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I have no theoretical approach towards architecture, 
I am not interested in the abstract thinking,
what interests me is the making of the real.  

-Peter Zumthor
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ABSTRACT  /

This research project investigates the possibility of a public programme-overlay 
at the Union Buildings, situated on Meintjieskop on the western edge of the Pre-
toria inner city. The design of the Buildings was commissioned to Sir Herbert 
Baker to celebrate the newly formed Union of South Africa in 1910.

The buildings were completed in 1913 and this research project attempts to 
commemorate the centenary of this landmark. The buildings’ current state does 
not allow for public participation and this seems unfortunate for both the public 
and the buildings.

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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10   THOUGHT  

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 archi and 
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.

THEORETICAL DEPARTURE  /01
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Fig. 1.1 	 Parti diagram of theoretical departure
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12   THOUGHT  

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.

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.

1 /

2 /

3 /

4 /

5 /

6 /

7 /

8 /

9 /
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Fig. 1.2 	 Diagram illustrating the relationship 
	 between hand and object
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14   THOUGHT  

Normative Position 

Conclusion 

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.

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 
consisted 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 I 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 I admire Mies’ absolute understanding of materials and construction, I 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, I believe, is the secret to making great architecture. 
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Fig. 1.4 	 Construction drawing of Carlo ScarpaFig. 1.3 	 Construction drawing of Mies van der Rohe         
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18  ANALYSIS  

SETTING  /02

Introduction 

Historical Landscape 

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.  

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).

Telkom Tower

UNISA Building
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Fort Klapperkop

Freedom Park

Voortrekker Monument

Absa Building

Reserve Bank

Position of Church Square

Telkom Towers

Fig. 2.1 	 Panoramic view from Union Buildings
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20  ANALYSIS  

Picturesque views 
of the Union Buildings

start of view

end of view

no view

original proposal

a
b

d

e
c

A B

D

E

C

Romantic Landscape 
The term romantic landscape refers to 
the almost picturesque views one has 
of the Union Buildings throughout the 
city of Pretoria. These views have a 
majestic and silent feel about them and 
one almost experiences the buildings as 
a painting. 

The original idea was that the buildings 
would be framed when entering the city 
through the Fountains Valley (Unknown, 
1910:6). The development around the 
Fountains Valley and Sunnyside did not 
take this view into account and today the 
buildings cannot be seen from this city 
portal. Although this initial view could 
not have been sustained in the build up 
of the city fabric, new unexpected views 
were formed. These unexpected views 
are mapped in Fig. 2.2 and represented 
in fig 2.3 on the opposite page. 

This analysis could serve as a frame-
work for the positioning of temporary 
pavilions in the future. 

start of view

end of view

no view

original proposal

Fig. 2.2 	 Romantic views of the Union Buildings         
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Fig. 2.3 	 Photographs of romantic views

a A

B

C

D

E

b

c

d

e

View from Struben Street

View from Government Avenue

View from Queen Wilhelmina Avenue

View from Leyds Street

View from the Gautrain between Pretoria station and Hatfield station
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22  ANALYSIS  

Fig. 2.4 	 Thomas Baines, Pretoria from Meintjeskop
         

Fig. 2.5	 View from meintjieskop         

Church Square
Site of existing 
Union Buildings

Leeu Bridge as 
portal to Pretoria

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.
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Church 
Square

Union Buildings

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.

Fig. 2.6 	 Urban armature study model         
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24  ANALYSIS  

Fig. 2.7 	
Church Street surface study                    

A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z AA BB

Church Square to Union 
Buildings Armature 

starting point

end point

A BC D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z BB AA

starting point

end point

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).

Awakening
5:23- 07:00

Doze off
17:39- 18:31

Fig. 2.8 	
Video stills of Awakening and Doze off
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550
0 275

1100m

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 
western blocks required minimal excavation and filling. The amphi-
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-
grown and under maintained. This causes the ground water to ac-
cumulate beneath the amphitheater as can be seen in the hydrology 
diagram in Fig. 2.9. 

In Sir Herbert Baker’s words: “Below the main buildings there would 
be abundant space on either side for future subsidiary buildings 
down to Church Street with an open park between” (Sir Herbert 
Baker, 1909). Regarding the future issue of land Sir Herbert Baker 
advised Public Works to purchase the land on the southern side 
of Church Street opposite where the axis of the buildings crosses 
Church Street (Sir Herbert Baker, 1909). Despite the attempt of the 
architect to ensure the urban-future of the buildings, the buildings 
now find themselves in an ill-responsive urban fabric. 

A new intervention between Church Street and the Union Buildings 
could create a better urban connection with the buildings and also 
re-establish its public relations. Gordon Leith, who was one of sir 
Herbert Baker’s ‘young men’ stated the following in the Johannes-
burg Star in 1928: “In my opinion there is plenty of scope for exten-
sion on the lower terraces. Something could be done there which 
would in a sense contribute to the general effect. I think new build-
ings could be worked into the general scheme without destroying 
the vista up to the main building” (Leith, 1928).     

Fig. 2.9	 Site Analysis Explosion Diagram
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550
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1100m

Fig. 2.10  Locality Plan
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28  ANALYSIS  

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
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30  ANALYSIS  

INTERVENTION  /03

Introduction 

The Site

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

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

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 
Works that the buildings would in future become very close to the 
centre of Pretoria (Sir Herbert Baker, 1909).

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 
identified as a non-responsive threshold to the buildings and was 
therefore chosen  as the site for the intervention.

The site also sits between the park and the forest in terms of the 
building complex. This allows a new axis, one which escalates from 
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

+ + + + + + +
+ + + + + + +

+ + + + + + +
+ ++ ++ +

+ +++ ++ ++ + ++

CITY

SITE

HISTORY

PARK

axis celebrated

vista reinstated

new axis

Site Spatial diagram

Fig. 3.2         Site development diagram

FOREST
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1909 1913 1960 1966 2001 2012

PUBLIC ACCESS

gardens
amphitheatre
staircase foyers
inner court

gardens
amphitheatre

PUBLIC ACCESS

MEMOIRS

PUBLIC ARCHIVE DETERIORATION 

BASEMENT ARCHIVE

END OF UNIONBUILDINGS COMMISIONED

NO PUBLIC ACCESS

CENTENARY

Fig. 3.3	 Time-concept diagram

Aims and Objectives

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

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

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

Detail scale /		  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.

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.   

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 

 
 
 



32  ANALYSIS  

19101909 1960

-gardens
-amphitheatre
-staircase foyer
-inner court

PUBLIC ACCESS

SYMBOL OF

PROGRAMME

BIRTH UNION

1913

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.
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Fig. 3.4	 Programme diagram
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34  ANALYSIS  

The Discovery
The new intervention allows users different levels of participation. 
The idea is not to force the user from point ‘A’ to ‘B’, but to rather 
guide the user. This is achieved through the programme in relation 
to the articulation of materials in order to guide or seduce rather 
than direct the user.

The scheme’s aim is not to try and compete with the Union Buildings 
in terms of prominence, but to cohere and introduce the buildings 
and their landscape.  

01

Fig. 3.5	 Discovery vignettes

Key plan
exterior view

interior view

02

01

05
06 03

04 02
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03

04 06

05
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PRECEDENT STUDIES  /04

Introduction 

The work of Carlo Scarpa 

Attitude toward history 

The objective of this chapter is to investigate and study mind sets toward the 
celebration and commemoration of certain periods or buildings through archi-
tectural intervention. The idea was to interpret and translate the thinking behind 
the precedents rather than to adopt specific design methodologies or typologies. 
In that sense it becomes part of the development of a normative position and 
philosophy on the making of an architecture that commemorates.    

Carlo Scarpa was introduced to the phenomenon of memory and simultaneity 
at an early age. He was born in Venice in 1906 after which his family moved to 
Vicenza after his second birthday (Famous architects, 2012). After his mother’s 
death in 1919 his family moved back to Venice. His ability as an architect to work 
within environments of different events and layers of time in the author’s opinion  
relates to his childhood years.

Scarpa’s architecture is one that is in harmony with tradition and history but at 
the same time introduces something of the present, a new layer. He simulta-
neously absorbed the existing memory and celebrated the new. His choice of 
materials was also in harmony with the existing layer and these materials was 
of haptic nature, containing its own kinetic narrative. Juhani Pallasmaa speaks 
of these haptic materials as devices which augment the temporal quality of a 
project. 

Materials and surfaces have a language of their own…Stone speaks of its distant 
geological origins…wood speaks of its two existences and time scales; its first life 
as a growing tree and the second as a human artefact made by the caring hand of 
a carpenter… brick makes one think of earth and fire, gravity and the ageless tradi-
tions of construction (Pallasmaa, 2000:76).

“Instead of confronting history antagonistically, he developed an additive design 
method that overlaid existing architectural strata with an abstract design lan-
guage” (Murphy, 1990:4). “Scarpa approached neither the site nor the drawing 
with a ‘clean-slate’ mentality, as seen with other Modern architects. The reveal 
and the joint became the means of both linking physical fragments and seam-
ing together the different narratives” (Field, 2009:78). Scarpa never finished his 
formal training as an architect and started his career as an interior and industrial 
designer. This is probably why his approach to architecture was one of such inti-
mate nature, as he was comfortable with materials and the connections between 
them (Famous architects, 2012).

Scarpa’s work is one that submits to the zeitgeist of a place and its execution 
belongs somewhere between preservation and elimination. His architecture does 
not belong to the past nor does it reject the past, it is rather embedded in the 
past and at the same time speaks of a new layer. His architecture reveals and 
celebrates the fourth dimension, time.

The drawing

The idea of drawing in architecture has changed since the classical times. The 
drawing was originally used as a submissive tool to create architecture. Today 
the drawing has become an entity on its own. This is even more evident in stu-
dent architecture where the drawing plays an important role, serving as the final 
medium. This has had a negative effect on how architecture is conceived on an 
academic level because the drawing has the ability to be subjective.

I want to see things. I don’t trust anything else. I place things in front of me on the paper 
so that I can see them. I want to see therefore I draw. I can see an image only if I draw 
it (Murphy, 1990:12).

In the work of Carlo Scarpa the drawing was always submissive to the proper-
ties of materials. The drawing was not regarded as an artefact on its own, it was 
merely a representation of the real.

Scarpa drew to build. Even the most superficial inspection of his drawings reveals an 
obsession, right from the start of an idea, with materials, the construction, the effects 
of light, textures, fixings and the three-dimensional assembly of objects (Murphy, 
1990:12).
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Fig. 4.1	 Carlo Scarpa drawings
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The models of Peter Zumthor 

The model as design tool

Zumthor, uses the model not only as a tool for representation, but 
the model becomes central to the design process (Zumthor.tumblr, 
2012). The model directly investigates three dimensional possibility 
where as the drawing is a further extension.

In this dissertation the model was used on different scales and for 
many purposes. Different materials were used to allow for explora-
tion both in search of representation and replication of ideas. 

Fig. 4.2	 Models by Zumthor
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The Christmas cards of Thomas Heatherwick  

Tangible artefacts 

Since 1994, The studio of Thomas Heatherwick has made their own 
Christmas cards for clients and collaborators (Dezeen, 2006).

Within the global internet culture of today, the idea of a tangible 
letter or card may seem obscure, but it’s exactly within this context 
that it is even more appreciated. Similarly, this dissertation also aims 
at bringing people closer to the real on a phenomenological level.    

The British High Commissioner, Lord Selborne, spoke of the Union 
Buildings: “The people who chose the site have chosen one of the 
finest sites in the world, and that people from all over the world will 
come to wonder at its beauty” (Botha, 1989:1).  

While focusing on celebrating the centenary of the Union Buildings 
on a metropolitan scale, readings of the original intentions on an 
international scale have lead to the idea of broadening the image of 
the buildings by sending postcards from the site.

These postcards will not be mere photographs of the buildings but 
will aim at conveying the tangible qualities of the site and the layer-
ing of history. The cards will be based on the notion of the emboss-
ings of Church Street illustrated in Fig. 2.7 on page 24. This idea 
again has to do with the recording of surface and memory. 

Fig. 4.3	 Thomas Heatherwick’s Christmas cards
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Rachel Whiteread 

Negative space and the anti-monument

Artist Rachel Whiteread works with the ordinary. Her work is con-
cerned with making the ordinary visible in new ways. She works 
with negative space: beneath furniture, under staircases, within 
containers.

The changing symbolic value of the buildings was seen as the nega-
tive space that had to be made visible. The fact that public access 
has been denied to the buildings also strengthens this argument. 
The stereotomic nature of Whiteread’s work has had an influence on 
the materiality and construction of the new intervention. Whiteread’s 
anti-monuments are shown in Fig. 4.4 to 4.6.  

Fig. 4.4	 House, East London, 1993

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 

 
 
 



41

Fig. 4.6	 Untitled Monument, 
	 Trafalgar Square, London, 2001

Fig. 4.5	 Water Tower, 		
	 Soho, New York, 1998
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Mémorial des Martyrs de la déportation 

Discovering the hidden

The memorial was built to commemorate the trans-
portation of Jews from Paris to Germany during the 
Holocaust.

The memorial is located behind the renowned Notré 
Dame Cathedral in Paris. Despite its primary loca-
tion it is not well known. The building is hidden at 
the end of the island and the entrance is under-
stated. This creates a position that visitors have to 
make decisions when entering the building.

In the same way the new intervention located in 
front of the Union Buildings should not compete 
with the existing architecture, but allow for a new 
investigation, a discovery, a deeper understanding.     

Location		  Isle de la Cite, Paris, France
Completion	 1962
Architect		 Georges - Henri Pingusson
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Fig. 4.7	 Mémorial des Martyrs de la déportation
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 05 | Design Development

 06 | Technical Resolution

 07 | Conclusion
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Exploring through Drawing 

Tekton drawings

DESIGN DEVELOPMENT  /05

Designers almost always start with 
a drawing of some kind. In this 
medium the first introduction takes 
place, the designer is for the first 
time exposed to his or her own 
thoughts.

The drawings in Fig. 5.1 are fo-
cused around the idea of construc-
tion or the ‘tekton’. These drawings 
were made both on site and at the 
drawing board. The aim of this ex-
ercise is to create an awareness of 
the final resolution in which archi-
tecture exists as early as possible. 

Fig. 5.1	 Tekton exploration drawings
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Even though drawing can be seen 
as the first medium of exploration 
this is not, in the authors view, 
where the exploration should end. 
Architecture will, in its ultimate 
resolution, be constructed out of 
materials and space. Matter and 
space should be explored before 
final conclusions are made.

The concept of the scheme was 
explored from the earliest stages 
in the dimension of materials and 
representational models. The con-
cept is focused around the idea of 
recording memory and then mak-
ing this memory accessible and 
digestible. 

The drawings in Fig. 5.2 were 
made to assist in building the con-
cept model. The concept   investi-
gates the possibility of celebrating 
memory, physically and intangibly.

Exploring through Material

Concept model

Fig. 5.2	 Concept model drawings
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The same pieces of timber were then planed to make them accessible to the 
hand and to represent the archive in which the memory is captured. 

In the act of working with the material, the author immediately realised that 
the design explored on paper did not portray a true understanding of the ma-
terial properties. The design was then altered as the process of construction 
continued. The form giving factors were not merely based on the scientific 
and pragmatic limitations of the materials under investigation, but the explo-
ration also gave clues as to what the material wanted to become.

The exercise proved that exploring an idea in its final medium would lead to 
unforeseen and exciting possibilities, which would have been ignored other-
wise. 

This model was con-
structed from fifty four-
year old timber brander-
ing that was salvaged 
from a building site. 
The timber is embedded 
with memory that leads 
back to when the tree 
was still growing. This 
evidence testifies of the 
stripping of the material 
from the building. 

M |	 physical and intangible memory

A |	 memory archiveMA

Fig. 5.3	
Concept model (February)
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Recording lost surface
This painting of the Bank of Eng-
land by Joseph Gandy was a 
representation of what the John 
Sloane building would have looked 
like if it was to reach the stage 
of ruination. The building never 
reached this stage as it was de-
molished to make way for a new 
building. Ironically, the man who 
instructed the demolition of the 
building was Sir Herbert Baker. 
Today the Union Buildings find it-
self heading towards a state which 
Sloane intended for the Bank of 
England.

The sandstone surfaces of the 
Union Buildings are in a state 
where nature has become the last 
craftsman. The buildings’ surfaces 
are deteriorating as is the case 
with all sandstone buildings. 

A surface recording device was 
constructed in order to take re-
cordings of the sandstone weath-
ered surface of the buildings. The 
process is shown in Fig. 5.5. Fig. 5.5

Surface recording device

Fig. 5.4	
Painting of the Bank of England by 
Joseph Gandy, 1830
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void

	

liquid

	

solid

A detail model of the Union Building’s 
tower was cast from wax to portray the 
vulnerability of the sandstone surface. 
Due to the nature of wax it is possible to 
imagine the surface deteriorating when 
handling the detail model.

Fig. 5.6	
Detail wax model

Tower wax model
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Exhibition stands for embossings

These stands were designed for the 
embossings taken in Church Street, 
shown in Fig. 2.7 on page 24. The 
idea was to allow the viewer to in-
spect the pieces without handling 
them. The height of the stands cor-
respond to the height on which each 
recording was taken. The idea was 
that the pieces of paper would sup-
port themselves.

Fig. 5.7	
Embossing stands
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Design Progression 

These sketches were made in or-
der to explore spatial possibilities 
on the selected site.

        

Fig. 5.8	
Early conceptual work (March)

Preliminary drawings
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54  EXPLORATION

As discussed in chapter three, the 
idea was to create a better thresh-
old between the city and the Union 
Buildings on an urban scale. Cur-
rently Church Street (Stanza Bo-
pape Street) disperses to the east 
as it moves away from Church 
Square, thereby losing its human 
scale. By strengthening the thresh-
old at the buildings the armature 
between the two points can be 
activated.

The connection towards the 
Art Museum should also be 
strengthened towards the south.  
This would create the possibility of 
connecting to Arcadia Street, which 
leads into the Hatfield precinct. +

Urban intention

Church Square
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Church Street (Stanza Bopape Street)

Arcadia Street

+

Union Buildings

Art Museum

Fig. 5.9	
Urban intention diagram
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56  EXPLORATION

The general image of the Union 
Buildings is one that relates to 
ideas of the Renaissance namely: 
axis, symmetry, order, proportion 
and hierarchy. The first image one 
gets is  standing in the park look-
ing at the horizontal building on 
the kop, an image related to the 
romantic landscape. 

The site however is full of hidden 
layers of time, and allows for ex-
ploration and discovery. The new 
intervention will aim at heightening 
these hidden layers to allow the 
user a deeper experience. The dia-
grams in Fig. 5.10 and 5.11 illus-
trate these hidden forces that gave 
rise to the form and route of the 
scheme. This will encourage users 
to investigate the landscape from 
new perspectives. 

Fig. 5.10	
Site responsive explosion diagram

Site response

Site Responsive Explotion Diagram

BUILT REMAINS IN LANDSCAPE

OVERLAY OF RESPONSES

DENSE FOREST CONTAINED AT 
SOUTHERN TRIANGLE

FRAMED VIEW TO TOWER

NEW BUILDING TO REINSTATE 
FRAMED VIEW OF TOWER

INVERSIVE TERRACED LANDSCAPE 
TO TERMINATE AXIS

MAIN BUILDINGS PROPORTION 
AS PLACEMENT GENERATOR

LOUIS BOTHA STATUE AS 
CELEBRATION POINT

Site Spatial diagram
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Fig. 5.11	
Site responsive diagram
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58  EXPLORATION

The site plan developed from the 
hidden layers discussed in Fig. 
5.10 on page 56. The statue of 
General Louis Botha was used as 
a nick point in the landscape from 
where the new intervention could 
be developed.

The existing north-south axis was 
celebrated by concluding it at the 
existing statue. A new axis was 
introduced from this celebrated 
point, which leads from the park 
into the new building and ultimate-
ly into the forest.

To ensure a non-obstructive hori-
zon from the southern edge, it was 
decided to create the connection 
between the southern triangle and 
the site by making use of land-
scape architectural elements. The 
triangle is divided into two land-
scapes, the edge to the forest and 
the entrance to the site. The line 
dividing the two was determined 
by the historical ravine line. This 
space allows a user to be in the 
city while having a visual reference 
to the buildings. 

Fig. 5.12	
Development of site plan (April)

Site plan development

01
02

03

04

05
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01 /	 Sir Herbert Baker’s drawings

0101
0202

0303

04
04

0505

02 /	 Centenary gallery
03 /	 Stone memorial
04 /	 Park
05 /	 Forest
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60  EXPLORATION

A model of the site was built at 
1:1000 to explain the relationship 
between the new intervention, 
the landscape and Church Street 
(Stanza Bopape Street).

Fig. 5.13	
Site model

Site plan development
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A mould was constructed from 
plywood and timber planks. The 
wax was then melted using a 
double boiler, and then cast in lay-
ers of 5 to 10mm. After the mould 
was stripped, the landscape was 
traced and carved with a small 
chisel. The Union Buildings and 
Church Street were added on us-
ing cardboard to serve as anchors 
to the model.

Fig. 5.14	
Carving of site model
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Progress drawings
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Fig. 5.15	
Preliminary Plan (June)
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Centenary Gallery 
symbolic effect of time

	
tower vista

	
forest
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Fig. 5.16	
Preliminary Section (June)

	
Stone memorial 
physical effect of time

	
park
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66  EXPLORATION

Fig. 5.17	
Basement Plan development
(July)
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Fig. 5.18	
Basement Spatial exploration
(July)

The design process was a constant fluc-
tuation between investigative and rep-
resentative drawings. The investigative 
drawings challenged design ideas and 
the representative drawings were used 
to examine the implementation of these 
ideas.
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Fig. 5.19	
Ground Floor Plan development
(August)
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Fig. 5.20	
Basement Plan development
(August)

Fig. 5.21	
Section development
(August)
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70  EXPLORATION

Introduction

TECHNICAL RESOLUTION  /06

Even though the aim of this dissertation is to explore architecture in 
its technical resolution as early as possible, a separate chapter is 
dedicated to the representation thereof. This chapter does not focus 
on contract documentation as found in practice, but rather aims at 
communicating the development of tectonic ideas.

Fig. 6.1	
Conceptual drawing (May)
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Tekton Approach 

stereotomic

tectonic

TH
RE

SH
OL

D

W
HO

LE

PA
RT

fixsteel

cladcopper

cutstone

castconcrete

The concept for the tectonics is focused around the idea of the part to the whole. The part should be understood as a vital to the make-up of the 
whole, thus forming a collective. 

Within this collective, the idea is not to create tension between stereotomic and tectonic parts, but rather to make visible the progression  between 
these extremes. The concern is therefore on the threshold between these alternating elements. Each element has a certain weight which determines 
its position on this scale. This position however is not only determined by the material, but also by the fixing method used.  

This concept is illustrated in Fig. 6.2 below.

Fig. 6.2	
Tectonic Conceptual Diagram
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72  EXPLORATION

Material Strategy

Bronze/
Copper (Tectonic)

Granite/
Concrete (Stereotomic)

Fig. 6.3	
Material relationship

On a material scale the focus of the scheme is to make visible the effect that time has on matter, therefore, rather 
than preserving, the aim is to celebrate. The material palette was selected based on the material’s vulnerability  over 
time. Copper was chosen because of the green patina formed during oxidation. Concrete was chosen as the most 
stereotomic material and because of its versatility in terms of finishing. 

The new intervention sits in the landscape as a three dimensional antro-morphic sculpture, corresponding with the 
material use of the Louis Botha statue. The statue consists of a five metre high granite plinth and bronze statue. These 
heights were horizontally projected onto the tower of the new intervention, allowing these elements to related on a 
material level. This idea is illustrated in Fig. 6.3 below.  

In relation to the tectonic conceptual approach, the connections between materials were treated as thresholds, each 
material forming a vital part to the entire palette. 
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Fig. 6.4	
Material Palette
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Progress drawings

Fig. 6.5	
Development of the stone memorial
(July)
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Fig. 6.6	
Detail A- development (September)
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Fig. 6.7	
Detail A- representation model
(October)

Adjustable galvanised steel spacer fixed into concrete roof 
with structural ‘dry-to-dry’ epoxy

Copper sheet cill weathering folded over waterproofing

Sandstone coping fixed with steel dowels

HB LED strip lighting cast into concrete trench

Custom mild steel T-beam, shop welded. Painted with 
black enamel paint to manufacturer’s specification

600x420x40 Precast concrete tiles, sandblasted to ensure 
glare and slip free finish to rest on steel spacers

Reinforced concrete roof with ABE ‘dura proof’ 
waterproofing admixture.

Concrete gutter system

40mm diameter mild steel hollow circular section 
handrail welded to 2x 40x5 mild steel flatbar uprights
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Fig. 6.8	
Detail B- development (September)
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Fig. 6.9	
Detail B- representation model
(October)

Concrete recessed drip line

Reinforced concrete roof slab with ABE ‘dura.proof’ 
waterproofing admixture

Shadow line connection between new and existing 
materials

Existing stone trench

300 concrete storm water pipe

Existing trench foundation

Concrete gutter

40mm diameter mild steel hollow circular section 
handrail welded to 2x 40x5 mild steel flatbar uprights
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Fig. 6.10	
Detail C- development (September)
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Fig. 6.11	
Detail C- representation model
(October)

0.95 thick Copper sheet cladding with upstand seam

67x300x3000 SA pine columns at 600 centers
fixed to wall plate

600x12x1800 Sa pine plywood panels screwed to  
columns to support copper cladding and act as bracing

270x52 SA pine beam acting as support 
to plywood panels

Copper standing seam folded at coping edge

Copper gutter

400 Reinforced concrete wall

2x 300x52 SA pine wall plate laid onto wood packer
and anchored to wall with anchor bolts

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 

 
 
 



82  EXPLORATION

Representational Drawings

CONCLUSION  /07

The drawings in this chapter were 
made to serve, as both design and 
technical drawings. They should be 
understood as tools of representa-
tion, communicating the collective 
intention of the scheme on an ar-
chitectural scale.

These drawings/models and pho-
tos serve as concluding material 
for this dissertation and should be 
viewed as an attempt to represent 
this architectural scheme in its 
most final format possible.

Fig. 7.1	 Locality Plan
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Fig. 7.2	
Site Plan
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Fig. 7.3	
Ground Floor Plan
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Fig. 7.4	
Basement Plan
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Fig. 7.5	
Section CC
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Fig. 7.6	
Section BB
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Fig. 7.7	
Section DD
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Fig. 7.8	
Section EE
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Fig. 7.9	
Section FF
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Site Model photos
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