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abstract:

A placelessness defines the architectur-
al expression of  our public institutions; 
the sterile, the predictable and the gener-
ic characterise the experience of  spaces 
that are meant to celebrate the identity 
and the ideals of  a society. A pervasive 
and global condition helps contribute to 
the contemporary urban condition of  
sensory impoverishment and existential 
homelessness. As a means of  addressing 
this condition of  institutional placeless-
ness, this dissertation proposes the design 
of  a new community library in Venning 
Park, Arcadia. Through a celebration of  
the typical and essential character of  the 
library type along with the critical appli-
cation of  June Jordaan’s place-making tri-
ad, this new library offers an alternative 
to contemporary architectural trends that 
generate placeless institutions and erode 
the relevance and autonomy of  the public 
library.
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“ Whoever marries 
the spirit of this age 
will find himself a 
widower in the next. ”

- The Reverend William Ralph Inge
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A global condition

1.1
A placelessness defines the architectural 
expression of  our public institutions; the 
sterile, the predictable and the generic 
characterise the experience of  spaces that 
are meant to celebrate the identity and 
the ideals of  a society. A pervasive and 
global condition helps contribute to the 
contemporary urban condition of  senso-
ry impoverishment and existential home-
lessness. The placelessness of  our insti-
tutions is one of  expansive, flat ceilings 
made up of  endlessly repeating, modular 
panels that house coldly glowing fluores-
cent tubes. It is an architecture of  flatness, 
bounded by unvaried, unarticulated and 
anonymous materials. Uncompromis-
ingly utilitarian, standardised fittings and 
furnishings are so pervasive and ubiqui-
tous that they have come to characterise 
the identity of  not only our institutions 
but our entire built environment. These 
‘non-places’ aggregate into the placeless 
geographies that define our everyday en-
vironments, conditioning our experiences 
and memories of  the world around us.

How can the architecture of  new civic 
institutions be designed so as to provide 
a meaningful alternative to contemporary 
architectural trends that have propagated 
and cemented a condition of  institutional 
placelessness?

1.2
1.4.1 - Understanding 

placelessness

By critically analysing three local exam-
ples of  institutional placelessness, a deep-
er understanding of  the condition and its 
architectural manifestations will be gained 
in order to propose a meaningful archi-
tectural alternative.

1.4.2 - Informing the 

creation of place

In order to effectively inform the creation 
of  place, contemporary theory surround-
ing the notion of  place will be interro-
gated. Along with this investigation into 
select literature on the subject, a synthe-
sis of  the ideas of  several seminal phe-
nomenologists in the form of  June Jor-
daan’s place-making triad will be critically 
applied and tested as a framework with 
which to inform and guide the creation 
of  architectural place.

1.4.3 - Embracing the 

character of the library

The public library has been chosen as the 
ideal programme for investigation to ad-

1.4
research 
methodology

dress the issue of  institutional placeless-
ness. In order to understand its role in 
creating place, the essential character of  
the library type will be unpacked through 
a study of  literature regarding its histor-
ical development, its contemporary civic 
role and any architectural traditions relat-
ed to its design.

1.4.4 - Experiencing and 

understanding site

A combination of  a study into the history 
of  the site along with a landing visit to re-
cord initial experiences and observations 
of  the site and surrounds will be under-
taken as a means of  rooting the library to 
its context and contributing to the sur-
rounding character of  place.

1.4.5 - Case studies and 

contrary arguments

To ensure a rigorous argument and sound 
architectural manifestation, a series of  
case studies that both reinforce and con-
test the architectural approach taken by 
this study will be critically analysed and 
situated throughout the document where 
appropriate.

Introduction Introduction

research question

In order to establish itself  as a place, the 
contemporary public library needs to em-
brace its existing, essential role and char-
acter rather than attempt to redefine itself  
according to shifting trends.

1.3
dissertation 
statement


