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Sponsored projects at the School
by Walter Peters of Architecture, University of Natal

This issue of the NPIA Journal is devoted to sponsored university projects — projects funded
from sources outside the university. The issue is divided into two parts: first, the journey in the
lberian Peninsula by Georgia Sarkin, Geoffrey le Sueur Travel Scholar of 1987, and second,
the project in urban conservation in Rhodes, N.E. Cape, sponsored by the Plate Glass
Foundation and carried out by fourth year students, also during 1987.

These are but two of the sponsored projects in recent years. Practical results cannot be
expected to follow immediately: but, in the case of Lideritz, a project in urban
conservation carried out in 1979 and sponsored by CDM, this southernmaost coastal town of
SWA/Namibia is today a regenerated town that can offer hope to other fowns in similar
circumstances. This is, of course, not solely as a result of the student project, but due to the
attention the publication was able o focus on the plight of the town and the catalytic role
the project played in the ideas presented.

With annual cuts in state sulbsidy, universities cannot make such contributions to the
environment and to society. Unless special funding is obfainable, awards — and rewards
— as presented herein will not in future be possible.

CO NT
A distinguished successor
by Barrie Biermann to the Herbert Baker Scholarship

Geoffrey Eustace le Sueur was born at Wynberg in the Cape in 1902. After matriculating from
Bishops in 1917, he was articled to Reid & Delbridge  an old established firm of architects in
Cape Town. Since there was no university School of Architecture available at the time, he
studied for the RIBA Intfermediate and Final under the “"Cape School of Architecture”, formed
and staffed by a few practising architects. He was admitted to the Cape Institute in 1924, and
to the South African and Royal British Institutes in 1927. A year later he came to Durban as chief
assistant to A A. Ritchie McKinley, and in January 1930 opened his own practice.

By 1934 he had been elected President of the Natal Provincial Institute, and he received the
Institute’s Award in 1936 for the Royal Durban Golf Club Building. He entered for competitions

and received several public commissions; for many years his firm, Geoffrey le Sueur and Partners,

was the largest architectural practice in Natal. Geoffrey is a staunch individualist and a
proponent of the public benefits of open competition.

In May 1980, he donated the sum of R30 000 (which has since frebled) to the School of
Architecture for the establishment of a travel prize for the most outstanding designer amongst
the senior students. The then Principal of the University of Natal, Professor Des Clarence,
described the giftf as a major contribution to the future of architecture and of the University,
expressing the view that “this challenge to scholarship will raise the level of study in that
discipline and be a source of inspiration to its students”. In the event this proved to be the case,
and for Natal students the Geoffrey le Sueur Travel Scholarship effectively filled the gap left by
the withdrawal of the Herbert Baker Scholarship 20 years before.

The first award was made in January 1982 to Craig Hamilton, whose Le Sueur travels in the
mountainous regions of Nepal and the Scottish Highlands resulted in his report, “So Very Far
Above”. In March 1983 the second award went to George Elphick. He chose to investigate the
origins of the International Style in Europe and its extensions in the USA and Japan; his report
was enfitled "Origins, Transformations”. In the following year Johan Slee was the winner and he
pursued the roots of Palladianism in its homeland and its further ramifications in the USA. He
submitted a report simply entitled "Le Sueur Scholarship Log Book”. Georgia Sarkin won the
award on the fifth occasion. Her travels from Portugal to the Greek Islands resulted in a report on
the vernacular of those regions entitled “Four Notebooks: A Journey Recorded”.
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A cocktail party was held in the NPIA Boardroom on Wednesday, 17 August, fo mark the 80th birthday of Sonny

Tomkin. Seen above are Sandy Morrison (NPIA Secretary for the past 40 years!); Sonny Tomkin: and NPIA President,
John Frost. On this occasion, Sonny Tomkin was presented with his certificate of ISAA life membership as well as a
scroll “with affection and respect in recognition of his services to the profession of architecture over many years.”

GEOFF EYLES E
T EL
SC O RS IP

A JOURNEY RECORDED

GEORGIA SARKIN — 1987 RECIPIENT

In the last decade there has been a
rethinking of the urban quality of our
cities; and a concern for the city as a
theatre for daily life. The positive function
of the city as an integration of
architectural works is again being
acknowledged. This can be seen, for
example, in the [BA exhibition which has
been an ongoing project in Berlin since
1980, mainly exploring the role of the
architect within an urban and historical
context. These ideas have been
developed by contemporary architects
and theoreticians such as Rob and Leon
Krier, Aldo Rossi and O.M. Ungers, who fry Fig 1
to link design invention with the urban
context.

The way in which a work of architecture
responds to and is part of a greater
context has always been a concern in my
own work here in the South African
contfext. It thus seemed appropriate, when
given the opportunity of travelling in
Europe as a recipient of the Geoffrey le
Sueur and Emma Smith scholarships, to
explore this theme. The only requirements
of these awards were that | “fravelled and
studied architectural design”. Having just
completed my architectural degree it was
an opportune time to spend four months
observing, sketching and analysing.

This interest in urban spaces and places
led me to many of the smaller, more
isolated towns and villagers of southern
Europe where the urban fabric has been
well preserved.

Although considerable change has
occurred over fime in the way people
inhabit some of these urban spaces, their
basic richness has remained and in most
cases has been strengthened.

This suggests that there are certain
underlying physical principles which Fig 2
generate certain spatial qualities and
which stimulate the enriching effect of
change and time.

The approach that | took to this period of
study-travel was to focus on particular
themes of inferest and then to spend time
on site, sketching and making notes. The
process of drawing was an important tool
to “see” and “understand”, and a method
of remembering buildings and spaces
that were integrated into the cityscape.

I have isolated a few examples from the
numerous studies which relate to the
theme of urban space and the
morphological freatments of an urban
square.

There is a range of basic typologies which
can be identified from the examples
studied. Firstly, the loosely arranged urban
space where the buildings that enclose
the space have grown in a fairly organic
way. At the other extreme, we have the
rigid, tightly defined square with formal
facades on all sides.

Marvao, a hillside town in the east of
Portugal, has a loose-organic
arrangement of buildings enclosing the
space (Fig 1). It is situated in a central
position in the fown on the slope of a hill
with a number of pedestrian roads Fig 3
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converging on it (Fig 2). The focus is the

church (Fig 3).

The wide doors of the church are flung

open on high holidays and the square

becomes an outdoor extension of the

church; the terraced roads and houses

that lead up the hill have excellent views

of the precinct and festivities. ®

The few days that | spent in the fown
coincided with a holy festival and | was
able to witness the way in which the
streets of the town took on a new
meaning with solemn processions of
people, in which nearly all the inhabitants
followed a huge statue of Christ.

Along the route people had decorated
their windows and doors with flowers and
cherished religious objects. The streets
became outdoor rooms which were an
extension of the church.

San Gimignano, a small hillfop town in
the province of Siena, Italy, consists of a
number of interleading squares of
different shapes and sizes, where views
and vistas suddenly become apparent in
a subtle and intriguing way (Fig 4).

The Basilica of Santa Maria Assunta with
its simple and austere facade, looks out
on to the Piazza del Duomo (Fig 5). This
square leads into the Piazzo della Cisterna

Fig 7

on the one side (Fig 6) and the Piazza /

della Erba on the other. They ; /
communicate with one another through /
narrow and infricate lanes.

The town was one of boastful

aggressiveness where it was imperative Fig 8
that the citizens demonstrated their

power by building high towers and giving

their buildings austere facades.

Evora, one of the oldest cities on the

Iberian peninsula, is situated to the east of

Lisbon, Portugal, rising out of endless

green plains and olive trees.

The Praca di Giraldo (Fig 7). which is the
principal square, demonstrates a more
formal arrangement than that of the
previous examples, with its church, town
hall, fountain and shops. The ground
slopes gently up towards the Church of
Santo Antao, an example of regiondl
renaissance architecture (Fig 8).

At the opposite end of the square is the

town hall (Fig 9). On the north-east side of  Fig 10
the square an arcade, punctured with

arches of various sizes, links the buildings

at ground level. The south-west side has

no arcades.

The last category of urban square
typologies is that of a fairly formal,
geometric arangement.

Tembleque, situated in southern Spain,
has a geometrically proportioned square
surrounded by continuous built fabric
which chang nd alters ht, lending
anairofinfor  tytothe e (Fig 10).
The architectural language of stone
columns supporting light timber

nda 11)is vernacular in feel,
con g fo the sense of
itye hough the space is
rical din its plan. Fig 11

—_—
—_——

Fig ©

[N

Fig 12

Fig 13

Fig 14

Fig 15

T

IR

The square is reputed to have acted as
a bullring in its early days, with its
verandahs acting as viewing stands.

On the ground floor, shops open out into
the arcade and above are residential
units with commercial activities
occurring at tfimes.

The square is surrounded on its outer
side by a white “crust” with simple,
powerful, whitewashed walls and smaill
punctured openings (Fig 12).
Salamanca, in north-western Spain, has
a town square regarded as Spain’s most
beautiful. The Plaza Mayor retained its
medieval iregularity until it was rebuilt
in the eighteenth century. It is framed by
uniform four-storied houses with arcades
by Garcia de Quinones (Fig 13).

Horizontal bands are continuous around
the four walls of the square, contrasting
with the vertical relief of ornamental
Bourbon lilies on the balustrades of the
roof,

The elevafion of the town hall is slightly
higher, with larger arches on to the
square. Entrances to the street are
beyond the arcades, thus the square
has four completely enclosing formal
walls.

The Plaza Mayor in Madrid is in many
ways similar to that in Salamanca.
Notable differences are the vertical
spires, placed at regular intervals, and
the celebration of the entry points from
surrounding streets with larger, more
ornate openings (Fig 14, 15).

In conclusion, it is by observing these
spatial forms and systems that exist in
traditional cities that lessons can be
learnt which are of significance and
importance for architects.

A framework of reference is necessary in
order to define ways in which new
design intervention can integrate with
the existing urban context. In

addition, other equally important, non-
physical factors have to be taken info
account.

“Creating high performance city
environments in the face of exponential
growth rates is one of the most
important issues of our time” (Dewar &
Uytenbogadardt, 1987). This is especially
true in our South African context where
land is compartmentalized into large,
single-use areas consisting mainly of
low-income housing linked by transport
routes.

Attempts to compensate for this by
creating areas of open space result very
offen in barren wastelands designed

by standards and rules, rather

than a concern for the human being,
where the collective urban event
enriches the quality of life for the
individual.

Whilst it is accepted that richness and
texture of the urban environment occur
in a layering process over time, the pre-
conditions for this richness and texture to
occur are controlled by architects.
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