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by Suné-Marié Steyn

Program
A satellite museum for the Ditsong: 
National Museum of Cultural History.

Client
The Department of Tourism and 
Environmental Affairs as well as the 
Department of Arts, Culture, Science and 
Technology will be the financial sponsors of 
the project.

The Ditsong: Northern Flagship Institute will 
continue to manage the existing Cultural 
History Museum as well as the new satellite.

Site
The design intervention takes place inside 
the Standard Bank Centre, on the 
South - Western corner of Church Street and 
Van der Walt Street.

Users
The museum experience will be aimed at the 
regular users of the city.

Main Research Question
What should the role of a contemporary 
museum in Pretoria be and how does one 
design such a museum? 

A CONTEMPORARY MUSEUM EXPERIENCE
The Design of a New Satellite Museum for the 

Ditsong: National Museum of Cultural History in Pretoria.

This dissertation originated from an interest in 
museum architecture and the desire to improve 
museum experiences for the inhabitants of Pretoria.
The city is in need of a museum that does not 
distinguish between different cultures and back-
grounds, and that provides an experience that a 
regular city user can relate to.  This dissertation aims 
to address this need with the creation of a museum 
that relies on a chance museum encounter in an 
everyday place.  This museum encounter will enrich 
people’s daily city experiences.

The dissertation proposes a new satellite museum for 
the existing Ditsong: National Museum of Cultural 
History as a method of exposing the public to the 
existing museum.

The design intervention deals with the adaptive 
re-use of the Standard Bank Centre, an existing 
building next to the Lilian Ngoyi Square in the CBD of 
Pretoria. The dissertation argues that in order to 
create a culture of visiting museums, a museum 
should not only be aimed at tourists, but should 
become part of people’s daily routines and should 
focus on reaching the regular users of the city. 

This dissertation considers what a contemporary 
museum in the inner city of Pretoria should be in 
terms of function and architectural implementation.

The study concludes that a 
contemporary museum 
experience is one that facilitates 
continuous change, and provides 
a spatial experience that blurs the 
threshold between the new 
museum and existing public 
space.

“It is easy enough to criticize museums for being what they are or for failing 

to be what one thinks they should be... It is more diffi cult to propose changes 

that are feasible, and to ground both criticism and reform in an understand-

ing of the situation, economic foundations, and socio-political formations of 

the museums to be gauged...Useful criticism needs to combine assessment 

with the empirical examination of real situations, recognizing the complexity 

and intermingling of interests involved, as well as relations between the 

individual and the social, and the conditions within which they operate.”

(Krep, 2003:7)  

To be able to answer the question: ‘What is a 
contemporary museum?’ one fi rst has to ask 
the question: ‘What is contemporary?’
According to Borris Groys (2010), being 
contemporary can be understood as being 
immediately present; as being here-and-now.  
He applies this statement specifi cally to art, 
saying that art is truly contemporary if it is 
authentic, if it captures and expresses the 
present in a way that is not infl uenced by 
past traditions or schemes aiming at future 
success (Groys, 2010).  The same statement 
can be applied to museums.
A contemporary museum should focus on the 
present in an uncompromising way.  This is 
diffi cult, seeing that the traditional purpose of 
a museum is preservation and conservation 
(Naudé, 2010).

The role of a Contemporary 
Museum in Pretoria
The role of the museum should be redefi ned 
to address people’s specifi c needs within 
the context of the museum (Kreps, 2003:121).  
Keeping in mind that museums can 
contribute to the construction and expression 
of national, regional and local ethnic identity 
(Kreps, 2003:2), the author perceives the role 
of the new satellite museum in Pretoria as the 
following:

1. To address the apparent absence of 
museum-mindedness in Pretoria and 
integrate the museum in people’s daily lives.
One way of doing this is to provide a place in 
which to hold discussions and create 
exhibitions about certain problems that the 
people are dealing with (Kreps, 2003:124).

2. The museum should transcend class 
and cultural difference (Hein, 2009:18).  The 
new satellite museum places emphasis on the 
public programming of the museum, rather 
than the collection and preservation of 
objects.  A museum should respond to the 
demographic environment and approach 
the community to engage in the production 
and reception of museums exhibitions (Hein, 
2009:45).

3. A museum is assumed to be a social 
institution whose functions and programmes 
must serve society in a specifi c manner 
(Moifatswane & Van Schalkwyk, 1999:60).  A 
museum should empower the population of 
the city through the documentation of an 
area’s historical, natural, and cultural 
heritage (Kreps, 2003:122).

4. A museum is context focussed and 
should refl ect what is important to the 
community to which it belongs (Kreps, 
2003:123).  A museum should accommodate 
cross-reference between exhibited objects 
and the museum’s context.  This will allow the 
objects to become more real, while the 
context of the city is given an increase in 
value (Brawne, 1965:9).

5. A museum should be for everyone in 
the city.  Recent thinking regarding museums 
is marked by the drive towards pluralism and 
diversity and the aim to have this refl ected in 
the visitors (Hein, 2009:44).

 “The basic role of a museum in  
the community is to make itself accessible 
– accessible both in the literal sense of 
opening hours and the convenience of 
location, but also in its displays, its public 
programming and in its administration.  In all 
its programmes it must see itself as belonging 
to all, a benefi t to all, to be used by all.”          

(Moifatswane et al., 1999:60)

2.2.7. The New Satellite Museum in 
Pretoria

For the purpose of this study a satellite 
museum (as the design intervention) is 
defi ned as a museum branch of another 
larger museum (in this case the Ditsong: 
National Museum of Cultural History).  A 
satellite museum is in a different location than 
the original museum.  The satellite museum 
design intervention is positioned as a point on 
a regular city user’s everyday route in order 
to provide people with an unexpected 
museum encounter.  The satellite museum is 
a catalyst project to create awareness of the 
Ditsong: National Museum of Cultural History.
A satellite museum does not need all the 
auxiliary spaces a museum usually requires, 
since the facilities of the original museum can 
be used.

Description
The museum in a Victorian house exhibits the 
private life of Paul Kruger who lived there from 
1884 until 1900 while he was President of the 
ZAR (Ditsong: Northern Flagship Institutions, 
2010).  Visitors can walk through the house that 
has been refurbished to look as it did during 
the time President and his wife lived there.  Two 
exterior halls that display Kruger as an interna-
tional statesman and his later journey into exile 
from Mozambique to Europe, as well as the 
President’s private railway coach, form part of 

the museum.
Strengths
The location of the house museum in Church 
Street allows the visitor to imagine life in the city 
center and Church Square in the 1900’s, 
contextualising history and allowing for the 
cross-referencing of objects.
Weaknesses
The spaces do not allow temporary exhibitions 
or expansion.  The displays are focussed on the 
objects rather than the visitor experience. 

Museums in Pretoria
An analysis of the museums surrounding the 
Standard Bank Centre confirmed the 
hypothesis that a need exists for exciting 
museum experiences in the city centre.  Visits 
to museums in Pretoria informed the author 
about the context the design is positioned in 
and how museums operate.  Eleven 
museums in Pretoria were visited and 
studied.

SOUTH AFRICAN MUSEUM 
PRECEDENTS

PRETORIA MUSEUM 
PRECEDENTS

INTERNATIONAL MUSEUM 
PRECEDENTS

Analysis of Ditsong:National 
Cultural History Museum
Pretoria, Gauteng

The Site
The museum is located towards the West 
of the Pretoria City Hall, in Visagie Street 
between Bosman and Schubart Street.
The former Government Mint was located 
in the building, but it has been the 
National Cultural History museum since 
1997.

Museum facilities
The museum’s public facilities include a 
restaurant, auditorium, multi-functional 
space, museum shop, conference rooms 
and outdoor amphitheatre.  According 
to researcher Maurtiz Naudé (2010) the 
museum’s most regular visitors are school 
groups.  There is a specific activity room for 
children to touch and hold objects.

One of the museum’s key assets is the 
large number of objects in the storage 
rooms (Naudé, 2010).  Conservators have 
workshops in the building where objects 
are restored and preserved.  These 
amenities would also be used for objects 
that will be on display in the new satellite 
museum.

Museum Critique
The museum’s focus is on the preservation 
of objects rather than on the exposure of 
the objects to the public.  If the public is 
not aware of the objects and interested 
by it, the work the museum does is in vain.
The manner in which objects are exhibited 

is old-fashioned and the exhibitions are not 
alternated regularly.

Design Opportunities
The design of a satellite museum should 
establish a strong connection between the 
museum and the city users.  Existing 
equipment, resources and objects can be 
used in a new exhibition space.
Opportunity lies in creating awareness 
surrounding the museum.  The museum 
should be made relevant in the context of 
Pretoria.

Purpose of the satellite museum
1. The satellite museum will display

objects that are curently in the 
storerooms of the Ditsong: 
National Cultural History Museum. 

2. The satellite museum will function
as a marketing tool to make 
regular city users aware of the
Cultural History Museum.

3. The satellite museum’s purpose is 
to enhance the exhibitions and 
public aspects of the museum.

4. The new satellite museum will 
place emphasis on the rotation of 
exhibitions, and possibly 
encourage the existing museum to 
view exhibitions in a   
short-term    
frame of mind.

In order to develop a better 
understanding of museum spaces and to 
formulate an approach to the design of 
exhibition spaces in a museum, the 
author selected four architectural 
practices that have designed various 
museums.  The architects whose work is 
studied are Peter Zumthor, Daniel 
Libeskind, Herzog & de Meuron and 
David Chipperfield. 

The four architectural offices were 
selected based on the author’s perception 
of a contemporary museum and how the 
author perceives the selected 
architects’ work:

-  Peter Zumthor successfully creates 
atmospheric architecture.

-  Narrative is an important element pres-
ent in museums designed by Daniel Libes-
kind.

-  Herzog & de Meuron designed the Tate 
Modern that functions as a public space.

-  Although David Chipperfield’s museums 
have an iconic feel, they portray a 
continuous message.

DITSONG: NATIONAL MUSEUM 
OF CULTURAL HISTORY

Description
The Victorian mansion that used to be the resi-
dence of the Jewish industrialist and 
entrepreneur Sammy Marks is situated on the 
farm Zwartkoppies east of Pretoria (Ditsong: 
Northern Flagship Institutions, 2010).  Visitors are 
guided on a tour of the house that showcases 
the unique collection of Victorian and personal 
assets of Sammy Marks and his wife, Bertha.  The 
park-like garden is an additional attraction of 
the museum where visitors can enjoy picnics, 

play croquet or enjoy a Victorian meal.
Strengths
The relaxed environment of the museum 
location encourages visitors to linger on the 
grounds and spend more time at the museum.
Weaknesses
As the house is preserved and presented in the 
exact manner that the Marks family used to 
inhabit it, one questions the value and purpose 
of the museum and the preservation of history.

DITSONG: SAMMY MARKS 
MUSEUM

DITSONG: KRUGER MUSEUM
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CONTEXT STUDY
The Standard Bank Centre

Lower Ground Floor Mezzanine
The general public has no interest in the 
mezzanine floor as it currently houses storerooms of 
the shops on the ground floor as well as offices for 
Edgars and Standard Bank.  The mezzanine floor is 
reached via the staircase on the Northern side of 
the elevator shafts.  

Lower Ground Floor
The Lower ground floor of the building contains the 
Standard Bank entrance, a major attraction for 
users of the building.  To the Eastern side, an 
arcade leads to an underground parking lot that 
the Standard Bank Centre shares with the State 
Theatre.

Interior Space

The Building
Historical Context
The building was designed and built in 1977, 
during unstable political times, because of 
Apartheid.  The Standard Bank Centre was an 
unusual building for its time, because of the atrium 
space with the skylight roof.  During the time the 
building was built, Skyscrapers were erected across 
the world.  As opposed to exploring the same 
narrow space as the skyscrapers, this building is 
built around a core of space; deep space is 
explored.

Other unusual attributes for a building constructed 
in Pretoria at that stage are the planting boxes 
surrounding the atrium as well as the arcade on 
the lower ground floor that runs underneath the 
street to the parking lot.

Everything in the building is co-ordinated 
according to the interior and exterior cladding.  
For example, the dimensions of the three lifts in the 
atrium are determined by the size of the mosaic 
tiles it is covered with.  The concrete structure was 
subordinate to the covering of the concrete 
panels.

The Lilian Ngoyi Square
The square across the street from the Standard 
Bank Centre has a remarkable history that 
connects it to the Ditsong: National Museum of 
Cultural History.  In 1889 a market building was 
erected on the square, giving it the name ‘Markt 
Plein’.  The Market hall was used for market 
activities, exhibitions, receptions, political 
gatherings and court hearings and was the 
location of Pretoria’s first museum, the 
Staatsmuseum (Cloete, 2009:3).  

The museum contained anthropological, 
archaeological and natural history collections and 
exhibitions.  The hall soon became too small for the 
museum and in 1904 the Museum was moved to a 
new building in Boom Street, with a new name: the 
Transvaal Museum.  After years of collection, his-
torical objects of cultural significance were 
recognised as a separate category and in 1993 
the old Mint building in Visagie Street was 
allocated as the new museum of culture (The Story 
of the National Cultural History Museum, 2001).  

Surrouding Urban Context
In order to give rise to the museum as an integral 
part of people’s daily lives, an existing building 
situated next to a public square is chosen as 
location for the design intervention.  This allows the 
museum to be in service of society and to further 
the museum’s social role (Kreps, 2003:122).

The Standard Bank Centre is not situated in an 
exclusive museum precinct where someone on 
a purpose visit would expect to find a museum. 
Rather, the site proves to be an ideal location for a 
surprising museum encounter that adds 
excitement to a person’s daily activities in the city.  
The building is positioned on the corner of two 
major pedestrian streets.  The abundance of 
informal trading activities on these routes ensures 
that a large volume of pedestrian traffic moves 
into and through the building.  The Lilian Ngoyi 
Square is across the street from the Standard Bank 
Centre, allowing activities and exhibitions of the 
New Satellite Museum to overflow onto the square.

Ground Floor
The Standard Bank Centre has three entrances on 
the ground floor level, each exiting on a different 
street, allowing access to the building from 
different directions.  From the three entrances, 
passages lead to the atrium space in the centre 
of the building.  The layout of the building and the 
width of the hallways encourage circulation to and 
through the atrium space, giving it value as a 
public space. The floor is comprised of retail 
spaces that border the four meter wide passages.  
Pedestrians use passages through the building in a 
similar way that arcades are used; as a shortcut to 
get from one street to another or for a quick stroll 
past window displays on the way to a destination.

“Museums need not be sterilised in 

cultural centres isolated in cultural 

parks,”

- Michael Brawne (1964:9)
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Diagram of current use

Diagram of intervention in building

Interior architecture does not exist 
within a vacuum.  It is determined by the 
architecture of the building in which it is 
positioned and on a larger scale it is 
influenced by the context in which the 
building is located.  It is therefore 
important for the interior architect to 
understand the functioning of the city 
and to be familiar with the urban fabric. 
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The vuvuzela as contemporary 
cultural object

Inventor: Neil Van Schalkwyk
The vuvuzela, a brightly coloured plastic 
trumpet of South African football fans, 
has become a symbol of the 2010 FIFA 
Soccer World Cup.  The unique object 
is a successor of the kudu horn that was 
blown to beckon African villagers to 
meetings (Vuvuzela: SA football’s beauti-
ful noise, 2009). The noise of a single 
vuvuzela resembles that of an elephant.  
When played collectively in a stadium, 
the vuvuzelas sound like a swarm of an-
gry bees.  The vuvuzela, made from tin, 
became a prominent feature at 
soccer games in South African in the 
early 1990s.  The SA-based company 
Masincedane Sport started mass-pro-
ducing the plastic version in 2001 (Blow-
ing our own horn, 2010).  According 
to the inventor, the name ‘vuvuzela’ is 
derived from the township slang for the 
word ‘shower’, meaning ‘to sprinkle you, 
to shower you with noise’.

In the large realm of culture, popular 
culture has been identified as an aspect 
for which a gap exists in the market.  The 
new satellite museum will exhibit every-
day objects that have historic value, 
but are also a representation of popular 
culture.  The aim of the exhibitions in the 
new satellite museum is to make people 
aware of the practices in their lives that 
shape their culture.  The museum will not 
distinguish between cultures, but will 
create a sense of unity and group 
identity.  Any man-made object can be 
classified as a cultural object (Naudé, 
2010).  For the purpose of this 
dissertation, the focus is on the display of 
chairs that are currently in storage at the 
cultural history museum.  Other 
collections of chairs can also form part 
of the exhibition.

Culture(s) in South Africa
Political and cultural views have 
changed from what it was in the 
Apartheid era.  The idea of 
multiculturalism is referred to as the ‘old’ 
anthropological definition of culture 
(Garuba et al., 2008:39).  A cultural 
museum should not use culture to 
emphasize the differences between 
individuals and enlarge the gulf that 
separates people with different back-
grounds (Thornton, 1988:20).  It is no 
longer suitable to distinguish between 
different cultures.  Culture should be 
used as an instrument and means to 
constructing new identities and not a 
tool to focus on the divided past 
(Garuba, et al., 2008:44).  

Similar to the idea of culture as a pool of 
knowledge, culture in South Africa and 
in the central business district of Pretoria, 
is something that cannot be divided into 
different categories, but is rather seen as 
a social practice that produces 
meaning.

C
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New Museum Storeroom
in Standard Bank Centre

New Museum Ramp display
in Standard Bank Centre

New Museum 
Story Room

New Museum 
Silhouette Room

New Museum 
Context Room

New Museum Storeroom
in Standard Bank Centre

CONCEPT
A Museum in flux

The conceptual approach to the design 
intervention is to create a museum in flux.  
This means that 
the museum experience is constantly 
changing.  

A contemporary museum experience 
opposes the idea of a museum portraying 
the same message for a hundred years to 
come. A contemporary museum should be 
constantly changing; growing or shrinking 
according to the needs of the visitors or the 
types of exhibitions on display.  
A contemporary museum should make the 
cross-reference between exhibited objects 
and the building that functions as a ‘living 
museum’ possible.  

The designed museum spaces should be 
able to accommodate changing 
exhibitions as designed by curators.  
The intervention should make provision for 
alteration and variations.  

The design intervention blurs the threshold 
between the new museum spaces and the 
existing public spaces.

The route of the chair

D
itsong: N

ational M
useum

 
of C

ultural History

Ditsong: National Museum 
of Cultural History

EXISTING
PUBLIC
SPACES

NEW
MUSEUM
SPACES

2. Definition of a 
Contemporary Museum
The program (a museum) was the initial 
driving force of the design process.  This 
influenced all the design decisions that 
were made. The author’s conception of 
a contemporary museum is a museum 
that acknowledges the object as the 
focus and core around which the 
museum experience evolves.  The 
museum should facilitate cross-
referencing between exhibited objects 
and the context of the museum. 

The design intervention is positioned as a 
point on a regular city user’s daily route 
in order to provide an unexpected 
museum encounter.  This allows the 
museum to reach people who would 
normally avoid museums.

A contemporary museum should 
challenge people’s preconceived ideas 
about museums.  The museum should 
become a cultural environment that 
facilitates other cultural activities.

3. Contemporary 
understanding of Culture

Culture is a set of practices which, in 
their performance, produce 
meanings, values and subjectivities.  
Culture is adaptable, flexible and ever-
evolving rather than fixed and bounded 
(Kreps, 2003:15).  Culture in the central 
business district of Pretoria cannot be 
divided into different categories, but 
is rather seen as a social practice that 
produces meaning.  There is a constant 
process of ‘trans-culturation’ (Kreps, 
2003:14).  ‘A culture’ is a pool of knowl-
edge to which individuals contribute in 
different ways and degrees (Delaney, 
2004:72).   

Design Informants
In the design concept, the term ‘flux’ 
is understood to mean ‘continuous 
change’.  The aim is to design museum 
spaces that provide experiences that 
are continuously changing.  The 
following aspects have been identified 
as the main informants of the design:

1. Reaction to the Atrium 
Building
The design will activate the central 
atrium space of the Standard Bank 
Centre.  The shape of the intervention 
represents a living organic structure.  The 
design reacts to the site by contrasting 
the rigid shape and static character of 
the building.    

The existing entrances and movement 
patterns will be preserved and 
enhanced with the design intervention.  
Circulation is an important aspect of the 
building and this will be used to 
strengthen the design.

Authenticity is an important concept of 
critical regionalism.  By promoting 
participation of the users of the 
building and city, the museum provides 
and authentic experience.  The museum 
should be able to grow and change to 
transform the atrium into a ‘living’ public 
space.
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