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HYPOTHESIS /

Reintroducing a public programme to the Union Buildings in order to
commemorate the centenary of this Sir Herbert Baker masterpiece,
by exploring the relationship between architecture and the craft

of making / building / the material dimension.
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ABSTRACT /

This dissertation attempts to reintroduce the Union Buildings to South Af-
ricans, the Pretoria public as well as international tourists by recording the
memory of the buildings. The intervention is an interpretative archive to the
life of the Union Buildings. The static, stereotomic nature of the buildings
has ironically been shaped and forced into many different symbolic mean-
ings through the ever-changing political and cultural dynamics of South
Africa. The life of the buildings has been interpreted into five distinguishing sym-
bolic-eras: Birth, Union, Oppression, Democracy and Power. The new intervention
attempts to make these layered eras public.

This project will also explore the relationship between architecture and craft.
This study understands that architecture is more than ever becoming a two di-
mensional experience and this is believed to be a direct result of the dimension
in which it is explored - between pen and paper. The investigation will contest
this current condition in which architecture finds itself. Moreover the focus of
this study will be to explore architecture in its final dimension, thus exploring the
relationship between architecture and craft.

In the true sense this is a study of the tekton.
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PREFACE /

This document serves as a recording of a dissertation. It not only serves as a
platform for the representation of ideas but also as structured guidance to the
author. It should be read as a critical and form giving part to this study. The docu-
ment is divided into three sections to achieve clarity in both the study and it’s
representation.

Section One, ‘Thought’, focuses on the manner in which the author believes
architecture should be conceived. This section deals with the thinking before the
physical making of an object - the distance between the mind and the eye.

Section Two, ‘Analysis’, consists of the study of the place and the setting. This
section deals with the analysis of the physical object and its memory, whether
it be a landscape or a case study of similar interest - the distance between the
object and the eye.

Section Three, ‘Exploration’, deals with both the experiment of making an object

and the refinement of that object - the distance between the eye and the hand as
well as the distance between the hand and the object.
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THEORETICAL DEPARTURE /01

Introduction

The following statement by Kenneth Frampton serves as the theoretical back-
bone to this dissertation- the question is whether or not architecture is being
stripped down to a mere form of art? Is architecture still concerned with the
building or is its only concern with the built for it to serve as the last medium; a
means of representation?

Thus we may claim that the built invariably comes into existence out of the constantly
evolving interplay of three converging vectors, the topos, the typos and the tectonic. And
while the tectonic does not necessarily favor any particular style, it does in conjunction
with site and type, serve to counter the present tendency for architecture to derive its
legitimacy from some other discourse (Frampton, 1995:26).

Tectonic Form

The term “Tectonic Form’ generally refers to an artisan working in hard materi-
als except metal. In the fifth century B.C. this meaning underwent evolution,
from something specific and physical, such as carpentry, to a more generic
notion of making, involving the idea of poesis.

The focus of this theory is on the part rather than the whole. The sum of the parts
is greater than the whole or as Enn Ots explains in her book Theoryspeak, “The
result is more of an assembly than a singular form” (Ots 2011:197).

The origin of the word architecture is a composite of two words, namely archiand
tekton. The greek origin of the word tekton in essence means to ‘build’ and the
word archi has the meaning ‘master’. The word architect therefore in its original
sense means ‘master-builder’.

The theory is concerned with an architecture which is developed from within, the
whole is formed and moulded in the exploration of the parts and not the other
way around. Material exploration takes preference above the pure making of form
and form is derived from this exploration.
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‘ ‘Atmosphere is my style’

JMW. Tumer to J. Ruskin 1844
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(Architecture articulates the experiences of being-in-the-world and

strengthens our sense of reality and self; it does not make us inhabit
Lworlds of mere fabrication and fantasy. - Junani Pallzsmaa

Fig. 1.1 Parti diagram of theoretical departure
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Atmospheres

The architecture of the 2009 Pritzker Prize Winner, Peter Zumthor,
is one which is preoccupied with material, scale and the third di-
mension from a very early stage in the design process. From the
beginning, the design process is focused on the architecture and
the exploration also happens within this dimension.

Zumthor refers to this exploration in his book Atmospheres: Archi-
tectural Environments - Surrounding Objects, and here he discusses
the nine points that he considers in his exploration of architecture.
All of these points are concerned with the final resolution of the built
form and therefore intensely focused on the material aspect of the
space defining object.

Zumthor further explains that architecture is ultimately about coher-
ence- the idea of things coming into their own, that all the parts
present are vital to the composition and any more parts will destroy
the whole (Zumthor, 2006:38).

Fig. 1.2 illustrates that the relationship between the hand and the
object is the focus of the exploration. The extensions of the hand
are explored until a seamless relationship is achieved between the
extension and the wanted object.

‘0:&«
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The nine points which Zumthor (2006:37) considers in order to achieve a
certain atmosphere in his buildings are:

The body of architecture
Each material has its own presence; this does not only refer to different types of
material but also to the way its surfaces are treated.

Material compatibility
The way in which different materials can either be in harmony or in contention
with one another. This is not only due to the volume of the material but also the
way in which it is joined.

' The sound of space

This idea does not refer to the sound of a space due to its programme but rather
the sound which all the materials create in their new composition.

The temperature of space
Being similar to the sound of space, the temperature is perceived as a result of
the reflection or absorption of materials in that space.

" Surrounding objects

This idea refers to the harmony between the building and its surrounding
objects.

' Between composure and seduction

This focuses on the programme in relation to the articulation of materials in order
to influence rather than direct the user.

Tension between interior and exterior

When architecture is built interior space is formed within existing exterior space.
The treatment of the threshold between the two spaces is what is being referred
to here.

Levels of intimacy
The proximity and distance between the human body and the built; the human
interaction with different scales of the built.

" The light on things

The way in which materials and non-materials are rendered by both natural and
artificial light.
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Normative Position

In the author’s view architects are responsible for the joining of parts to create a whole.
However my feeling is that many architects are more concerned with making a whole that is merely kept together by the parts. The parts
are no longer part of the whole, they have become the engineer’s problem to keep the architect’s beautiful ‘whole’ from resisting gravity.

A whole is made up of parts and parts are made up of smaller parts.

Take the idea of a closed room. You approach the door and open it. The way this door opens is an essential part of how you will experience
the room (the whole). The door might swing forward by pushing it, or backwards by pulling it. The way the door swings again influences
the way the handle needs to be designed. The door is a part of the room and the handle a part of the door. The door also has more than
one swing, the swing away from the frame and the swing of the hinged connected side of the door. Does the hinge reveal light from the
inside of the room? The hinge is a part of the door, but also a whole on its own.

To me this is the thing of building that excites me: the joining of parts; the joining of wholes; the joining of materials.

Conclusion

Ludwig Mies van der Rohe had no academic training in architecture, yet he was a master builder. His father, a master mason and stonecutter, introduced him to the built environment. His architecture mostly
congisted of steel structures and glass. He was a master at hiding details and distilling connections to plain simple lines. He was a Modernist.

Without his inherent understanding of materials and connections he would not have been able to produce the seamless architecture that he did. His buildings have become beautiful monuments but | am
not sure whether they interest me on a detail level, at least not from photographs. His detail drawings may be complex and difficult to achieve but the experience of the architecture becomes sterile, in that
it is mostly about space.

The celebration of the joinery has been hidden from the user and the complexity has been reserved only to the section-drawing literate.

In my mind the marriage of materials should be celebrated honestly. Without ornamentation to the outside or the inside to hide the construction.

Although | admire Mies’ absolute understanding of materials and construction, | believe in a different construction, one which is celebrated, not hidden.

In my opinion the details of Carlo Scarpa are celebrated. He had a vast understanding of materials and connections. In my mind the single aspect that most influenced his work was his constant presence
on site. He would solve the details on site with the people building it.

Scarpa could not have been more intimate with the construction of the building, and that, | believe, is the secret to making great architecture.

© University of Pretoria
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Construction drawing of Carlo Scarpa
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SENTING /02

Introduction

The current relationship between the public and the Union Build-
ings is one that is distilled down to the ocular experience, similar to
that of a painting. In this sense the buildings become a two dimen-
sional surface to the public and do not allow for tactile exploration.
The buildings, conceived and built in a time when architecture was
greatly explored in the tactile dimension, have fallen into a state
similar to that of the exploration of current architecture.

The life of the buildings has been minimised to the unexpected ro-
mantic views it offers from the city, thus a pure ocular experience.

Historical Landscape

The Union Buildings sit on Meintjieskop, a historical eminence on
the north-eastern edge of the Pretoria city. In the 1890’s the koppie
also served as a shale quarry as building materials were needed for
expansion to the east (Andrews,1989:16). The basements of the
Union Buildings are partly placed in these old stone quarries and are
therefore, throughout almost on solid rock.

The buildings were commissioned in 1909 by the State of South
Africa to celebrate the New Union (the Union governed from 1910-
1960). The original site proposed by the State was that on which the
City Hall stands today, but the architect, Sir Herbert Baker, convince
them to select the site on Meintjeskop. This choice of site was prob-
ably influenced by the painting of the famous artist, Thomas Baines,
Pretoria from Meintjeskop painted in 1872 (Fig. 2.4: page 22). The
idea the architect had was to design an acropolis for South Africa
and rendered the site a natural place for such monumental archi-
tecture (Botha, 1989:1).

(0:&«
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View from Government Avenue
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View from Leyds Street

View from the Gautrain between Pretoria station and Hatfield station

Fig. 2.3  Photographs of romantic views
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Working Landscape

The term working landscape refers to
a more intimate scale of the city where
activity and change is visible. The first
scale is focused around two anchor
points in the city: Church Square and
the Union Buildings.

The painting of Thomas Baines from
Meintjeskop in 1872 (Fig. 2.4) shows
the relation between the kop and Church
Square as well as the prominence of the
kop to the city. In my opinion the kop
serves as witness to the development
of Pretoria.

The idea of an acropolis for South Africa,
which Sir Herbert Baker had in mind, is
evident in the adjacent painting, with
ample space between Meintjeskop and
the city. The city has since overgrown
the kop and the buildings find them-
selves in a completely different envi-
ronment today. The surrounding urban
fabric did not respond well to the build-
ings despite Sir Herbert Baker’s efforts
to ensure the buildings future.

Site of existing —
Union Buildings

(0:&«

—Leeu Bridge as
portal to Pretoria

© University of Pretoria

Fig. 2.4

— Church Square

Thomas Baines, Pretoria from Meintjeskop

Fig. 2.5
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View from meintjieskop



An armature study (a study of urban space arranged on an axis be-
tween two key attractions) of Church Street between Church Square
and the Union Buildings was conducted to investigate the relation-
ship between the street and the road.

The study clearly shows the lack of urban spatial response in Church
Street to the Union Buildings. The street does not attempt to intro-
duce the buildings and the edge is simply treated with a fence. The
north-south axis of the buildings is also not acknowledged and the
entrance to the site is poorly defined. Twenty eight cross sections
were taken on Church Street and a physical model was built in order
to represent the findings.

‘0}’{«
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Church
Square

Fig. 2.6

Union Buildings

Urban armature study model
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A further investigation concerning
surface quality was executed by mak-
ing pencil embossed recordings of the
vertical boundaries within the armature
study area. The embossed recordings
where taken on each of the twenty eight
sections at different heights of public
boundaries. These recordings can now
serve as a mnemonic device to frequent
city users and also give others a sense
of the condition or quality of the public
edge/boundary. The findings of this ex-
ercise are illustrated in Fig 2.7.
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The second scale of the working landscape focuses on the site of the Union Buildings itself. An investigation was conducted as to how the
buildings awoke and dozed off. The study made use of time lapse film as medium to record these two periods. The study created a greater
awareness of the many role players engaging with the site at the two periods recorded. The events in both periods could be classified by
their frequency of occurrence (i.e. whether they happened everyday, every week or once off).

Fig. 2.8
Video stills of Awakening and Doze off

Doze off

Awakening
5:23- 07:00
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26 ANALYSIS

Site Analysis

As explained earlier the site was used as a shale quarry in the
1890’s to cater for the extension to the east of Pretoria. The Union
Buildings were placed on site in such a way that the eastern and

would in a sense contribute to the general effect. | think new build-
ings could be worked into the general scheme without destroying
the vista up to the main building” (Leith, 1928).

western blocks required minimal excavation and filling. The amphi- ‘ GREEN STRUGTURE
theater was where the most filling happened because it was in the ‘ \
middle of the ravine. This has become problematic because of the \ |
water channels on the northern side of the buildings that are over- | . ! ’Q xwem Smuts Garden
oo . S, | lestern Terrace Garden
grown and under maintained. This causes the ground water to ac- \ ~ | G North Building Garden
cumulate beneath the amphitheater as can be seen in the hydrology ‘ S ‘ D Eastern Terrace Garden
diagram in Fig. 2.9 | ST e E Norther Parking
T | T\ W‘ | F Eastern Entrance
: ) “ . - ‘ | NN G Meintjeskop
In Sir Herbert Baker’s words: “Below the main buildings there would \ | } [l W Southern Entrance
be abundant space on either side for future subsidiary buildings } I | } } } I Southern Lawn
down to Church Street with an open park between” (Sir Herbert | N ! L viewsy FRavs J - Craigielea
Baker, 1909). Regarding the future issue of land Sir Herbert Baker | o fn S K SouthemTiange =~
. : ) HW | Il L Garden Services and Botanical Garden
advised Public Works to purchase the land on the southern side : ; \ il } ol : M House Vrede and Herbarium
of Church Street opposite where the axis of the buildings crosses = } \H | \ } } | N West Old Tram
Church Street (Sir Herbert Baker, 1909). Despite the attempt of the } H | N } : : ; OVEVENT ‘P) 20““ Edmot”d?f:;‘ e
. T T overnment an mon reets
archltgct to ensure the urblan—future pf the bundmgs, the buildings : I : ‘ ‘: || | PEDESTRIAN/ VEHICULAR Q. Amphitheatre and Couryards
now find themselves in an ill-responsive urban fabric. ; ‘ h ‘ \ ;1 : R Flanagan Arboretum
| I : I : : | S Police Monument
A new intervention between Church Street and the Union Buildings | | N/ | N | T Soutpansberg Nursery
could create a better urban connection with the buildings and also I \ } H [l
re-establish its public relations. Gordon Leith, who was one of sir } } - } ‘q%‘ I } } } HSTORCAL BUILDINGS
Herbert Baker’s ‘young men’ stated the following in the Johannes- ! : fﬂ ; } b H 1l
burg Star in 1928: “In my opinion there is plenty of scope for exten- } | w} \; BRI I } } } 4\‘ Proposed site
sion on the lower terraces. Something could be done there which I }\ }‘ ! “ L
| e N I | ouer e
|
| | |
i ‘ o
Il ! [
Il ‘ =
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|l

TOPOGRAPHY Heritage area key

Fig. 2.9 Site Analysis Explosion Diagram
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Fig. 2.10 Locality Plan
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The following sketches were made on site and focused around the
western edge of the building complex. This method of making quick
vignettes was preferred to the conventional method of photography,
to allow a more direct recording. These sketches helped in creating
a deeper awareness of the sensitivity of the landscape.

Fig. 2.11  Site Sketches

© University of Pretoria
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30 ANALYSIS

INTERVENTION /03

Introduction vista reinstated

The focus of the intervention is to reintroduce the Union Buildings to ew axis
Pretoria. Pretoria in this sense has a dual meaning: Firstly it refers to r

the urban city fabric; and secondly it refers to the public. This rein- =
troduction will take place within the centenary year of the buildings. “;;,‘
The aim will be to re-establish the buildings’ due public-prominence -
within the capital city and South Africa.

axis celebrated

The Site ofC

The criteria leading to the selection of the site for the proposed
intervention was both of historical and urban nature. T

Sir Herbert Baker’s idea of designing an ‘Acropolis for South Africa’
speaks of a monumental architecture found on the periphery of the |
city. The architect however was not naive to the fact that the city
would grow. Sir Herbert Baker warned the Department of Public FOREST PARK
Works that the buildings would in future become very close to the !
centre of Pretoria (Sir Herbert Baker, 1909). 1

The idea is to stitch the site of the Union Buildings together with the <
city to form a better defined threshold between the two. Thus the ~——
selected site had to be on an edge between the city and the build- {

ings. The Church Street (Stanza Bopape Street) edge of the site was HISTORY

identified as a non-responsive threshold to the buildings and was '

therefore chosen as the site for the intervention. !
< 3 : -

The site also sits between the park and the forest in terms of the J ’:'t : N

building complex. This allows a new axis, one which escalates from g At <

a general impression to a personal discovery. \

=
The selection of this threshold site allows the proposed architecture
to explore spatial possibilities between the everyday of the city and

the more sacred historical layer of the Union Buildings (see Fig. 3.1). Fig. 3.1 Site concept diagram Fig.3.2  Site development diagram
© University of Pretoria



Aims and Objectives

The new intervention will react on different scales to achieve the overall objective: The reintroduction of the Union
Buildings to the city of Pretoria. The aim of each scale is discussed below.

Urban scale /

Landscape scale /

Spatial scale /

Detail scale /

To stitch the Union buildings together with
the non-responsive surrounding city fabric,
thus becoming the threshold between the
city and the buildings.

Allowing the user to discover the building complex
on a personal level, thus becoming the threshold
between the park and the forest.

Investigating an architecture which celebrates
and commemorates history but which also belongs
to the zeitgeist of the present.

On a material level the dissertation aims at
exposing the memory of time, thereby

creating a stronger awareness of the dimension
of time in architecture.

BASEMENT ARCHIVE

b
|
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MEMOIRS

DETERIORATION

| PUBLICACCESS

gardens
amphitheatre
staircase foyers
inner court

BUILDINGS COMMISIONED
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END OF UNION

PUBLIC ACCESS

gardens
amphitheatre

Fig. 3.3

NO PUBLIC ACCESS

CENTENARY

Time-concept diagram
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32 ANALYSIS

The Programme

Interpretative Archive

Although the architecture of the Union Buildings is of static and stereotomic nature, the symbolic value of the
buildings has changed greatly throughout their existence. The new intervention will attempt to represent these
different eras in history, allowing the user to achieve a greater understanding of and appreciation for the buildings.

The different time lines have been divided into five eras:

Birth 1909-1912
Union 1913-1960
Oppression 1961-1993
Democracy 1994-2000
Power 2001-2012

These time lines are captured in two separate spaces; a basement gallery of one hundred Sir Herbert Baker draw-
ings from 1909-1912 and a second gallery focused around the events from 1913 to 2012.

The new intervention also consists of a memorial located at the General Louis Botha statue which was erected in
1946. The proposed memorial is focused around the idea of weathering and the impermanence of architecture.
This space consists of a corridor which submerges into the landscape and exhibits the different types of stone
used in the Union Buildings. The blocks of stone are left to deteriorate in order to acknowledge the effect of time
on architecture and matter.

1909 1910 1913 1960

BIRTH UNION

-gardens
-amphitheatre
-staircase foyer
inner court
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OPPRESSION

-gardens
-amphitheatre
-staircase foyer

1994

forest

centena