
Fig.01.	 Mankinds relationship with the sky and sands
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These two archs - architecture and archaeology - are Janus-
headed, not identical twins but very much related. Both 
have to do with matter, space, time. But while architecture 
looks to projecting into the future, archaeology searches for 
the face of  mankind in the past. Like Walter Benjamin’s 
angel of  history, archaeology is condemned to look into the 
past; architecture is the angel who builds jetties into the 
future. And the architect knows that the sands of  time 
will eventually destroy the monument, whose only hope of  
resurrection will be through the knowledge and the tenacity 
of  the archaeologist.

(Baker, 2002:37)

M A N I F E S T O 

T h e  ‘ a r c h s ’
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The significance of drawing -

In his book Experiencing Architecture, Rasmussen (1964) 

describes the process of drawing as the architect’s 

collection of personal documentation - a visual diary to 

the insight of the architect’s mind. The diagram can then 

be seen as the language of the architect. (Delaporte, 

2016). Not constrained to any dimension or scale, the 

diagram originates as the core of an idea. Manipulated 

and refined, the diagram could become anything he 

chooses: an arbitrary section,  a single point perspective 

or even a detail.

 

The function of the Building - 

The selection of an appropriate programme as described 

by Barnard Tschumi (2004) in an interview with the 

Architectural review, makes the designer aware of two 

fundamental assets: firstly, the ability to define the 

margins of society and secondly identifying the events 

which contribute to the shaping of current times. To the 
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Traditionally, the essence and spirit of place dictated its 

use. Harmoniously intertwined, physical and mythical 

attributes were looked to in order to preserve the 

spirit of place (Genius loci). Today, such a place is the 

Atteridgeville fresh water reservoirs. Providing an 

opportune site to reclaim the spirit of place for the 

contemporary resident.

Understanding that the shack typology is not of place 

but of circumstances - this dissertation searches for an 

architecture of place in the scene of a democratic South 

Africa.

This study focuses on the provision of cultural, 

public spaces, based on an approach that recognises 

established townships as aspiring suburbs rather than 

dormitory towns. 

A B S T R A C T

S p i r i t  o f  p l a c e
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T h e  f a d e  o f  t h e  p u b l i c  s p h e r e  i n  t o w n s h i p  c o r e s

Volume I identifies the typical architectural response to 

township conditions as the ‘multi-purpose hall’. To challenge 

this notion and demonstrate that a new approach could inspire 

successful space for social cohesion, this study investigates 

a site identified as a borderland to test this hypothesis. The 

investigation begins with the greater Atteridgeville as a 

means to develop an appropriate response. 

01
INTRODUCTION
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Understanding that the shack typology is not of place but of 

circumstances - the dissertation searches for an Architecture 

of place in the scene of a democratic South Africa. 

A G A I N S T  R O M A N T I C I S E D 
P O V E R T Y

Fig.02.	 In search of a new typology. Untrue to the intentions of this dissertation, the June design was 
reconsidered to address the shortcomings of the architectural language. 
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The Tshwane Vision 2055 highlights that as a 

part of the 2012 National Development Plan, 

action will be taken to reverse the spatial 

effects of apartheid (City of Tshwane, 2013:26). 

However, with the predominant efforts of the 

Reconstruction and Development Program 

(RDP) aimed at low density housing located 

on the periphery of the city, the spatial legacy 

of apartheid is still felt within the monotonous 

townships. Post-apartheid South African town 

planning strategies undermine the importance 

of diversity of typology and land use. As these 

mono-functional dormitory towns develop 

economically, they transform into suburbs, 

refer to volume I. With no civic amenities or 

public destinations to cater to the needs of the 

contemporary citizen, residents are forced to 

retreat within their private abodes. 

Fig.03.	 View eastward on Thindisa Street towards Pretoria CBD. The suburban condition.

1 . 1
P R O B L E M  S T A T E M E N T

Negotiating the RDP
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Cities rely on a complex interaction between 

a series of parts to function coherently. 

Urban environments provide a diversity 

of scales and layers to accommodate the 

activities of the user. 

Despite displaying higher densities than 

their white counterpart suburbs, South 

African townships remain crippled by the 

spatial legacy of apartheid. The exclusion 

of amenities and focus on NE51/9 housing 

has created a monotonous typology 

which defines the sleeping town identity 

of townships surrounding Pretoria and 

throughout South Africa. As a consequence 

of the said planning, public space has lost 

its value within South African townships 

(Jordaan, 1989: 26). 

As shown in Figure 04, a block study in 

Atteridgeville reveals how the (green) 

public space is absorbed by the need to 

develop new homes closer to Pretoria. 

1942

2016

1 . 2
G E N E R A L  I S S U E

Incoherent environments

Fig.04.	 Block Study Nel & Sadiq 2016. Densification and  		
	 disappearance of open space adapted from Stals (1998;80.)
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The proposed investigation is derived from 

the identified lack of civic spaces in townships 

surrounding Pretoria. With extreme pressure 

placed on government to meet the housing 

demand, town planning strategies have placed 

civic spaces secondary to housing. Originally 

conceived as an experimental black-labour 

township, Atteridgeville’s current urban 

fabric resembles that of a suburb, however, 

the combination of the topography and the 

adopted Garden City model have resulted in a 

tranquil setting for the sleeping town.  Public 

space is constantly lost, as neighbourhood 

parks are being sacrificed to accommodate 

new housing (see Figure 04). 

In a post-colonial era, municipalities have 

invited the private sector to develop housing. 

These developments are saturated with 

small units inspired by the NE51/9 house 

and provide no supporting open space. 

This perpetuates the lack of complexity and 

diversity of architectural typology within the 

fabric resulting in a region of low density, 

stand-alone-units with no amenities situated 

on the periphery of the city. As the need for 

a civic destination is not met by current RDPs, 

the apartheid legacy resonates in current day 

township development. These locations can no 

longer be treated as disconnected suburbs but 

rather as developing urban environments with 

city-like qualities (Dewar & Utyenbogaardt, 

1991:18). 

Fig.05.	 Sketch of a Saulsville neighbourhood park, view SE towards Atteridgeville.

1 . 3 
U R B A N  I S S U E

The need for a civic destination
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The aim of this proposal is to address the 

conditions described and highlight the 

possibilities of developing townships to 

become self-sustaining towns. This exploration 

attempts to create a space of civic pride 

and dignity manifested through the innate 

properties of architecture and to promote 

safety and diversity in the public sphere. 

Doshi  in Ramachandran’s documentary (2009) 

suggests that an architecture that is celebrated 

by the activities of the everyday develops into 

an inspiring institute, one which has the ability 

to emancipate the contemporary dweller.

This approach comes as a response to the 

current  way of thinking about public buildings 

in South African townships. Implementing a 

school of thought where the product of space 

making is derived from the spirit of place 

and enhance the social condition rather than 

exasperate it.

Fig.06.	 An inspiring institute for the 	
	 contemporary citizen

1 . 4 
D I S S E R T A T I O N 

I N T E N T I O N S

Against romanticised poverty
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Historically, architecture has played a significant 

civic role in the  urban fabric. Public buildings 

were commissioned by affluent and prominent 

figures, yet these buildings accommodated 

the working class citizen. Public spaces were 

celebrated while the conditions of the user 

were considered without being patronising. 

A more recent example of this notion is the 

Madrid Atocha Station. This structure shows 

great consideration for the everyday activity 

despite being a transport interchange. In the 

last few decades, the museum has provided 

the necessary leisure and escape from the 

mundane for the working class. 

In the new millennium however, the idea of 

public space has morphed into a conglomerate 

of commerce - the shopping mall. Today, South 

African town planners indiscriminately allow 

the erection of these occidental examples of 

privately owned public space. 

The problem however, is that these private 

centres attract consortium which compete with 

the local small-business owner. In addition to 

the disruption of micro-economies, these 

occidental models have a profound impact 

on the value of the true public sphere and 

the ability of architecture to contribute to the 

everyday. 

Architecture and the working class

1 . 5 
R E S E A R C H  D I S C U S S I O N

Fig.07.	 International examples of inspiring public 
buildings. The Colosseum, numerous cathedrals, 
mosques and temples are examples of how 
architecture was used to serve the intricacies of 
everyday life, subsequently celebrating the rituals 
of their societies. 
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The study begins with Part I, investigating the 

spatial legacy of Atteridgeville. The events prior to 

democracy are examined to identify the ideological 

remnants of the spatial legacy of apartheid. 

A transect walk through the town aids in confirming 

or denouncing the prejudices of the studies, 

providing a thorough investigation leading to the 

first objective, the mapping exercise. 

The second objective deduces an urban strategy 

for approaching Atteridgeville as a totality. This 

strategy will manifest as an Urban Vision, in which 

the programme and architecture can be situated, 

and tested against.

The third objective is the development and iteration 

of the conceptual explorations into contextual 

form. This process is highlighted in order to make 

the designer cognisant of the implications of an 

imported model, asking the question 

	 “What is a mall in Atteridgeville?”. 

This final objective aims to produce an architecture of 

the “third place” - a place on the corner (Oldenburg, 

1989). This programme will manifest as a derivative of 

the needs of a post-colonial South African township.

Fig.08.	 View towards Pretoria CBD, eastwards on Mabothe Street. Tranquil residential neighbourhoods make up the fabric of 
Atteridgeville. 

1 . 6 
R E S E A R C H 

M E T H O D O L O G Y

First, second, third place. [Ray Oldenburg]

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© University of Pretoria 



01 | INTRODUCTION

PAGE 08

Like an island emerging out of  suburbia, the site of  Atteridgeville’s water reservoir 
dominates the ridge as if  placed on a podium. The process of  reclaiming this leftover green-
space attempts to integrate this peripheral site back into the urban fabric.

1 . 7 
D E L I M I T A T I O N S

Asymptotic suburbia
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This dissertation focuses on the provision of cultural public spaces, based on an approach that 

recognises established townships as aspiring suburbs rather than dormitory towns. 

Supported by the Urban Vision, which identifies twenty-one sites of possible intervention (refer 

to Volume I), the selected site aims to create an anchor for the social character and living heritage 

of Atteridgeville. 

Fig.09.	 Oudstad no. 21: The site of the Atteridgeville Water Reservoir is identified as a Green Island
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Fig.10.	 Discovery. First engagement with the water reservoirs. Author, site visit 2016.
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Fig.11.	 Levels. Attempting to understand the three dimensional in-between space. Author, 2016.
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Expression in building still holds value in 

Atteridgeville. Building materials are used to 

exemplify status and highlight identity, and 

where possible, they permit connection to the 

street. Boundary walls are not used as defence 

mechanisms, but rather function as an ornament. 

Gates too are decorative, as they remain open 

throughout the day allowing the garage to form 

a semi-public living room, while the car is parked 

on the sidewalk.

These thresholds and the progression through 

space are demarcated architecturally, and 

universally understood in Atteridgeville. A natural 

flow is carved from the public realm to the intimate 

private space. 

P E R M E A B I L I T Y  O F 
T H E  F E N C E

Author’s notes
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By responding to these conditions, the intention 

is to challenge the status quo of modern township 

developments, the dissertation aims to explore the 

possibility of reinvigorating the public/social realm.

Creating an enticing public anchor that draws 

people against the current, i.e. out from the isolation 

of suburbia and back into the public sphere. This is 

done to prevent the development of the security 

suburb model discussed in Volume I. 

The provision of civic space of leisure aims to 

highlight the extraordinary in the mundane and 

invite daily activity. 

Like the security suburb, recent large scale 

developments have provided exclusive public space 

centred around commerce. With the exception of 

window shopping, Atlyn Mall provides no other  free 

of charge service. 

I N V E R S I O N  O F  T H E 
S E C U R I T Y  S U B U R B

Author’s notes
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