise 
complicated theoretical concepts to life.  
A lesser author might have fallen into 
the trap of rehearsing dense theoretical 
concepts in turgid prose. thankfully, the 
book echoes – and quotes – the work 
of those other south African Americans, 
Jean and John Comaroff, whose forays 
into south African culture also make for 
scintillating reading. 

And yet... the style, zippy as it is, 

invites slippages and, dare i say it, errors 
that build to a discomforting level. so, for 
example, when herwitz writes that Rhodes 
Memorial shows ‘Rhodes on horseback’, 
it is both true and false, because it is 
officially the figure of ‘Physical energy’ on 
horseback, symbolising Rhodes himself. 
these slippages, perfectly at home in the 
jauntiness of the prose, are not the pedantic 
exactitudes expected from a philosopher. 
And they mount up: Robben island is 
described as ‘a salt deposit’ and the political 
prisoners ‘worked digging salt’, when it was, 
in fact, limestone. And when he writes ‘by 
a bizarre act of Parliament, any group that 
builds a new casino in the country must 
build an Apartheid Museum at the site’, we 
get what he means, but we know that the 
statement is just plain wrong.

these points aside, this book is essential 
and pleasurable reading for anyone 
interested in identity politics and the 
problematic role of architecture in the 
narrative of the ‘new’ south Africa.
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Nashua Limited is set to launch a technologically 
advanced quick-drying gel printer to the market that will 
provide a signifi cant advantage to computer-aided design 
(CAD) organisations such as architectural, engineering, 
construction and engineering fi rms. 
The MP CW2200SP is a full-colour low-volume digital 
imaging system that enables its users to have far greater 
versatility, and ensure that they are able to meet a broader 
range of wide-format workfl ow demands.  

The machine’s capabilities allow for essential large 
documents to be captured, saved and shared in a simple 
and accessible manner. This includes a simplifi ed display 
and step-by-step animated guide, while users can reduce 
waste and obtain longer-lasting performance by replacing 
proprietary ink cartridges swiftly, without swapping 
print heads. 

Speed and effi ciency is further provided via the 
machine’s multiple paper feeds, which enables users 
to access the appropriate documents required for a 
particular task. Users also don’t have to waste time and 

paper, as they can print on the appropriately sized paper 
and avoid having to change paper manually.

Security is a central feature of the MP CW2200SP, as 
a host of advanced security features protect confi dential 
and proprietary documents. These features include user 
authentication which ensures that stored print jobs can 
only be released when an authorised user swipes an ID 
card or enters a password at the device.

Nashua Limited’s marketing director David Hallas 
concludes that the launch of the MP CW2200SP aligns 
with Nashua’s core values.

‘Nashua is renowned for offering our clients only the 
latest and most innovative products and solutions, which 
will ultimately help them to create more profi cient and 
productive business processes. 

The launch of the MP CW2200SP is consistent with 
these aims, and we are confi dent that customers will 
derive great benefi t from this device’s features, and 
subsequently save a considerable amount of valuable time 
and money.’

Nashua to benefi t CAD organisations through 
imminent launch of advanced wide format gel printer

For further information on Nashua Limited, 
visit their website at www.nashua.co.za
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SCALING BACK IN THE 21ST 
CENTURY – A REfLECTIvE 
BooK REvIEw
BY RogeR C FisheR

While this may be considered 
a book review, it is also a reflection 
prompted by lloyd Kahn’s Tiny Homes. 
Simple shelters. Scaling back in the 21st 
Century, published last year by shelter 
Publications.

When i was a rebellious teenager we 
dreamt of, among other things, saving the 
whale. ‘Why bother?’ said my aunt, then 
probably younger than i am now, she who 
served in the West africa Cable system 
during World War two. ‘you’ll probably 
never see one anyway.’ i felt crushed as 
one does in those arrogant yet vulnerable 
years, devoid of personality and identity, 
but full of visions and ambition.

she’s still alive, and i’m afraid she was 
wrong. Whale numbers have increased 
dramatically around the coast of south 
africa and i’ve clambered on rocks close 
enough to see the barnacles on the back 
of the southern Right basking alongside 
me, something i could never have done 
in my childhood, when their blubber was 
still being boiled down for oil and their 
flesh turned to fertiliser.

When i started my studies in 
architecture – somewhat later than my 
contemporaries – we did the so-called 
‘mud scheme’, where we imagined and 
designed for a marooned community 
dependent on what came to hand 
for construction material. i believe 
Bloemfontein takes it even more 
seriously these days and does a veld 
school for the neophyte architects, 
where they must source materials 
and construct a shelter in which  
they overnight.

it was in the seventies that shelter 
Publications first started their books and 

in 2011, celebrated their fourth decade of 
publishing, their classic being The Whole 
Earth Catalogue, then the Dome Book 1  
& 2 thereafter Shelter. Geodesic domes 
and their variants proliferated in the 

studio for some time thereafter. 
One of the first students i taught, now 

an esteemed and advanced academic, 
claims the sight of the book Shelter makes 
her feel nauseous. i’ve never quite 
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fathomed why, but it may be because she 
grew up in the Eighties, the decade that 
effectively trashed the ambitions of the 
hippy generation, turning to an overt and 
extravagant display of materialism and 
creating the so-called ‘Me’ generation 
who ‘want it all and want it now’.

This has persisted to the present and 
found currency in those new and rising 
economies, all aided and abetted by the 
banks. Every time there seems to be 
a stalling of what strikes me as a failed 
system, there are stop-gap measures 
to give it another boost. Here in South 
Africa, the architecture of ‘Flash, Skin 
and Boner’ grips the imagination and 
pleases the corporate client, and just 
to prove its moral compass and social 
responsibility, gets a green stamp of 
approval, aiding and abetting that other 
wolf in sheep’s clothing.

I, of course, worry, like my acerbic 
aunt back then, that I am out of touch 
and dragging antiquated value sys-
tems into a present which has become 
another country. A book such as Tiny 
Homes makes me wonder and gives 
me hope. It is true that Lloyd Kahn is 
an inveterate, unconverted and unre-
pentant hippy. But he does seem to be 
in tune with the times, while propagat-
ing the ‘small is beautiful’ ethos. In his 
bibliography, he states: ‘In years past, 
we would not list out-of-print books 
in our bibliographies. Now, however, 

with internet book searching, out-of-
print books are relatively easy to find. 
Thus this listing includes both books 
that are in print and those that are not.’

But even though e-savvy, or rather, 
because of this, he also notes that ‘There 
are tons of [Tiny House blogs and 
websites] out there. Since URLs change 
so often, we’ve posted these online’. 

I must quickly admit I do not like 
all of it. Architecture from junk, while 
quirky, is only as viable as the junk 
generators. On the other hand, I do like 
the possibilities offered by timber 
pallets. It strikes me that global trade 
will not disappear and these ubiquitous 
items will remain readily available. 
Where I am. they resell at R5 per crate. 
Usually they are used for firewood. 
Intact, if exposed to weathering, they rot, 
particularly those having pine members, 
within the year. Blue gum is much more 
durable. But don’t try to disassemble 
them. The ribbed shank steel nails are 
unmovable and the timber brittle. But 
they offer opportunity as demonstrated 
by the entry ‘Pallet/Cob backyard shed’.

My own bias admittedly, but I 
prefer the featured exercises by 
the professional architects to the 
eccentricities of the hobbit houses and 
even the discipline of recycled building 
materials to the mud and straw-bale 
extravagances. Some examples, to my 
mind, although compact, are far too 

resource demanding and if we all did it, 
there wouldn’t be enough to go round. 
But since these examples are hardly 
likely to attract a camp following,  
I suppose we may indulge them.

The nomadic architecture holds 
intrigue, whether for road or water, but 
probably not likely to find a fan club 
in South Africa. While we have our 
karretjiesmense and our caravan-camping 
brigade, we seem to have lost the trek 
impulse and unfortunately do not have 
the waterways to service houseboat 
living. And I do worry about the energy 
required to keep that mass on the move.

I am also recently persuaded that high-
rise city living is more resource efficient 
than my rural idyll. But as the first 
manned space capsules created a mind 
model for space-ship earth, so thinking 
about and attempting to satisfy minimum 
needs helps us think about how that 
might be explored for all peoples.

This book only offers opportunity 
for a once-off read and so will probably 
not find its way into most personal 
libraries. However, I would recommend 
it to the libraries of all institutions where 
architecture is taught and for those 
offices that pride themselves on well-
equipped and diverse bookshelves. 
Small lessons might just seed big ideas.

Roger C Fisher is a professor in Architecture 
at the University of Pretoria.
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