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Heritage stance
The general technical concept was guided by the question of  how the proposed 
intervention and design investigation fits into the continuum of  architecture. 
To appropriate the question more to the project at hand, how can the proposal 
be able to benefit the existing colonial architecture of  the Union Buildings and 
allow it to read the same language after many years have lapsed, so as to have 
a meaningful contribution to its host?

Throughout the investigation, the language of  the Union Building, as we know 
it, reads as a Greek influenced piece of  architecture, with its Doric columns, the 
use of  the plinth to instigate a temple or a place of  Gods. The question then lies 
how one is able to create an intervention which relates and reads the same as 
the Union Buildings while still maintaining a sense of  newness and difference?

Technical concept
The tectonic concept was the process and extension of  the design argument 
and intentions. The concept is exemplified within the physical structural sys-
tem and material choice. The passive and active ventilation systems, services 
and design details will be discussed.
The earth can be understood as a combination of  tension and compressive forc-
es which hold up the earth. Compressive forces are apparent while tension forc-
es appear in strain. Architecture as an archive is conceptualised, in an attempt 
to expose structure, and to expose the earth that is hollowed out. The nature 
of  the space gives opportunity for the spaces to be made light, to create a rela-
tionship between the sky and earth.

The tectonic concept can then be defined as the exploration of  transparency 
and secrecy, which ties with the design intentions of  attempting to create a 
liminal space below the Union Buildings that opens up the buildings for public 
accessibility and for the interaction of  the politicians and the public. The no-
tion of  transparency and secrecy is played with, to expose ‘secretive’ spaces to 
make transparent. 

The heritage tectonic concept is line with the tectonic concept which looks at 
a later future. While the current intervention can cause physical disturbance, 
the aim is to allow the architecture become timeless and imprint itself  on the 
landscape. The Union Buildings has hosted different political ideologies, and 
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Figure 6.1 
T e c t o n -
ic concept 
( A u t h o r , 
2015) Left
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one that the project proposes disrupts this by corrupting the axis and generat-
ing a new one. The deflection introduces a new layer in to the old, and allowing 
the new to merge into its landscape. The proposal looks at two approaches; the 
process of  etching and a process of  remoulding.

Materiality
The choice of  material is aimed to read as the same language as the Union 
Buildings. The choice of  material is from reclaimed sandstone from the demol-
ished parts of  the existing Union Buildings. Corten steel is used at conjuctions 

of  the old and new structure, to highlight the harsh change from a colonial 
piece to a democratic space. The deterioration of  the Corten steel is symbolic 
of  the disconnection in the change of  political ideals. Use of  concrete is used 
for the retaining wall and parts of  the structure which require compressive 
strength to sustain the heavy structure that lies above the submerged level of  
the political school.

The process of  etching is applicable to the top surface structure (Visitor’s cen-
tre). The design of  the seats are made from reclaimed sandstone and corten 
steel

Site conditions
The site of  the Union Buildings consists of  slate. Slate is a fine grained met-
amorphic rocks that is created by the alteration of  shale (King, 2015). It is 
composed mainly of  clay minerals. Shales and mudstone in that basin are com-
pressed by minor heating. The forces that occur enable the clay minerals to 
form shale and mudstone.

Figure 6.1 
T e c t o n -
ic concept 
( A u t h o r , 
2015) Left

Figure 6.2 
M a t e r i a l 
palette (Au-
thor, 2015)
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Figure 6.3 
His to r i ca l 
images of  
c o n s t r u c -
tion process 
(Na t ional 
archives)

Figure 6.4 
Central am-
phi th ea t re 
(Na t ional 
archives)

Figure 6.5: 
Soil Rock 
condition of  
Johannes -
burg(Abiye, 
M e n g i s t u 
and Demlie, 
2011)

Figure 6.6: 
Sectional per-
spective (Au-
thor, 2015)
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Figure 6.5: 
Soil Rock 
condition of  
Johannes -
burg(Abiye, 
M e n g i s t u 
and Demlie, 
2011)

Figure 6.6: 
Sectional per-
spective (Au-
thor, 2015)
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Excavation of  middle ground. Anchoring the walls and applying 
shotcrete to uphold the walls

Tunneling the pathway to retain the structure above.

Creating a service space between shotcrete wall and adobe blocks. 
Internal walls are constructed to make the architecture

Replacing the amphitheatre sandstone

Glass walkway panels placed on the existing amphitheatre to 
bright light into the dark spaces below

New roof  structure for politicians to access the space below. The 
roof  is designed in accordance with the concept of  a linear path

Connection points between old and new are characterised by the 
use of  Corten to symbolise the harsh transition between the old 

and new political ideals

Remainder of  the structure is built; glass ramps and internal fin-
ishes
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Construction process
The construction process becomes crucial in the design of  the political school 
for the preservation of  the existing Union Buildings structure.

Figure 6.7 Ini-
tial plan design. 
The circle re-
mains balanced 
while creating 
chaos within the 
internal bound-
ary of  the circle 
(Author, 2015)
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Figure 6.8: Section exploration (September 2015) (Author, 2015)

Figure 6.9: Perspective of  meditation spaces (prayer spaces) which are held together 
by compressive and tension forces, highlighting the balance that exists between a spiri-
tual ethereal initiation stage (Author, 2015)



219

Technical resolution

Figure 6.9: Perspective of  meditation spaces (prayer spaces) which are held together 
by compressive and tension forces, highlighting the balance that exists between a spiri-
tual ethereal initiation stage (Author, 2015)
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Figure 6.10: Further 
exploration of  struc-
ture through section, 
highlighting the centre 
amphitheatre and the 
public space below it. 
Different structural 
problems are realised 
such as holding up 
the Union Buildings 
while excavation and 
tunnelling happens 
below it. The degree of  
tunnelling is also ques-
tioned, as the heights 
to the underside of  the 
amphitheatre are too 
great (Author, 2015).
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Figure 6.11 Section 
of  the political school 
with connection to the 
underneath structure 
(Author, 2015) Left
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Figure 6.11 Section 
of  the political school 
with connection to the 
underneath structure 
(Author, 2015) Left

Figure 6.12: Sectional per-
spective showing amphitheatre 
in relation to the school (Au-
thor, 2015)
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Figure 6.13: Section 
of  political school. The 
lower part of  the struc-
ture has strengthened 
glass in which people 
can view the earth, as a 
process of  archiving and 
creating transparency. 
The roof  structure is 
designed with reference 
to the Union Buildings 
with its hidden ridge 
(Author, 2015).
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Figure 6.14: Detail exploration_01(-
Author, 2015)
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Figure 6.15: Detail exploration_02(-
Author, 2015)
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Figure 6.16: Detail exploration_03(-
Author, 2015)



232

INITIATION SCHOOL

Figure 6.17: 
E x t r a p o l a t e d 
roof  structure of  
the connection 
between old and 
new (Author, 
2015)
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Figure 6.18: Detail: Wall meets ground (Author, 2015)

Figure 6.17.1 and 
Figure 6.17.2: Roof  
structure and struc-
tural components 
(Author, 2015)
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Figure 6.18: Detail: Wall meets ground (Author, 2015)



236

INITIATION SCHOOL

Figure 6.19: Perspective of  wall inci-
sion, detail of  walkway into the incision 
(Author, 2015)
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DETAIL- RETAINING WALL
1:20

DETAIL RAMP
1:10

DETAIL- RAMP 1:20
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DETAIL- RETAINING WALL
1:20

DETAIL RAMP
1:10

DETAIL- RAMP 1:20

DETAIL- RETAINING WALL
1:20

DETAIL RAMP
1:10

DETAIL- RAMP 1:20
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Environmental systems

The exploration of  the building systems expands on the tectonic concept of  ar-
chitecture becoming an archived space. The systems incorporated mitigates the 
high cost excavation process and give users the experience of  being in an under-
ground space. The location of  the political school makes an ideal situation for 
such a programme and lessens heating energy requirements thus allowing the 
building to self  sustain itself  over a long period. Heating and cooling methods 
have been explored using passive and active systems so as to create a hybrid 
system that proves beneficial to the longevity of  the structure.

The design of  the political school will be explored in terms of  its heating and 
cooling techniques, ventilation strategies, lighting strategies and water strate-
gies, which become an integral part of  the design.

Heating and cooling
The nature of  subterranean spaces and its connection to the amphitheatre 
brings about many possibilities for heating and cooling strategies. According 
to literature, buildings placed 3 metres below ground level have stable tem-
peratures which do not have high fluctuation rates like the ground level. The 
ground level is exposed to diurnal temperatures which fluctuate with the tem-
peratures on the outside. As much as the spaces below would not require ex-
cessive heating or cooling, the occupancy rate of  people would greatly increase 
the temperature of  the political school. The glass roof  structure at the am-
phitheatre level makes for an ideal situation for a chimney effect to occur, or 
stack effect. The sun that shines on the glass roof  structure allows for high heat 
from the northern sun to create heat build up. The cool surfaces at the bottom 
ground drive the cool air from its surface and creates bouyancy. The difference 
in temperatures in temperatures drives the heat build up from occupancy and 
direct it through the glass roof.
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Figure 6.20: Chimney effect. Tempera-
ture differentiation causes bouyancy that 
drives the hot air out(Author, 2015)

Figure 6.21: Hot air from roof, cool air 
from the bottom(Author, 2015)
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Figure 6.22: Perspective of  confron-
tation spaces in interior space(Author, 
2015)
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Figure 6.23: Perspective of  impromptu 
theatre stage(Author, 2015)
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Figure 6.24: Perspective of  roof  on the 
existing amphitheatre. Politicians ac-
cess way(Author, 2015)
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