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The First Order 
 

The fire consumes. 
Burning all substance to ash. 

The fire then finds 
deprivation 

and is sentenced 
to its own 
demise 

 
The lifeless candle. 

In a silent pregnant place. 
Will bless no one. 

Deprivation 
No warmth, only 

cold 
demise 

 
The lamp radiates. 

In a steady fiery glow. 
A beacon against 

deprivation 
Sustaining my heart, 
revealing my mind 

reside 
 

So the whole man stands in iron glow 
refusing to evaporate. 

So the man remains in red hot ember 
melting without losing weight. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(Poem by author: inspired by the ideas of John Ruskin regarding the Poetics of the First Order) 
(Selections from the writings of John Ruskin: 384-385) 



 





 

 



 



Prelude Parallel 
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“When it came to the traditional dance, it was important, a big event, because it 
was working with the thread, a spiritual link from the healer to God, which was 
their telephone. When I was young I did this. If someone was busy healing 
another person then he would go up to the healer with the thread and would 
arrive there with other men who would give the power. They would then ask the 
men in heaven for help, and that is why we say that they go with the thread. The 
adult men, the traditional healers of the old days, changed themselves into lions. 
They worked mostly with the thread. If a healer wanted to visit another healer, 
then he would just have to stand up there with the thread and go to the other 
one. If he wanted to return, he would just go. It was like that in the old days and 
traditional healing was a big thing then. If the people were sick, and the 
traditional healers began to heal, then they would dance until the person began to 
work again. [...]  
The healers really went into heaven to be with the dead people. Traditional 
healers fell into a trance, they would lie down on the ground, and then even if they 
were alive, they would be somewhere on the other side and would meet with the 
people there.”  
Chief Willem Ryperd, Gobabis, Namibia (Naro) (Le Roux & White 2004: 122-123) 
 
 
 
 
The broken string 
 
 people were those 
who broke for me the string  
 therefore 
the place became like this to me 
 on account of it 
because they've broken the string 
I no longer hear the ringing sound through 
the sky. 
 therefore 
the place does not feel to me  
as the place used to feel to me 
 on account of it 
  for 
the place feels as if it stood open before 
me  
because the string has broken for me 
therefore 
the place feels strange to me  
on account of it 
 
Diä!kwain  (Krog 2004:13) 



PRELUDE 
 

THE POETICS OF ARCHITECTURE: A HOUSE OF CULTURE FOR THE ‡KHOMANI SAN 1

 
The Poetics of Architecture serves as a theoretical basis in an attempt to 
understand and interpret the poetic qualities of san life in a contemporary 
investigation of an ancient culture- a society oscillating between formal 
(scientific/modern) and informal (traditional) knowledge- thought and feeling. 
 
The most comprehensive effort to preserve the cultures and traditions of the San 
resulted from a remarkable tale revolving around two families: on the one hand 
there lived a German immigrant and Philologist, Doctor Wilhelm Bleek, his wife 
Jemima and their four daughters, and Jemima’s unmarried sister, Lucy Lloyd.  
On the other hand were an extended family of /Xam San from the North Western 
Cape (Skotnes 1996: 93).  The Bleek and Lloyd archive is a 13,000 page record 
documenting this relationship.  The organization of this archive will serve as base 
for the ordering and structure of this thesis.   
 
The Bleek and Lloyd records seem to maintain a linear progression with a /Xam 
text in the right hand column and an English translation on the left. The stories 
and the method to measure the timeframe of their occurrence were, however, not 
linear.  To accommodate this, a parallel text was used on the left hand page.  
The story was hereby made multi-dimensional and the process of reading was 
made an active and mobile process (ibid: 23).  In this sense the depth and 
richness of the world surrounding the stories was revealed.  This method will 
serve as instrument to uncover the many hidden strands of thought that run 
through this text on a parallel plane.  San thoughts and ideas (narratives), 
illustrations, related subjects, poems or precedents accompany the main text as 
a thread- tying together and uniting a wealth of ideas and resources.   
 
Another method used to “unconceal” the deep-rooted nature of these ideas is 
found within an analogy with the bow. The bow has been a constant companion 
in the pursuit to relate architectural investigations with San ideas.  It is a 
touchstone that closely follows John Ruskin’s (Selections from the writings of 
John Ruskin: 384-385) ideas regarding poetics of the first order: a place of fiery 
subjective passion accompanied by a steady, logical mind that can unwaveringly 
convey the rational truth.  The bow oscillates between these poles. The bow is 
held in place by the string. The string constantly struggles against the forces of 
the branch. When the string is broken, tension fades and all is lost within the 
complacency and cold, unfeeling gaze of the poet of the second order (no light or 
heat). The bow-in constant tension- is a call towards the poetic. The string can 
not remain broken...   
 

Prelude 



 

 



 



1.2. INTRODUCTION PARALLEL 
 

THE POETICS OF ARCHITECTURE: A HOUSE OF CULTURE FOR THE ‡KHOMANI SAN 
 

a



1. INTRODUCTION 
 

THE POETICS OF ARCHITECTURE: A HOUSE OF CULTURE FOR THE ‡KHOMANI SAN 1

 
The Poetics of Architecture embraces a body of knowledge that represents the 
tension between abstract, institutional knowledge and embedded human 
knowledge: a dialogue between thought and feeling.  Xavier Costa (Van Schaik 
2002: 8) refers to this ambiguity as a “wounded discourse” that oscillates 
between formal specialized methods and informal internalized understanding.  A 
hybrid intelligence is born that John Ruskin (1905:1-2) defined as a “science of 
feeling” and a “ministry to the mind”: the poetics of architecture. 
 
The term poetics originates from the Greek verb “poiesis” that means “to make”.  
Therefore the poetics of architecture “simply” refers to the making of architecture 
(1990: 1).  The architect must aspire to poetics (makings/buildings) of the first 
order by being a poet of the first order:  the poet that can think strongly, feel 
strongly and see truly (Selections from the writings of John Ruskin: 384-385). 
 
The Poetics of Architecture is therefore a marriage of science and sentiment as 
proposed by César Daly (Becherer 1984: 105-110) where both the poet and the 
architect have to agree on Madame X’s moderate point of view:  a poetic that 
alternates between poles of objectivity and subjectivity.  
 
The San find themselves in a similarly poetic position.  The new democracy has 
seen resurgence in the San community.  Younger generations are shedding the 
burdens of a marginalised colonial past and have embarked on a quest to 
uncover their traditional heritage.  Through the stories of older generations, 
language preservation and teaching actions, and fueled by the successful land 
claim in 1999 (≠Khomani San), the San culture is being incorporated into modern 
life by a people searching for a nearly forgotten identity.  They are living between 
the traditional past and a future that is demanding new, often institutionalized, 
knowledge and skills:  a wounded discourse leading to a hybrid culture. 
 
Peter Wilson (2002: 15) identifies two strategies that can be used when aspiring 
to the poetic:  Cumulative and Reductionist.  Cumulative methods rely on an 
additive process represented by what Louis Hammer (1981: 384) calls “a 
palimpsest on which are written countless poems of space”.  Reductionist 
methods rely on the reduction of the element to its essence, thereby releasing 
the “poetic potential of material space and shadow” (Wilson 2002: 15).  This 
method can be seen in the work of Tadao Ando and Dom Hans van der Laan. 
 
At first glance the traditional life of the ≠Khomani San seems reductionist.  They 
live in minimalist simplicity within a harsh and cosmic landscape:  a simple 
dialogue between nature and culture.  Yet within this comparatively simple 
structure the “lived body” accumulates layers upon layers of meaning born from 
memories embodied by older generations.  Through stories and a semi-nomadic 
lifestyle the whole Kalahari becomes a lived space. 
 

1. Introduction 
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The different San communities and individuals are further drawn together by ties 
of interdependency that involves more than familial bonds.  Through customs 
such as arrow lending, where a lent arrow ensures a more generous portion of 
meat for the owner of the arrow, and the giving of gifts within the group or wider 
exchanges to other groups, people are enmeshed within a web of future 
obligation (Gibbs 1965: 253-254). Like an invisible strand different people are tied 
together across the dunes of the Kalahari through mutual obligation.  Landscape 
is layered with strands of a cultural ethos that is dominated by a quest for 
survival.   
 
The cultural perception of the landscape is further enriched with stories. Stories 
form complex creations built on belief, allegory and metaphor and elevates the 
landscape and natural phenomena to a mythic plane.  One such example can be 
seen in the story about the lizard who, when trying to squeeze through the 
mountains was cut in half.  The front of the lizard formed the western hill of the 
Strandberg, while the behind formed the western hill.  The lizard therefore 
acquires a physical presence within the landscape (Berens, Guenther, Malherbe 
&Smith 2000: 21). The world is unconcealed and shown for what it “truly” is. 
 
The simple, reductionist structure of the ≠Khomani San’s life is therefore 
enmeshed and enriched by layers of meaning: a dialogue between reduction 
and accumulation that aims at a poetic existence. 
 
The poetic life can, however, never be attained.  Baracco (2002: 72) explains that 
when searching for the poetic we intuitively know “that reaching it would imply a 
comprehending and a rationalization of [the poetic], thus denying it”.  The poetic 
is a continuous dialogue between objectivity and subjectivity.  It can not be 
understood.  Within the poetic moment new roads and modes of thought are 
“unconcealed”.  The poetic can only be strived for within the discourse between 
thought and feeling.   
 
The Poetics of Architecture can therefore not be analyzed, but should be 
explored as a dialogue between the specific and the general.  These explorations 
stretch across many fields of architectural thought and will reveal that poetics is 
embedded in each facet of architecture as well as in the way these parts come 
together to form a coherent whole. 
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Norberg-Schulz (Baker 1996: 318) argues that it is the task of the architect to 
present the true nature of the spirit of the place. These thoughts are an echo of 
Heidegger, who stated that the way man belongs to a particular place in terms of 
the earth, sky, horizon and divinities should be revealed.  By poetic 
“unconceiling”, the world (truth) is brought into presence (Nesbitt 1996: 434).  
 
The architect, however, must realise that the presence of architecture creates a 
new landscape.  Tadao Ando (Nesbitt 1996: 461) acknowledges this fact and 
therefore stresses how important it is to discover the architecture which the site 
itself is seeking.  In this way a new landscape will be created that will fully expose 
(in Heideggarian terms “unconceil”) the character of place.  Through poiesis 
(making/building) the fourfold is brought into “a thing” and man’s understanding of 
his natural surroundings are concretized. (ibid: 436)  This theoretical basis forms 
a datum from which the poetic content of the site can be explored. 
 
Terra Incognito- The Other                 
According to Nigel Penn (Skotnes 1996: 88) there is a profoundly spiritual 
connection between particular places and the systems of meaning that the San 
had constructed in an attempt to explain their world. Therefore there are places 
that are “sacred” in the worldview of the San. When choosing a site for this type 
of project it is therefore important to decide if a “sacred” site will be developed or 
not. 
 
A San “sacred” site is sacred because of the landscape.  By building on such a 
site a new order will be imposed on the site and again colonial forces will deface 
the land of the San.  Instead a site was chosen that would serve as a gateway 
between the greater part of South Africa and the areas that are inhabited by the 
‡Khomani San. The site is in Upington as a town situated at the crossing of the 
N10 (From Port Elizabeth to Namibia), the N14 (From Gauteng), the R64 (From 
Kimberley), the R27 (Via the N7 to Cape Town) and the R360 (leading to the 
Mier Area).Coupled with the existing tourism industry in the surrounding area 
(Explained within the medi- context) Upington presents itself as an ideal location. 
 
Once it was established that a sacred site would not be used it became clear that 
the site would actually have to contain the inverse of San life so that it can be 
effective in communicating the life and history of the San. The site of the Mission 
Church complex (Currently the Kalahari-Orange Museum) in Upington was 
chosen to form a juxtaposition with San life. It is not a “sacred” site for the San 
and it is indeed next to the oldest colonial landmarks in Upington. This mission 
station contains a church (1873), a parsonage (1871), a Mill, a donkey monument 
and a church hall (1946). 
 
By placing the San house of culture next to the mission station a powerful 
juxtaposition is created.  This juxtaposition allows a poetic oscillation (rhythm) 

2.1.  POETIC READINGS OF THE SITE
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between the colonial one and the San other.  Within a zeitgeist of reconciliation 
these cultures are given the opportunity to create a symbiosis.  Together they 
provide a strong cultural node within the town fabric of Upington. 

 
For at least 20,000 years a remarkably resourceful and mysterious peoples 
inhabited the southern parts of Africa.  Long before the arrival of immigrants from 
Europe and migrants from central Africa, the first peoples of southern Africa lived 
with the land.  They took in such a way that cultivation, storing or the 
transformation of nature was unnecessary- borrowing instead of consuming, and 
within a delicate dialogue with their surroundings (Le Roux et al. 2004: 2).   
 
These peoples call themselves by the names of the individual groups, such as 
Ju|’hoansi, Khwe, ||Ani, Naro, Hai||om, !Xun, ‡Khomani, ||Gana, Tshua, which in 
most cases mean “real people”, “first people” or just “people”. Similarities 
between the groups include similar physical features, a hunter-gatherer lifestyle, 
the unique click sounds and tonal variations, rock paintings and ritual dances 
under the moon (ibid: 2). 
 
In recent centuries, these peoples have also shared a history of oppression, 
persecution and the theft of their land.  Firstly, other Africans came from the north 
with herds of cattle and a much more permanent pattern of settlement.  
Europeans arrived by sea, moving inland from the coast of what is now South 
Africa (ibid: 2).  In 1826 Landdrost Stockenström of Graaff-Reinet expressed the 
extent of the persecution: “The encroachments on the Aborigines began at Cape 
Town, and never ceased to extend by degrees until the colonists had got to 
where they are now.” (Berens et al. 2000: 36). The invasions on the life of these 
people were dramatic and often devastating.   
 
European hunting practices placed a heavy burden on wildlife resources and 
coupled with the expansion of the farming frontier the San was left with little 
option, but to work as herdsmen and shepherds for the colonists or to try and find 
jobs in town.  The social disintegration of San groups was accelerated by 
diseases brought by the whites like smallpox and scarlet fever.  Smallpox 
epidemics in 1713, 1755 and 1767 killed great numbers of the indigenous 
peoples of the Cape (Le Roux et al. 2004: 22).  Further clashes arising from 
white expansion in the period between 1754 and 1798 left thousands dead with 
the surviving women and children becoming slaves of farmers, or wives to the 
Khoenkhoen members of the commandos.  Resistance by San groups, in the 
form of plunder and the theft of livestock, merely led to retribution by the 
commandos.  In not a single case did their resistance work in their favor (ibid: 
28).  
 

Macro Context
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The loss of their lands placed the San in a desperate situation. The reason being 
that there is a profoundly spiritual connection between particular places and the 
systems of meaning that the San had constructed in an attempt to explain their 
world. The narrative representations of the landscape were in many cases 
evoked by the landscape itself. By losing the land, the San literally lost everything 
(Skotnes 1996: 88).  
 
The attempts at protection of the San by missionaries who tried to “raise” them 
from hunters to grazers, and policies and proclamations adopted by the 
government to tame the “Bosjesman to serve the inhabitants”, gradually forced 
more and more San to identify themselves as Hottentots- who later became 
“couloureds”- in order to survive.  This process can in many ways be seen as 
more damaging than the wars waged against the San (Le Roux et al. 2004: 32).  
 
By 1890 people simply assumed the southern San to be extinct, while fascination 
grew over the “exotic” and “pure” San who sustained a traditional existence in the 
remote Bechuanaland and South West Africa.  Even though the San no longer 
posed a threat to the colonists, the more direct exploitation of the seventeenth, 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was followed by cultural and scientific 
imperialism: an invasion conducted in the name of preservation (ibid: 54).  
 
The fascination of Europeans within “the other” can be divided into two basic 
types: the first viewed the San as “something less than human” – curiosities to be 
collected, while the second romanticized the San as the ideal “noble savage” - a 
link to humankind's lost past.  This reaction created an unrealistic and 
romanticized image that has ultimately served to disempower the San (ibid: 55-
56).The San are portrayed as timeless, ahistorical hunter-gatherers within 
unspoiled nature. They are untouched by the modern world and shown to be 
immune to the changing times. They are “cast out of time, out of politics and out 
of history-miscast” (Skotnes 1996: 17).   
 
In the struggle to retain their land and dignity a sense of common identity has 
arisen between the different San groups during the last two decades of the 
twentieth century. Based upon shared experience and renewed political 
awareness, the groups have realized that they need to provide a unified front.  
This common identity has necessitated an overarching name.  In South Africa, 
with its legacy of apartheid, the term Bushman has acquired a derogatory 
meaning in certain circles (Le Roux et al. 2004: 4).  Thus San, based on the 
Nama word “Sonqua” that refers to “those who forage”, as opposed to “those who 
herd livestock”, has been accepted by South African representatives of first 
people groups as the least derogatory in meaning and history (ibid: 5).   
 
The situation of the San in South Africa is based on a fractured and tragic past, 
and in their present situation they face various social problems born from their 
history of violent oppression and the fragmentation of their social structures (ibid: 
80).  However, in recent years, especially since the advent of democracy in 
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South Africa, the situation of the San has started to change positively.  One such 
example can be seen in the story of the Southern-Kalahari San. 
 
‡Khomani- Return of the Southern- Kalahari San 
 
The proclamation of the Kalahari-Gemsbok Park in 1951 had dire consequences 
for the San living in the park.  A few San laborers were brought back to the park 
and were allowed to hunt and gather, and to help with conservation and tracking.  
The majority, however, were forced to become farm laborers in a process that 
eventually cost them their ancestral languages (ibid: 34). 
 
In 1972 the rest of the San were evicted from the park. The ‡Hanaseb San (led 
by !Gam!gaub Regopstaan Kruiper) now started a trek around the Northern Cape 
that eventually led them to Kagga Kamma (a tourist resort near Ceres).  At 
Kagga Kamma, the ‡Hanaseb could follow their traditional existence in exchange 
for performing their cultural practices and wearing traditional clothes for tourists.  
In 1995, human rights lawyer Roger Chennels explained the new land laws to 
them and, with the help of the South African San Institute (SASI), a process 
began that led to a successful land claim when 40000 hectares outside of the 
Kalahari-Gemsbok Park (1999) and 25000 hectares inside the park (2002) were 
given to the San (ibid: 34-36).  A cultural resource audit, that included timelines, 
territory maps and oral history, led to the acceptance of a common identity for the 
Southern-Kalahari San under the term ‡Khomani (ibid: 36).   
 
The group is trying to create a sustainable future and to promote their identity 
through heritage and language programs.  One such program involves teaching 
the youth of the Upington region (as reported in “Die Gemsbok” of 9 July 2004) 
the N/u language-a language that was long thought to be extinct, but which the 
‡Khomani San desperately wants to see resurrected. In the year 2000 there were 
no written materials accessible to the ‡Khomani San community and the 
language was only spoken by 9 elders. In the last couple of years, linguistic 
research has been conducted that made the Upington classes, as well as a 
similar project in Askham for entry level learners, possible (Paper presented at 
the Mother Tongue Conference in Botswana Productivity Centre on 1 and 2 June 
2005). Under the guidance of Mr. Levi Namaseb, a group of about 12 people 
from the Upington region are learning the N/u language. 
 
Today, approximately 1000 known ‡Khomani are living in the Siyanda district. 
Although many challenges present themselves, the ‡Khomani are 
enthusiastically trying to make up for lost years (Le Roux et al. 2004: 36). 
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The spirit of place 
Upington lies within the embrace of what Norberg-Schulz (1980: 42) defines as a 
cosmic landscape (The Kalahari desert) and a romantic landscape (The Orange 
river valley). A juxtaposition is created between the “infinite extension of the 
monotonous barren ground under the burning sun” (Norberg-Schulz 1980: 45) 
and the “subdivided” ground under the “filtered” sun (ibid: 42): a narrow sky 
against the “immense, embracing vault of the cloudless sky” (ibid: 45). A 
landscape of contrasts is created that oscillates between the “aridness” of the 
desert and the “wetness” of the river.  
  
Reactions within the built environment 
Older houses within Upington share a “depth of threshold” as a reaction against 
the harsh environment. This deep threshold comprises mostly of a wide “stoep” 
that can in some cases surround most of the house. Other methods of climatic 
control include sun screens, louvers and ventilated ceiling spaces. This layered 
approach is a characteristic method that was used before the advent of air-
conditioning within Upington’s built environment. 
 
Accessibility   
Upington is situated at the crossing of the N10 (From Port Elizabeth to Namibia), 
the N14 (From Gauteng), the R64 (From Kimberley), the R27 (Via the N7 to 
Cape Town) and the R360 (leading to the Mier Area).The town is therefore a 
gateway to conservation areas like the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park (Kalahari- 
Gemsbok National Park), Augrabies Falls National Park, Richtersveld National 
Park and the Spitskop Game Reserve. The town also draws tourists on route to 
Namibia, the flowers of Namakwaland and of course the Mier area.  
 
Current facilities of the South African San Institute 
The building currently housing the offices of the South African San Institute 
(SASI) is too far away from the Upington CBD (and therefore also the crossing of 
tourist routes) to create awareness of the San or to actively facilitate in the 
“education” of tourists before entering the areas inhabited by the ‡Khomani. The 
building does not inspire any association with the San except the poor 
reproductions of rock paintings on the Facades. A more appropriate setting and 
building is needed for an organization that plays such an important role in the 
well-being and development of San communities.   
 
 
 
 
 

Medi Context 



2.2. POETIC READINGS OF THE SITE PARALLEL 
 

THE POETICS OF ARCHITECTURE: A HOUSE OF CULTURE FOR THE ‡KHOMANI SAN 
 

g



2.2. POETIC READINGS OF THE SITE PARALLEL 
 

THE POETICS OF ARCHITECTURE: A HOUSE OF CULTURE FOR THE ‡KHOMANI SAN 
 

h



2.2. POETIC READINGS OF THE SITE PARALLEL 
 

THE POETICS OF ARCHITECTURE: A HOUSE OF CULTURE FOR THE ‡KHOMANI SAN 
 

i



2.1. POETIC READINGS OF THE SITE 
 

THE POETICS OF ARCHITECTURE: A HOUSE OF CULTURE FOR THE ‡KHOMANI SAN 6

 
Height: 836m 
 
Position: 28˚24’S  21˚16’E 
 
Climatological data 
 
Temperature (˚C) 
 
Summer:  Highest recorded    43 
  Average (max)         36 
  Average (min)         20 
Winter:        Highest recorded    29 
  Average (max)         21 
  Average (min)         4 
  Lowest recorded -7 
 
Precipitation 
 
Average yearly: 189mm 
 
Highest recorded in 24 hours: 59mm (recorded in February) 
 
This climatological information is the normal values and, according to World Meteorological 
Organization (WMO) prescripts, based on monthly averages for the 30-year period 1961 – 
1990 (Data from weathersa.co.za) 
 
Existing structures 
The site contains a church (1873), a parsonage (1871), an abandoned Mill, a 
donkey monument and a church hall (1946). The site also contains various 
mechanical implements that were used by the early pioneers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Micro Context 
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It is important to formulate an approach regarding the conservation of the existing 
structures and historic objects on the site. The Burra Charter provides a 
framework for the realization of a strategy of conservation. 
 
About the Burra Charter 
The third revision of the Burra Charter (the Australian ICOMOS charter for places 
of cultural significance) was adopted by the annual general meeting of the 
Australia ICOMOS in November, 1999 (Marquis-Kyle & Walker 2004: 4).  The 
Burra Charter defines the basic principles and procedure to be observed in the 
conservation of the important places including natural, indigenous and historic 
places with cultural value (ibid: 10).  Cultural significance is defined as a place 
with aesthetic, historic, scientific, social or spiritual value for past, present or 
future generations (ibid: 11).  The definition of conservation is therefore 
expanded to contain stories about the place and other intangible assets.  In this 
case dancing, stories and rituals can be seen as examples of intangible assets 
that need to be preserved.   
 
The Burra Charter relies on interpretation as a means to present the cultural 
significance of a place.  Interpretation results in the treatment of the existing 
fabric through restoration, reconstruction and adaptation.  While restoration 
focuses on returning the fabric to the original state, reconstruction and adaptation 
introduces new materials and uses to conform to the existing or new use of the 
site.  Therefore the focus falls on the continued usefulness of the site.  The site 
must play a continued role within the community.  By focusing on these methods 
the heritage site will remain important for generations to come and new “layers of 
importance” will be acquired (ibid:12).   
 
The Burra Charter therefore provides a sequence of investigations, decisions and 
actions that will facilitate the conservation process and ensure continued 
feasibility and usability of the heritage site as a cultural asset.  
 

 

Conservation Approach regarding the existing buildings on 
the site
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3.1. TRANSCENDING THE POETIC IMAGE 
 
In his article, “Hapticity and Time”, Juhani Pallasmaa (2000: 78) criticizes the 
unrivalled dominance that has been acquired by the sense of vision.  By only 
perceiving within the field of vision, man limits himself to the image and deprives 
himself of the full range of architectural experience.  This visual mindset is 
prevalent within the modern consciousness and forces architecture to bow down 
to the instant gratification found in the visual image.  
 
Pallasmaa further illuminates his ideas in his article, “The Geometry of Feeling”.  
Pallasmaa criticizes the dominance of the visual sense in modern architecture 
where form has become the measure of architectural experience.   Pallasmaa 
argues that the artistic dimension of the work of art exists in the consciousness of 
the person experiencing it, rather than the actual physical thing.  Form can 
therefore only effect of feelings through what it represents (Nesbitt 1996: 449).  
The retinal images produced by the modern movement aim for immediate 
persuasion.  Experience is uniform: typified by “flatness of surfaces and 
materials, uniformity of illumination as well as the elimination of micro climactic 
differences.  The resulting standardization of environmental conditions within 
technological culture has left built environments predictable and has led to 
sensory impoverishment (Pallasmaa 2000: 78). 
 
Pallasmaa (ibid: 78) proposes a haptic architecture:  architecture that focuses on 
multi-sensory experience as a means to experience the “qualities of matter, 
space and scale” through the “eye, ear, skin, tongue, skeleton end muscle”. The 
whole being therefore perceives in a total way: architecture that invites all the 
senses at once.  Maurice Merleau-Ponty (ibid: 78) confirms this by seeing 
architecture as a way to show “how the world touches us”, and therefore 
“architecture concretizes and frames human existence in the flesh of the world”. 
 
The San lived in constant dialogue with their surroundings. All their senses were 
necessary (and were affected) by the skillful adaptation of their senses to the 
natural environment.  The peak of experience, however, within the traditional life 
was the trance dance.  The dance is believed to cure sickness and drive away all 
evil spirits- thus delivering peace and relief (Tanaka 1980: 114). Tanaka (1980: 
115) points out that the whole body falls under the influence of the clapping and 
interlocking melodies.  As the dance reaches its peak, the experience becomes 
too great for this world and the dancers fall into a trancelike state.  This healing 
ritual also performs an important cultural function as it installs within the 
participants a sense of fellowship and offers relief from frustration and anger.  
Even today, the trance dance plays a potent role with regards to cultural 
revitalization in San communities (Skotnes 1996: 236). The total body experience 
of the trance dance therefore celebrates San existence and provides a powerful 
symbol of the traditional life that unites the community and infuses them with a 
sense of well being.  
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Haptic architecture, therefore, stands in direct contrast with the architecture of the 
eye: instantaneous and distinctive imagery against slowness and intimacy that 
embodies a gradual comprehension of architecture as images of the body and 
skin.  Haptic architecture seeks to engage and unite, while the architecture of the 
eye results in detachment and control.  The expressive possibilities of materials 
and surfaces are used to enhance materiality and therefore architecture is 
allowed to “speak” through all the senses (Pallasmaa 2000: 78-79). This 
stimulates authentic experiences that are born “from real or ideated bodily 
confrontations rather than visually observed entities”.  Haptic architecture 
distances itself from retinality and promotes a layered, multi-sensory experience 
(ibid: 80-81).  
 
Bemard Tschumi (Nesbitt 1996: 163) also acknowledges the importance of the 
human body as a moving element within space.  This distinguishes architecture 
from art and places the human body and all its senses at the centre of spatial 
experience.  
 
By stirring the experiences evoked by unconscious images and emotions through 
sensory perception, Pallasmaa aims to create architecture that is tied to the 
experiences of the people that inhabit it.  It is this “act of inhabiting” by the “lived 
body” that transforms a building into “poems of space”.  It is this “lived body” that 
creates layer upon layer of meaning and reveals architecture as an expression of 
human presence in the world.  We are left with a palimpsest filled with “poems of 
space” (Hammer 1981:  384-385).  Architecture becomes a place of memory. 
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Trees are landmarks within the barenness of Kalahari.  As monuments, they 
gather a wealth of stories that become part of the cultural memory.  |Una Rooi, a 
N||n!ui elder, recounts how trees formed an integral part of her childhood and has 
become beacons of memory in the land of her grandfather, ≠Han. 
 
|Una remembers living at ≠A ka ≠naus (Twee Rivieren) located where the Au!ab 
and ≠Nosob rivers meet. From Twee Rivieren, her family went with Donald Bain 
to “star” in his live bushman display at the Empire Exhibition (1935). By 
cooperating with Bain, the San group (77 people) hoped to attain rights to inhabit 
their ancestral grounds that were declared a National Park by the South African 
government.  On their return, however, their houses were burned and they were 
not permitted to enter the park. They had to resort to becoming farm labourers in 
order to survive.   
 
|Una returned to her birthplace in 1999 and through memories of the trees, 
has reconstructed her memories of the place.  Four trees proved particularly 
important: 
 

 The “Tree of Healing”, a Shepherd’s Tree (Witgatboom), where a 
powerful healer, Reënvoet (|Qano≠i), was buried. 

 The “Tree of Love”, also a Shepherd’s Bush, where a youth, Lucas Bok, 
tried to hang himself, because the woman he had fallen in love with, Tibila, 
was in love with another. 

 The “Tree of Life”, a Camel Thorn (Kameeldoringboom) under which 
|Una was born and where she and her family lived before they left with 
Bain. 

 The “Tree of Family”, a Shepherd’s Tree (Witgatboom), where friends 
and family gathered to talk and play.  

 
(Exhibit entitled “Trees are our Heritage” on exhibition in the Church Hall 
Kalahari- Orange Museum) 
 
The trees, as places of habitation, left a profound imprint in the mind of |Una 
Rooi.  Within the vastness of the Kalahari, the trees provide shelter and acts as 
points of orientation: a place where you can gather your thoughts and retreat into 
the depths of the “inner self”.   

My father made this bow for me.  I can still see his face when I sit with his bow 
in my arms.  He told me how to shoot and how to make the poison.  I shot my 
first Eland with this bow.  I can still remember how nervous I was.  Now that I 
am old I hold the bow to my nose and I remember how it feels to hunt.  Even 
though I can no longer hunt, I am taken to the hunting grounds faster than any 
man can run.  This is my bow and I have grown fond of it. 

TREES AND |UNA ROOI 
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Architecture transcends our physical senses.  It embodies our memories.  Gaston 
Bachelard develops the writing capabilities of the “lived body” in a process that 
ultimately leads to a universe that is “covered with the drawings we have lived”.  
Bachelard sees memories as “motionless” and “fixed in space” (Van Schaik 
2002: 9) with the house as the enclosed location of our memories.  The house is 
therefore seen as the “cradle” and “warm bosom” that serves as an enclosed, 
protected space where mankind’s thoughts, dreams and memories are 
condensed (Bachelard 1969: 6-9). We add these memories to our “store of 
dreams” and become “near poets” by recalling the poetry of that which has been 
lived. The house becomes an “image that moves us at an unimaginable depth” 
through which we “touch the ultimate poetic depth” of our memories.  The house 
forms a place of protection that facilitates daydreaming.  As our memories of 
previous dwellings are relived we realize that the dwellings of the past remain in 
us for all time (ibid: 6). In this sense Bachelard (Van Schaik 2002: 9) envisions 
architecture that affects people by touching “their own ‘lost’ knowledge and 
awareness”.  Again touch is used to stir the memories of nearly forgotten 
experiences (Van Schaik 2002 9). In this way, our universe is covered with 
“drawings” to remind us of intense experiences.   
 
How we draw these drawings (experience the universe) are investigated by Colin 
St. John Wilson in his article, “The Natural Imagination”.  Wilson (1989: 64) 
explores the way in which architecture can move a person deeply: the 
culmination of a profound architectural experience.  He explains this 
phenomenon in terms of the natural imagination. 
 
According to Wilson the natural imagination is an archaic memory that 
transcends instinctive sensation and which is structured like a language 
containing its own lore and imagery.  Our consciousness, according to Kant 
(Wilson 1989: 65-66), is grounded in spatial experience and therefore we must 
apply the natural imagination to the spatial relationships between our bodies and 
its surroundings. 
 
Bachelard Investigates this relationship as impressions of intimacy based on a 
transposition of human experience found in the bird’s nest.  Bachelard 
(Goulthorpe 2002: 21) refers to the nest as an “intricate imprint of the inhabiting 
body”.  The nest adjusts, and is formed, by the movements of the bird and is 
therefore an envelope that “continually recalibrate[s]” to suit the vulnerability of 
[the bird’s] relation to the environment”.  Bachelard (1969: 136) uses this 
transposition to formulate the image of the corner as a secluded space in which 
man can hide: a symbol of solitude for the imagination. In this sense the corner 
becomes a “chamber of being” (Bachelard 1969: 138). Bachelard therefore 
shows that man inhabits.  For the world is a nest (ibid: 104) and even the shade 
of the tree can be inhabited (ibid: 132).  The body is therefore within the 

4.1.  A PLACE OF MEMORY
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The San House of 
Culture aims to act 
as a condensing 
agent within the 
mindscape of the 
‡Khomani San.  As 
a house it has to be 
different than a 
centre. The house 
stirs nearly 

forgotten 
experiences and 
reaches to the 
poetic depths of 
San memory.  
Culture becomes 
the inhabiting body: 
a place that serves 
as a nurturing 
cradle for the 
reawakening of a 
people. 

4.2.1
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vastness of the world.  A position that can only be equaled by the depth of “inner 
space” (ibid: 205).   
 
The inner space is seen by Bosco (ibid: 205) as the hidden desert that each one 
of us bears within himself.  The “infinite” quality of this desert must be seen in 
conjunction with the immensity of world space.  According to Baudelaire (ibid: 
192) this exterior spectacle in fact helps “intimate grandeur” to unfold.  Therefore 
immensity becomes an intimate dimension that reveals man’s poetic fate: to be a 
“mirror of immensity” through which “immensity becomes conscious of itself” 
(ibid: 196). The dialogue between the immensity of world space and the depth of 
inner space therefore leads to a condition of intimate immensity. 
 
This duality is architecturally investigated by Louis Hammer.  According to 
Hammer (1981: 385) the enormity of the cosmos and the smallness of man are 
made to intersect within every important work of architecture.  A dramatic 
dialogue is created that stands central to the creation of “poems of space” as 
memories of the “lived body”.  Man lives within this dialogue.  A language 
concerned with the dialectics of open and closed. 
 
From the moment of birth, the body oscillates between comfort and discomfort 
based on a sensibility defined by the extremes of claustrophobia and 
agoraphobia.  The body is inside, outside or mediating on the threshold.  It can 
be nowhere else (Wilson 1989: 65-66).  As an experience mediating between 
inside and outside, space therefore becomes “an aspect of any orientation“ 
(Norberg-Schulz 1971: 9) while man, by wanting to be “both visible and hidden”, 
becomes a “half-open being” (Bachelard 1969: 222).   
 
This spatial relationship is further illustrated in the theoretical work of Adrian 
Stokes.  Stokes refers to two polar nodes identified by Melanie Klein: the first 
referring to the position of enclosure of the baby in the womb and a second 
referring to the succeeding position of exposure or detachment. All later spatial 
experience can be measured against this experience and can be architecturally 
interpreted as the confrontation between internal and external space.  It is at this 
junction that Stokes draws his conclusion: that the masterpiece embodies both 
these polar opposites simultaneously in a fusion between envelopment and 
detachment (Wilson 1989: 69).  
 
The threshold is therefore crucial to the position advocated by Stokes: the 
simultaneous presence of the body within the opposing poles of exposure and 
envelopment. It is through this contradiction that Pallasmaa’s body language 
evolves to poetics and man is satisfied within the half-open. The ambiguous 
position, between inside and outside therefore creates an opportunity for poetic 
expression within the body language.   
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i) The Hut 
The San hut consists of a dome-like wooden frame that is a thatched with grass.  
The circular hut is about 2m across and 2m high and has a large opening usually 
facing the central communal (public) area. Outside the hut, in front of the 
entrance a hearth is made (Tanaka 1980: 26).  This is where the fire is made and 
serves as a strong social threshold that separates the hut from the communal 
space.  In this space of transition life takes place.  According to Marshall (Gibbs 
1965: 256), it is the fire that is the visible symbol of home.  The hut acts mostly as 
protection from rain and cold and serves as a place to store tools, clothes and 
food.  The life of the family centers on the hearth while the activities of life mostly 
unfold in the open.  According to Tanaka (1980: 27-28) the San can actually do 
without dwellings if they did not need to store and protect their goods. 
 
The fire and hearth is therefore a threshold where the life of the San mediates 
between the tasks of life taking place outside and the protection of the inside.  It 
is here that the San is a half-open being.  A place for dwelling poetically where 
man can easily see his family and friends- and is observed by them- but where 
man also has the chance to retreat into a place of enclosure.  The threshold 
enables life to unfold.  
 
 

 
4.3.1. The traditional camp                                              4.3.2 The traditional hut 
 

The Indigenous and transformations of it 

San- built Structures
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ii) The Encampment  
Another dimension of San life becomes apparent when studying the San camp.  
The traditional layout of the San camp consists of a circular arrangement of huts 
around a central area that contains three rituals spaces: spaces for dancing, 
conversation and work.  The dance area embodies the spiritual and healing 
dances that tie the community together in their common struggle for survival.  
The conversation area represents the rich oral tradition of the San.  The work 
area serves as a place to make craft articles and other artifacts of daily life.  
Although the division of tasks was probably not this rigid, this example still 
identifies three very important spheres of ritual within San life.  
 

   
4.3.3                                                                           4.3.4 
 
iii) The Sun screen 
The sun screen is a very important space defining element within traditional San 
life.  It consists of a crude cacophony of “structural” branches with grass roughly 
strewn over it.  The sun screen is an ideal device to shade people against low 
east and west angled sun penetration, when the shade of a tree would be 
inadequate (or when trees are not available).  It also serves as a further threshold 
and space defining element of the hearth.  When observing space defining 
elements within San life, the importance of trees cannot be overlooked and is 
examined in another parallel discussion.   
 
APPLICATION : PRINCIPLES 

 The importance of the threshold. 
 The important rituals embodied within the old structures. 
 Functional space defining elements like the sun screen. 
 Using materials from the surroundings. 
 Lightweight, “weaved” construction. 
 A frame construction with a covering membrane. 
 Responding to the demands of the natural surroundings (nature shapes 

culture shapes nature).   
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The Tjibaou Cultural Centre “nests” between the Bay of Magenta and the 
mangrove-edged lagoon on the South Pacific island of New Caledonia.  As an 
expression of the Kanak culture, the building embodies visual similes between 
basketwork and “woven” traditional huts, and the vast “woven” structures that are 
intermittently spaced between the trees (Buchanan 2000: 86).  For all its 
differences in form, the cases capture something of the spirit of the traditional 
huts (ibid: 11).  These visual similes point “both backward and forwards in 
time”.  They represent the traditional life of the Kanak culture and aims to help 
the Kanak people face modern times with replenished roots (ibid: 86). 
 

4.3.5                                                  4.3.6 
 
The tall cases establish an intimate visual connection with the surrounding 
vegetation (especially the tall Norfolk Island Pines), but is undeniably 
recognizable as a manmade and highly technological structure (ibid: 86).  Yet the 
building is born from traditional forms and acknowledges the Kanak as one of 
“many cultures that are asking for recognition after having been subsumed into 
larger nation states or suppressed by colonial powers for so long” (ibid: 88). 
 

                                            
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Tjibaou Cultural Centre 
Renzo Piano . Nouméa . Caledonia . 1991-1998 

4.3.7 4.3.8. 
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The cultural center can therefore be seen as a Semi- sacred building: a temple 
that acknowledges the ancient Kanak culture and its respect for nature.  The 
building suggests a reverence for the surrounding trees, the wind whispering 
through the slatted facade and the sun dancing through the slots to enliven the 
structure (ibid: 11-12). 
 

                                            
4.3.9                                                                                                                                         4.3.10            
 
Piano has escaped the pitfalls of this type of project through the transformation of 
the traditional by resorting to a high degree of technology and by using “modern” 
materials.  This results in a building that is “true to itself” in “every aspect”.  The 
building “obeys its own very contemporary logic of construction and form“(ibid: 
86). Piano has married tradition and technology through visual similes that 
constantly points our minds both backward and forward.   
 
APPLICATION : PRINCIPLES 

 The transformation of the traditional through technological and modern 
materials to suit the required needs of the building.  This provides the 
opportunity to incorporate San built forms and cultural ideas within the 
framework of the building. 

 Visual similes that provide a bridge between the traditional past and the 
future. 

 A place that acknowledges the presence of an ancient civilization without 
blindly mimicking their customs.  A place that also encourages the 
development of that culture as part of the modern world without 
denouncing old beliefs. 

 A building that respects and learns from the natural surroundings. 
 A structure that is highly technological, while still being robust and true to 

itself by obeying its own contemporary logic of construction and form. 
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The Marika-Alderton House was designed for an aboriginal client whose culture 
is between 40 000 and 60 000 years old. The aboriginal house building tradition 
is limited to elongated rounded, bark-roofed raised shelters.  As an investigation 
of traditional culture the house adopts a similar form for the same rational 
reasons: protection from the sun and lifted to protect from insects and wet earth.  
The house is further open at each end and orientated to the prevailing summer 
and winter breezes (Beck & Cooper 2003: 133). 
 

      
4.3.11                                                                         4.3.12  
 
The house oscillates between open and closed by means of a system of plywood 
and timber slatted flaps.  This allows the owners to moderate the ventilation 
according to the weather.  When the family goes away the flaps can be closed up 
and the house becomes a locked box.  The floors are also open and allow cool 
air from below to be drawn into the house by means of Venturi-type exhaust fans 
on the roof (ibid: 133). 
 

 
4.3.13                                  4.3.14                                               4.3.15 

Marika- Alderton House 
Glenn Murcutt . Yirrkala Community Eastern Arnhem Land Northern 

territory . Australia . 1991-1994 
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The house is therefore permeated by the “deep, intimate and harmonious 
relationship [that indigenous people] have with the land”, but also represents an 
architecture of human intervention that is “cerebral, rational and conscious of the 
responsibility to... minimize the inevitable disruption of human presence on the 
land” (ibid: 10). Murcutt uses traditional aboriginal sensibility, coupled with 
analogies based on rational observation of natural forces to create a poetic that 
speaks to the land.  The building touches the earth as lightly as the aboriginal 
foot and fades towards its extremities to- in a way that only a tree understands- 
touch the sky. 
 
APPLICATION : PRINCIPLES 

 In the same sense that Murcutt represents a culture with a limited house 
building tradition, the San House of Culture aims to enter into the same 
type of dialogue with the traditional San knowledge and customs: a poetic 
based on the fusion between traditional knowledge and rational thought. 

 The marriage of indigenous sensibilities with rational intervention.  
 A respect for the presence of the land and principles developed from a 

study of the natural surroundings. 
 The adaptability of the structure (living area) to climatic changes and the 

needs of the inhabitants. 
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The San has no 
knowledge of the 
traditional city and leads a 
traditional life based much 
more directly on true 
ecological balance than 
the abstractions of 
classicism.  Man now has 
an average height of 
155cm (Tanaka 1980: 13) 
and survives by placing a 
minimal burden on nature.  
How then, can you order a 
building for this culture?  
Would you try to use the 
“general values” of the 
golden section or other 
ordering devices? Or can 
geometry lead to a 
coherent whole? 

There is an order, a governing principle, which speaks of mathematic truth 
within the bow.  The transmissions of force from one form to the other: a cause 
and effect that speaks of poetic sensibility and an internalized understanding 
of how it works. 

5.2.1 
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In classical architecture, the human body is used as a proportional model for plan 
organizations, details and facades (Nesbitt 1996: 63).  The human body, 
symbolic of the perfection of nature and nature's way of organizing complex 
functions, provides a means to create proportional harmony and relates to issues 
concerning human scale and the individual.  The body offers a “system of 
interrelated, comparative measurements that seek to ensure a meaningful 
experience of architecture” (ibid: 20).   
 
This method of architectural creation should lead to architecture that appears as 
an extension of our limbs and embodies the classical concept of beauty as a 
product or physical order.  Order found within boundaries that are “within visually 
comprehensible reach ... [and] ... whose construction is the logical outcome of 
the assembly of different parts” (Kostof 1995: 264). Yet the return to classical 
methods in postmodern times has not lived up to these expectations.  In many 
ways, it has led to figurative architecture that relies on the associative value of 
expression.  In reaction to this, Demetri Porphyrios (Nesbitt 1996: 94) denounces 
this stylistic and scenographic preoccupation embedded in “postmodern high-
tech, postmodern classical and postmodern deconstruction” and advocates a 
return to authentic classicism and the wisdom of the traditional city.   
 
Porphyrios relies on classical principles, rather than figurative stylistic methods, 
and hereby acknowledges classical poetic sensibility as a means to order places 
and spaces.  When regarding classical poetic sensibility, the ordering impact of 
rhythm cannot be ignored. Rhythm is one aspect of poetic sensibility that is 
abundant in the life of the San: the rhythm of birth, life and death from one 
generation to the next, rainy seasons and drought and of course the strong 
rhythmic nature of their singing and dancing. 
 
The site offers different forms of rhythmic ordering: the rhythm of life (east) and 
death (west), the flowing of the water of the Gariep from east (life) to west 
(death), flood and drought and the journey of the moon from full moon to dark 
moon. A north-south rhythm is established by the juxtaposition of the colonial 
culture and the San culture.  Another rhythmic characteristic of the site appears 
through the analysis of the existing buildings as a grouping of elements.  The 
existing buildings define certain spaces (places) and imply that, by adding 
new buildings, new places will be defined and new relationships will 
develop between buildings.   
 
This dialogic relationship, the relationship between one building and the other, is 
essential to classical architecture and aims at a much wider sense of harmony 
than the planning of individual buildings (Nesbitt 1996: 95). To create order within 
a grouping, geometry is transcended by the need for a unity of feeling or intent.  

5.1. POETICS OF ORDER
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Hadrian’s Villa is an agglomeration of the world that was known to the Roman 
emperor, Hadrian. The grouping includes symbolic interpretations of his 
extensive travels to the far reaches of his realm and is therefore a visual 
representation of his memories.  Hadrian’s Villa is not governed by a single visual 
ordering principle and different spaces are grouped together in a complex 
composition.  The different elements within the composition only form a whole, 
because it is the memories of one man.  These memories are concretized within 
a Roman style and are therefore not stylistic representations of the place 
represented.  The canopus, a representation of a certain place in Egypt, evokes 
Egyptian memories through symbolism- the water, boats, lights and underground 
terminus of the course- rather than style.  One man therefore uses his own 
architectural language to express memories of other cultures (Moore, Mitchell & 
Turnbill 1988: 82-83). 
 
Another important aspect that promotes the unity of the grouping is the naming of 
the individual parts.  These names extend the influence of each space and they 
start to engage the receptive imagination. Norberg-Schultz (1980: 16) reminds us 
that places are designated by nouns and are therefore considered real “things 
that exist”. Once a space therefore has a name, it becomes a place.   
 
Hadrian’s Villa is therefore a collection of distinctly different places united by a 
unity of feeling and the consistency of experience.  Another way to group 
different elements is by using a prominent route as in the Panathenaic Way.  

 

5.3.1  

5.3. Groupings: A dialogue between Hadrian’s Villa, 
The Panathenaic Way and Süleymaniye Külliye. 

i) Hadrian’s Villa 
Tivoli 
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The Panathenaic Way stretched from the Dipylon Gate through the Agora to the 
Acropolis. Citizens of ancient Athens past through the Dipylon gate when 
entering Athens and walked on a wide street (Dromos) towards the Agora. The 
ritual path cut diagonally through the Agora and then commenced its sharp rise to 
the Acropolis (Kostof 1995: 151-152).  In this way the Agora, as a public grouping 
of political, commercial and social importance, was connected with the Acropolis 
that was entirely dedicated to the gods.   
 
The Panathenaic Way therefore united the Agora and the Acropolis. Like the 
Panathenaic Way, the San House of Culture also has an ordering or preferred 
route through the colonial exhibitions and then from west (death) to the east (life).  
The route acts as a thread that, according to the San united all living people, 
animals and places.  In the trance state the healer could follow this thread to go 
to any place or person that he wished (Le Roux et al. 2004: 122-123). This thread 
now leads the visitor on a course of discovery. 
 
The organization must, however, be sensitive enough to allow for the 
complexities of others rhythms.  The employees of the SASI branch and other 
people that visit the site on a daily basis must be accommodated.  Likewise, 
people coming up only for a performance in the theater, or people arriving by 
means of river transport will have a different experience.  The grouping will in this 
sense resemble Süleymaniye Külliye (Mosque Complex). 
 
 
 
 
 
 

     
5.3.2                                                       5.3.3 

The Panathenaic Way 
Athens 
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Süleymaniye Külliye is a mosque complex within a densely populated urban 
(residential) part of Istanbul.  From narrow urban spaces the visitor is cast into 
the open garden space of the mosque complex.  By sinking the two north eastern 
maddresses into the side of the hill, the architect, Sinan, provides a view towards 
the Golden Horn and enhances the prominence of the mosque from the level of 
the Golden Horn and Galata.  The Süleymaniye Külliye therefore provides 
multiple threshold experiences that are united within a grouping that responds 
actively to the influences of the city and its topography. 
 

     
5.3.4                    5.3.5                                                        5.3.6 
 
When viewed against the earlier and more geometric Conquerors Külliye (Fatih 
Mosque, 1463-70)(5.3.7) the dynamic interplay of the Süleymaniye Külliye (5.3.8) 
with the surrounding social factors becomes evident.  Sinan exploited the 
topography in a vibrant way, while maintaining a respect for symmetry and 
axiality in the mosque, courtyard and cemetery (Kostof 1995: 463). By focusing 
on the existing urban factors and the topography of the site, a grouping can 
therefore be created that forms a coherent whole with the city.  
 

         
5.3.7                                                                               5.3.8 

Süleymaniye Külliye 
Sinan . Istanbul . Turkey . 1550-57 . 
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The dialogue between old and new has been addressed as a means to 
transcend the allure of geometry in such a way that order can be achieved 
through a unity of feeling or intent. 
 
APPLICATION : PRINCIPLES  

 The importance of a dialogue between different buildings in a grouping  
 The use of a route (thread) to connect different buildings or functions 
 The unifying role played by a consistency of feeling and experience 

(playing a more prominent role than geometry) (e.g. form giving/ materials/ 
structural systems) 

 A building born from the memories/ experiences of a specific person or 
group.  

 The naming of parts to enhance a specific identity. 
 The importance of threshold experiences 
 The importance of a genuine response to the topography of the site and its 

urban implications 
 Classical poetic sensibility and ordering principles to achieve a dynamic 

order. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The dialogic relationship between different buildings provides a device for 
creating a unity of feeling and intent within the House of culture for the ‡Khomani 
San. This device coupled with the rhythms of the site, the topography and the 
directional forces of the existing buildings will create general sense of order. 
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The Beyeler Foundation Museum displays a remarkable roof structure that allows 
diffused natural light to penetrate the whole museum. The roof floats gently 
above the exhibition spaces.  Add to this the presence and invitation of the 
landscape into the building, and galleries are created that are “flooded with 
natural light that changes with external conditions and opens up to extrovert 
views of nature” (Buchanan 2000: 59). An attempt was also made to clad the 
outer walls in a material that relates to the museums surrounding context.  In this 
case, the stone cladding resembles the sandstone at Bayeler.  The result is a 
building that is “rigorous, reticent and serenely settled in place, rather than 
showing off and seeking attention” (ibid: 59). 
 

         
5.3.9                                                                                                   5.3.10 
 
The Beyeler Foundation Museum further provides a visual tool when referring to 
linear forms.  The sun screens on the roof stimulate linear growth through 
repetition.  Through rhythm, the linear format is accentuated and movement 
through the building is expressed in a dynamic way. 
 
On plan the Beyeler Foundation Museum expresses another important principle.  
Served spaces and servant spaces are separated with the servant spaces 
(cloakroom, ticket office, bookshop and ablution) contained within a service wall 
on the eastern side of the building (ibid: 60-61). This service “spine” further 
screens away noise from the road and guides visitors towards the entrance.  It 
also emphasizes the “directional” function of the walls.  Although the building is 
orientated mainly east-west, the walls and roof structure focus on a north-south 
orientation and hereby manage to redirect the “focus” of the building towards 
north and south as it fades into the landscape.  
 

A CONTEMPORARY EXERCISE IN RHYTHM 

The Beyeler Foundation Museum 
Renzo Piano . Riehen . Basel . Switzerland . 1992-1997 
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5.3.11 
 
 
APPLICATION : PRINCIPLES  

 The stimulation of linear growth through repetition (a further development 
of rhythm).   

 Use of local materials. 
 Use of natural light to unite the interior of the building to the changing 

nature of exterior conditions (the rhythm of night, sunrise, dawn, day, 
dusk, sunset, night). 

 The grouping of services into a service spine that can serve as an ordering 
tool which shields the building from noise and unwanted sun penetration. 

 The redirection of the focus of the building through space defining 
elements.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Through this exploration of rhythm, as a device creating order, and the binding 
elements within the dialogue existing between buildings, a form of poetic 
sensibility has been unconcealed.  Classical architecture relies on poetic 
sensibility to order the world.  According to Louis Kahn (Latour 1991: 82) order is 
a realization created by the combination of thought and feeling.  In this sense 
order becomes poetic. Louis Kahn (ibid: 59) further states: “the higher the order 
the more diversity in design“. In this sense order implies precision; a concept 
that, according to Peter Zumpthor (1998: 28), gives architecture the depth and 
multiplicity acquired by poets.  
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The bow is a precise instrument.  Whether it must shoot straight or be tuned 
on a certain pitch.  Within the bow’s precision lies its flexibility and ease of use.  
The hunter must know how the bow will react.  The more precise the 
instrument the wider the application since the hunter will be able to predict the 
result more accurately.  An instrument that is precisely tuned will enable 
greater musical freedom. 
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Peter Zumpthor (1998: 27) refers to the work of Italo Calvino as a means to 
discover the hard core of beauty (an idea stemming from the work of the 
American poet William Carlos Williams). Calvino (ibid: 28) explores the work of 
the Italian poet Giacomo Leopardi who experiences the beauty of literature in its 
“vagueness, openness and indeterminancy”. This opens the work to a multitude 
of meanings and interpretations.  We are moved by works or objects of art that 
are multifaceted and embraced by endless layers of meaning that change 
according to our angle of observation.   
 
How can the architect achieve this level of ambiguity without succumbing to the 
dangers of kitsch and superficiality? Calvino finds his answer by close inspection 
of the precise nature of Leopardi’s vagueness. 
 

 
 
It is therefore clear that no part within the San Home of Culture is insignificant.  
Each part needs close inspection and requires lucid thinking.  Within precision a 
multitude of meanings is created: a palimpsest waiting to be written. The poetic is 
once again found in the dialogue between science (precision) and sentiment 
(ambiguity).  An example of this lucid means of thought can be found in the work 
of Dom Hans van der Laan.  
 

6.1. THE POET OF THE VAGUE: THE POET OF PRECISION 

“This then is what Leopardi demands of us so that we can enjoy the 
beauty of the indeterminate and vague!  He calls for highly accurate and 
pedantic attention in the composition of each picture, in the meticulous 
definition of details, in the choice of objects, lighting and atmosphere with 
the aim of attaining the desired vagueness” (ibid: 28).   
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Van der Laan (Padovan 1994: 76) advises that architecture should not try to 
impose specific forms on society or aim to achieve specific social arrangements 
or meaning systems.  The building should provide a clear, yet relatively neutral, 
framework.  This provides society with the chance to assert its own order to 
which its own specific functions and systems of meaning can be attached. 
   
In Vaals Church, Van der Laan, a proponent of rigorous precision, uses his 
plastic number to achieve “a clear, yet neutral, framework.” Each picture forms a 
composition and is meticulously defined.  Lighting.  Atmosphere. It is clear that 
within Vaals Church the penetration of light into the clear logical spaces serves 
as an animator of reductionist elements.  Here the poetic potential of material, 
space and shadow is achieved within a place of rigorous precision: a precision 
that, in the light of Leopardi’s words, breeds ambiguity.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6.3.1                                                6.3.2                                                6.3.3                          6.3.4 

     

6.2. THE NEUTRAL FRAMEWORKVaals Church 
Dom Hans van der laan 
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APPLICATION : PRINCIPLES  
 A building that provides a clear, yet relatively neutral framework that 

induces society to assert its own order, functions and meaning.   
 Meticulous attention to detail and rigorous precision within the design.   
 The use of light as an animator of space.   

 
Other Considerations 

 The incorporation of transformed traditional elements into the mindframe 
of the building via the indigenous sensibilities expressed in the work of 
Piano and Murcutt. 

 The culturally specific nature of the proposed building. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Van der Laan’s work therefore becomes poetic because it creates an opportunity 
for ambiguity: ambiguity that allows Hammer’s poems of space to be attached by 
the living body.  The body experiences and memory makes form habitable.  
Within the building certain zones are created that can be seen as points that 
gather ambiguity: points that Empson (Wilson 1989: 67) calls the “moments of 
greatest poetic intensity”. 
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7.2.1 

 
D  e  f  i  n  i  t  i  v  e          m  o  m  e  n  t  s          o  f          p  o  e  t  i  c          i  n  t  e  n  s  i  t  y 
 
 
 
 

6.2. THE NEUTRAL FRAMEWORKIn precision the bow relies on the specific properties of the materials used. 
The bow can not be unbending, it must be flexible. The bow must allow 
tension to be gathered within it in order to be useful. The string is elastic and 
in tension as opposed to the arrow that is rigid and in compression upon 
impact. The material mirrors the requirements implicit within the forces 
applied. The bow is of a flexible wood and the bow string of the sinuous elastic 
material, the shaft of the arrow of the lightweight stiff wood and the arrowhead 
is made of metal or rock to provide resistance to pressure upon impact. The 
materials are therefore true to the nature of the specific use. 
 
The bow becomes a bow string- a connection is made: a joint. Energy passes. 
Tension holds. poeisis. Without the joint the bow will return to its natural 
position: straight. Man's presence is gone. The bow has become a point, its 
presence radiating into eternity ... no boundaries. 
 
But the point bends: it is pulled into a bow and secured. A space is enclosed 
within the world- a place has been created for the arrow or fiddle stick: a 
dwelling. Under the sky and on the earth a musical or killing ritual follows. 
After killing and through music man is forced to stand before the divinities. In 
this way the fourfold is concretized within the bow.  A world is brought into 
being through a moment of poetic intensity.
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Kenneth Frampton (Nesbitt 1996: 522) refers to Gottfried Semper when trying to 
determine the value of the joint. Semper acknowledges the joint as “the 
fundamental nexus around which the building comes into being”.  Therefore the 
joint becomes “a point of ontological condensation”: a moment of poetic intensity. 
 
According to Gregotti (ibid: 494), details display the characteristics of the material 
by applying the laws of construction and renders forms and spaces recognizable 
through the articulation of the various parts.  By suggesting a relationship 
between part and whole, the detail also implies a certain hierarchy within the 
building. This points to the narrative possibilities of the joint as illustrated by 
Frascari. 
 
Frascari (ibid: 508) claims that joints between different materials and shapes and 
spaces become a pretext for generating text and therefore serves as the 
minimum unit of signification.  Each detail will therefore give an indication of how 
it was created, where it was placed and why it's what's given its specific 
dimensions.  The detail hereby becomes a means of tectonic expression.   
 
Karl Bötticher and Gottfried Semper (ibid: 520) further state that tectonics not 
only relates to structural and material matters, but also to the poetics of 
construction.  This poetic connection first appears in Sappho where the tekton 
(carpenter) assumes the role of a poet and is further illustrated by the Greek 
poeisis: the act of making and revealing (ibid: 519). The architect hereby 
becomes a poet that practices poetry by joining elements poetically.  The 
difference between spaces, members or materials can therefore be revealed 
poetically by means of the joint.  This spatial and structural act of revealing 
coincides with a poetic act of “unconceiling” described by Martin Heidegger (ibid: 
494). 
 
The joint therefore becomes a means of poetic expression.  Expression by 
means of poeisis (making) is synonymous with the work of Carlo Scarpa. 
According to Frascari (ibid: 506-507), Scarpa’s details stretch beyond practical 
functionality, and include historical, social and individual functions.  The detail 
becomes more than logic.  In his projects the techne of logos, the construing and 
spatial ordering is “turned into a manner of production of signs that are the 
details”, while the logos of techne, the constructing, becomes “a dialectic 
counterpart in the generation of the details as signs”. Scarpa further uses details 
to produce hierarchy by means of repetition.  The re-use of a detail plays a 
unifying role and reveals the detail as a creative catalyst: a fertile detail.  Scarpa’s 
“ziggurat” motif, used prodigiously in the Brion cemetery at San Vito, serves as 
an excellent example of the use of a fertile detail (ibid: 509). Scarpa’s tectonic 
expression therefore transcends shelter by joining materials and spaces in a 
meaningful way.  

7.1. MOMENTS OF POETIC INTENSITY 
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7.2.2 

 
P o e t i c             s i g n i f i c a n c e            w i t h i n            p o s s i b l e           a p p r o a c h e s 
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Joints can therefore become the units of expression.  These joints can be actual 
joints, which refer to the physical connection between different elements, or 
formal joints, which refer to connections between different spaces.  An actual 
joint could refer to the connection between a column and beam, while a formal 
joint can be seen as a connection between two spaces like an interior and 
exterior space (ibid: 501). 
 
The poetic significance of the joint is enhanced by the extent of the difference 
between the two objects or materials that are joined.  The joints of “greatest 
poetic intensity” will therefore be found between that which Semper defined as 
the tectonics of the frame and the stereotomics of compressive mass (ibid: 521).  
The importance of these joints is further emphasized by their cosmological 
significance. 
 
The light tectonic and the heavy stereotomic create gravitational poles that 
symbolize the two cosmological opposites to which they aspire: the earth 
and the sky. The transition between these elements forms the very essence of 
architecture and, according to Semper (ibid: 522), the dominant components 
whereby a certain culture distinguishes itself from another.   
 
Within the broader context of Upington and the Kalahari, the stereotomic and 
tectonic are imbued with another layer of meaning: the stereotomic as a defense 
against the harsh climate of the desert (cosmic landscape) and the tectonic as an 
invitation of the romantic aspects of the river (romantic landscape) into the 
building. In this sense, the stereotomic becomes like the ruins that Louis Kahn 
placed around his buildings in harsh climates. There is, however, another 
approach that focuses on the built structures of the San. These structures rely on 
ventilation and a tectonic layering of elements and have been investigated within 
the technical report. 
 
Norberg- Schulz (1980: 9-10) defines dwelling as inhabiting the world.  The world 
is that which is “on the earth” and “under the sky”.  Therefore the joint, as a 
connection between “earth” and “sky”, operates on the same cosmological plane 
as man.  The joint becomes an expression of man: a search to unite earth, sky 
and horizon as a means to gather that which is known.  By building/making 
(poeisis) man brings the inhabited landscape close to him, and simultaneously 
“the closeness of neighborly dwellings... [is brought]... under the expanse of the 
sky” (Norberg- Schulz 1980: 9-10).  Man exists.  He has created a place 
transformed.  
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8.2.1 

 
V i s u a l i z a t i o n              C o m p l e m e n t           S y m b o l i z a t i o n  

6.2. THE NEUTRAL FRAMEWORKThe bow is a place transformed.  It is manmade and deliberate.  The tree is 
transformed into the bow to expose the truth within the branch.  The bow 
string makes the bow useful.  The branch bends ...  it is pulled into a bow.  A 
space has been defined within tension- a place created.  The arrow is 
enclosed within a place, but is fired into the world.  The fiddle stick is enclosed 
within a place, but sends music into the world.  A space enclosed – a dwelling 
created.  The bow is a place transformed a poetic disclosure of man’s 
presence in the world. 
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According to Norberg- Schulz (Baker 1996: 318) the task of the architect is to 
present the true nature of the spirit of the place (Genius Loci) as a means to 
reveal how man belongs to a particular place in terms of the earth, sky and 
divinities.  The relationship between a natural and manmade place is defined by 
the boundary as a place of “presencing”.  Norberg- Schulz (1980: 13) defines the 
boundaries of a building as the floor, wall and ceiling. These boundaries relate to 
the boundaries of nature: ground, horizon and sky.   
 
This relationship is a mirror of how man “receives” and “gathers” the world (ibid: 
16).  By “receiving” and “gathering” man ultimately transforms place.  Through 
poeisis (making/building) man concretizes his understanding of the place he 
inhabits.  Concretization is a term used by Norberg- Schulz (ibid: 10) as a means 
to “make the general visible as a concrete, local situation”.  Therefore the 
concretization of space and the human soul and spirit provides an existential 
foothold that acknowledges the life and presence of man. This existential foothold 
is born from the relationship between natural and manmade places.  Norberg- 
Schulz identifies the three methods of transformation employed by a man to 
concretize his world: 

 
 
These three methods of transformation illustrates the relationship between man 
and the world and implies that man “gathers experienced meanings” to construct 
a microcosm that concretizes his world (ibid: 17).  By means of visualization, 
complementation and symbolization, a meaningful place is created as a concrete 
manifestation of man’s dwelling (ibid: 6).   
 
In the San House of Culture place is transformed according to narratives that 
oscillate between life (east) and death (west) - colonial (north) and San (south).  
These narratives are grouped together through proximity born from a unity of 
feeling.  A house has been created as a meaningful place that reveals the 
presence of the San by means of a place transformed. 
 

8.1. POETICS OF A PLACE TRANSFORMED 

“Firstly, man wants to ... visualize his understanding of nature, 
‘expressing’ the existential foothold he has gained.  To achieve this he 
builds what he has seen ...  Secondly, man has to complement the given 
situation by adding what is ‘lacking’.  Finally, he has to symbolize his 
understanding of nature (including himself).  Symbolization implies that an 
experienced meaning is ‘translated’ into another medium.” (Ibid: 17) 
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The Poetics of Architecture is a language that is born from a constant oscillating 
between thought and feeling.  It is a continuous process that forms and extends 
from one poetic moment to the next.   
 
The San House of Culture joins this alternating discourse as a dialogue between 
the Colonial and San, existing and new, life and death.  It is a place that serves 
as a condensing agent within the mindscape of the San.  It is a grouping that 
embodies nearly forgotten experiences and feelings: a place where the San can 
remember and the visitor can learn.  The San House of Culture forms a part of 
the process that aims to “make the picture whole for the people” (Le Roux et al. 
2004: 222). It is a house that serves as a nurturing cradle for the awakening of a 
people that are caught in a poetic position: a wounded discourse that alternates 
between their traditional knowledge and modern institutional knowledge: The San 
House of Culture is a place that gazes hopefully towards the future, and 
anticipates the “great life” of tomorrow. 
 
There remains, maybe, one question: “Is the building poetic?” ...no. It does, 
however, open up new possibilities toward the poetic.  The poetic can not be 
reached or rationalized, but can rather be seen as an ongoing process. Maybe, 
when looking at an exhibition, the visitor will turn his head and look sideways.  He 
may see and experience something that he has never “felt” before.  He leaves 
enriched ... nourished.  It can not be explained, and he will never feel it again.  A 
poetic moment has passed: it should be remembered, but can not be recreated.   
 
The poetic lives within the fleeting moment where our rational and subjective 
selves fuse and embrace: standing within the fiery iron glow of our feelings, while 
a steady, logical mind refuses to abandon the rational truth. 
 
 
“So the whole man stands in iron glow 
refusing to evaporate. 
So the man remains in red hot ember 
melting without losing weight.” 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(Poem by author: inspired by the ideas of John Ruskin regarding the Poetics of the First Order)  
(Selections from the writings of John Ruskin: 384-385) 

9. Conclusion 
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