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kicks w ould open the rear of the dw elling and the residents cou ld  then 
make good the ir escape. The s e c 'n d  po in t relates to the Eiland 
reconstruction  of the dw elling of the dead w ife which features a ce iling  
consisting  of a bound grass rope secured to the inside of the roof s tructure  
beginn ing at the apex and sp ira lling  down to the wall perimeter. N e ithe ro f 
these features has been recorded du iing  the course of current research 
and altnough in the case of the second doorway this has been d ifficu lt to 
assess th rough it? very nature, the usage of both appears to have fallen by 
the wayside.

XaNgwane

A lthough Swazi cone on cy linder form s are genera lly  sim ilar, three 
d ifferent constructiona l approaches to th e  drum  wall were recorded. In the 
fiis t tim ber posts were set c lose ly together along the drum  perim eter 
supporting  the conica l roof frame w hich was then thatched over, the grass 
bundles being laid seed end down The apex was fin ished off w th  a thatch 
"sk irt" wound about the crown, as described in the Thonga example. The 
tim ber wall was packed w ith earth and plastered over with daga on both 
sides, a lthough in some examples this was done in te rna lly  only, the tim ber 
structure  being expressed externally.

In the second, tim ber posts set at approxim ate ly 600 mm intervals 
supported the roof s tructure  whilst the gap between was hu ilt up w ith sun- 
dried earth bricks. In the last exam ple tim ber posts were s im ilarly set into 
the ground. Saplings were then fixed to th e  posts and run in hoops parallel 
to the ground about the inner and outer perim eters of the wall. The cavity 
thus form ed was filled w ith packcd earth and plastered over w ith daga.

No research in Swaziland proper has been Dossible to  date. ate. 

KwaNdebele

A structure  which is unique to the Ndebele consists of a basic cy lindrica l 
drum  whose walls are constructed from  sun-dried earth bricks. The 
m ono lith ic  walls are load bearing and carry the tim ber roof-fram e and 
thatch cover. The dw elling is extended by a further 1,000 m in the form  of a 

Figure 71 a verandah which curves on e ither side of the front doorway to run roughly 
tw o-th irds of the way around the inner drum. The roof is s im ilarly 
increased in span to cover this area, the eaves usually being carried by 
tim ber posts set in to a three-quarter height verandah wall.

O ther ccne on cy linder dw ellings recorded usually conform  w ith  the basic 
form com m on to most of the country, th f drum  walls being m onolith ic , 
load-bearing and of sun-dried bricks as jrev ious ly  described.
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KwaZulu

Essentially most Zulu c jne on cy linder house form s are sim ilar d iffe ring 
nly m the ir wall construction . Some roof variants were however also
■■corded.

■enefally most Zulu cone on cylinders consist of a tim ber frame 
upporting a con cal roof s tructure  thatched over from  the eaves upwards 

vith the gras _ 'd ies being laid seed-end up. Various methods of wall
construction  were recorded.

•  i he posts are set at approxim ate ly 600 mm apart along the
c.rcum ference of the wall. The gap is then built up in stone slates laid 
as bricks m d  bonded in earth. The wall is either to ta lly  plastered with
daga or is only plastered internal! *.

•  Th^ costs are set into the ground as above. Saplings are fixed to the 
posts and run in g re a th o o p s p s ra lle lto th e g ro u n d a b o u tth e in n e ra n d  
out-'r perimeters of the wall. The cavity thus form ed is filled w ith  either 
rubble, stone or packed earth. The wall can then be e ither to ta lly  
f lastered w ith daga or on ly plastered internally.

•  M ajor" or structural posts supporting  the roof structure are set at 
approxim ate ly 600 mm a: ).i_; the circum ference of the wall. "M ino r" or 
ncn-s tructu ra l posts are placed in between the major posts at 
approxim ate ly 150 mm spacing. Saplings are then closely woven Figure68 unit 12. 
between the uprights and parallel to the ground The "basket" frame
thus provided is finished w ith a coat of earth and daga. usually only 
internally

Two m ajor but purely localized variations on the standard cone on 
cy linder were recorded, both in the Tugela Ferry d is tric t. In the one case 
the eaves line was relatively low  and in order to give the doorw ay more 
head room the thatch was raised into what can best be described as the 
kind o ‘ roof line that would be achieved by tha tch ing  over a dorm er 
w indow. In the second case, broad packed-earth panels were form ed on 
either side of the door and were then painted w ith a red, white and green 
chevron pattern — an usage h igh ly  unusual in Zu lu  arch itecture but 
probably ascrifcable to the interest shown by the eldest son of the fam ily in 
thp Sotho highveld wall decoration he had come in to  contact w ith as a 
m igrant labourer in the Transvaal.

1 wo roof variations were recorded. In the first, near Mfume. a group of 
rone  o i  cylinders, although constructed in the norm al manner, had roofs 
which we re cladded over with galvanized iron, expanded oil tins and metal 
^overtism g sheets obviously plundered off the sides o f a Johannesburg
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bus shelter. Externally the roofs were painted pink and red.

Figure 67

Figure 71 b

Figure 71 C.

Figure 71 d.

The second and more im portant variation was recorded in the Nagle Dam 
area near P ieterm aritzburg. A house whose construction  was standard in 
every way for the area, was however of such diam eter as to necessitate the 
trussing of the roof beams in add ition  to the in troduc tion  o f a central 
supporting post. It was also o f interest to note that in the same area, 
corrugated iron sheets were being used in the eaves of conica i roofs. The 
position ing of these sheets d id  not seem to be related to e ither doorway 
position or house orienta tion  nor did they appear to be fu lfillin g  a 
functiona l purpose in the roof's structure  or cladding. Enquiries on this 
point seemed to confirm  the theory that this was a display of opulence and 
prestige and that once enough sheets had been acquired then the coneon 
cy linder dw elling would be replaced by "a modern house".

Lebowa

Relatively few cone on cy linder structures were recorded in this region 
and even fewer were functiona l as residentia l quarters. In the main the 
fam ily settlem ent consisted of one, two or three cone on cube structures 
clustered about a central square court which in iis turn gave onto  a smaller 
cooKing court. The cone on cy linder in the group usually was sited off the 
cooking court and served as a kitchen.

C onstruction  of the walls was by means o f sun-dried earth bricks laid in 
earth mo ;ar in to  a m ono lith ic  load-bearing wall. The tim ber roof frame 
was then laid on the cy linder thus form ed and thatched from  the eaves 
upwards w ith  the grass bundles being placed seed-end up.

Qwa Qwa

Two house form s were recorded. In the firs t case the doorw ay was 
extended outw ard  by some 400 mm with an arch being brought over the 
whole. The door itself remained at the level of the perim eter thus being 
shielded to a certa i.i extent by the p ro trud ing nibs thus form ed. A d irect 
re la tionship could thus be drawn between this dw elling and the beehive 
house form s recorded am ongst the Sotho '-om  the early e ighteenth 
century and described in an earlier chapter.

The other form  recorded was essentia lly a b . cone on cy linder but 
which had in many cases been em bellished by form ing tw o broad earth 
plaster panels on e ithei side of the door and a sim ilar surround to the 
w indow  openings. The floo r had in some cases been raised by as much as 
a fu ll 1,000 m thus necessitating the use o f the external steps.

Wall construction  am ongst the Sotho is m ostly in the way of stone bonded
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•  The tim ber fram ed cavity wall which can use either stone, rubble or 
earth as in fill, the whole then being plastered over in ternally and 
externa lly  w ith daga.

•  M ono lith ic, load-bearing walls of sun-dried earth bricks sim ilarly 
plastered over w ith  daga as a finish. In such cases, the walls are 
th ickened towards the base and given a buttressed appearance in 
order to take the lateral thrust of the con ical roof.

•  In the d is tric t of Herschel, cone on cy linder form s were recorded ou ilt 
in the dressed stone trad ition  of the Sotho. It is not however known 
w hether th is is the d irect result of in fluence from  Lesotho to the north 
or the im port of fore ign bu ild ing m ethods gained from m issionaries 
w hich come in to  this area towards the m id-nineteenth century.

Venda

The Venda today still bu ild  the ir dw ellings almost exclusive ly in the form  of 
a cone on cy linder many w ith  a verandah extending about the full 
perim eter of the house It would be alm ost im possible to give fu ll justice to 
the richness of the housing found in th is region in the one short chapter set 
aside fo r it. For the sake of s im p lification  the re fo re we can break up the 
Venda house form  into four basic types.

•  The standard cone on cy linaer com m on to most of Southern A frica 
uses of £ fu ll range of w indow  types and sizes and the construction  
m ethods are able to cope w ith  the problem s of in troduc ing  a lintel into 
a c ircu lar wall surface.

•  The cone on cy linder verandah house where the roof load is taken up 
by the drum  wall as well as the verandah posts. Few sizeable w indows 
were recorded in this type.

•  An extension of th is verandan house is the type which was trad itiona lly  
bu ilt fo r ch iefs of the land. In th is form  the vennda h  was enclosed fo ra  
fu ll tn rd to a half of the perim eter to the rear o f the dwelling by a wall 
which rose to and encloses the eaves This closed area was divided 
into tw o by an in te rio r wall and doorways were Dlaced at either end of 
the verandah, the rooms thus form ed being useo either by the ch ie f s 
attendants or as storage The verandah itself was enclosed by a half 
height wall runn ing the external perim eter of the hous»v The hut roof 
wou ld  be plastered over in ternally and painted in bright concentric 
patterns. This house type is cu rren tly  on ly known to us from historical 
reco rds and reconstructions

Figure 73 b

Figure 73 e

Figure 73 d.

Figure 112 b.
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a. Reconstruction of cone-on-cylinder dwelling:
Khami Hill, Zimbabwe (after W.ilton, African ViHaat 
1956).

b. Dwelling district of Hetschel, Transkei.
c. Dwelling: Mount Fietcher. Transkei 
a Dwelling Makuya, Venda
e Dwelling: Vhufuli. Venda
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•  The kitchen hut has. in a larger form  currently  also bee~ recorded as 
an animal (goat) pen. This is essentia lly a verandah house but the 
interna l load-bearing drum has largely been done away w ith leaving 
behind on ly some four or e ight freestand ing  post supports. The root is 
carried at the eaves by a series of posts set at the house perim eter and 
bu ilt into a wall b rought e ither half o r fu ll eaves height.

Perhaps of greater s ign ificance has been the transition tnat Venda 
architecture has undergone since legislation placed a curb on the use of the 
mopane tree in the region. T rad itiona ily  the Venda made extensive use of 
the mopane tree in the ir house construction both in their house walls and 
roof structures. However the danger of seriously deforestatm g ihe region, 
especially the more densely populated south, forced the home bu ilder to 
seek new bu ild ing  materials. He found it in the packed-earth brick 
construction w hich may either be used sun-dried or better, k iln -fired  Kiln 
firing  is done by taking the one thousand-odd bricks required for bu ild ing 
a one-room ed structure, after they have been sun-dried for 7-10 days and 
stacking them into large oven-like structures leaving a tunnel at the bottom 
for firing . The whole bulky structure is plastered over w ith earth to plug all 
possible escape holes, reeds and grass are piled over the top and the sides 
to retain as much of the heat as possible and once the tunnel has been 
filled w ith  tim ber, it is then fired and kept fired for three days The kiln is 
allowed to cool and is then broken up, the bricks then being ready for us. 
The change to th is new mode of construction is not yet total nor has it been 
painless as w itnessed by events when, after a to rrentia l ram, a num ber of 
houses, built e ither v- *h no foundations o r out of green or unfired bricks 
crum ble and slide oown on the n lls id r ->f Venda.

This chapter has seen a rapid and very generalized su r/ey  of the numerous 
regional variants of the cone on cylinder house form Of necessity and for 
brevity's sake only the inform ation deer ed most im portant to th is theme 
was included a n j a large num ber of variant house forms h?.j thus to be 
grouped into more general categories.

Kicharri Tshivase (personal 
communication).
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CHAPTER 10: SQUARES, HEXAGCNS AND OCTAGONS

A lthough the cone on cy linder is currently  the most w idely built house 
form  in Southern Africa, we find that in the context of a modern society, the 
c ircu la r floor plan presents considerable problem s to the inhabitant in 
terms of furn ishing the interior. In a society where mass produced furniture 
and fittings  are based on the stra ight line and the 90° angle, the curved wall 
creates too many awkward corners and wasted spaces for it to be fu lly  
e ffic ient. Therefore rural architecture, being the practical expression of a 
people's physical needs that it is, must set about excising wasted space 
and increasing tne j : ' ity of the house's in terio r to respond more w illing ly  
to the demands of a new generation of rural inhabitants — a generation 
who on the one hand find the ir aspirations fired by increasing urbanization 
and bettar education and on the other are no longer prepared to sleep on a 
cow -dung floo r and now actively seek the com forts available of a 
consum er society.

A lthough rural a rchitecture  is an architecture  highly responsive to 
changing econom ic, techno log ica l and social c ircum stances, it is also 
genera lly the arch itectu .e  of societies dom inated by trad itiona l values and 
cu lture. T ra d itio n ss re n o t easily cast o ff and w hilst rural society may find  it 
desirable to brir.g change to its dw elling form s in order to  meet up to 
changing circum stances, the forces of trad ition dictate that the changes 
be neither sudden nor radical. Thus we find  that a lthough tne rural 
dw elling begins to make concessions to the demands of modern 
furn ish ing, it is unw illing  to make radical departures from  the basic 
trad itiona l house form.

The unw illingness to im plem ent too radical a change in the house form 
also stems from the very structure  of rural society and the role that home- 
bu ild ing  plays w ith in  it. In such a society th e te ch n o lo g yo f construction is 
learnt as part of the general education undergone by every member of that 
society. An awareness of bu ild ing  percolates to  v irtua lly every strata of 
rura l life and cuts across lines of sex, age and social status, and even when 
specialised builders do arise, the average house holder and his fam ily have
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T lW ftE iiC O U JIA N S  "io 'u icu A K E  U L T IW li.rE .LY  TO O C . W  T14E. R O O F A R E  
S E T  INTO TU£_ce.O L)NO  AT \ 2 0 0  -  IN T E R V A L S  N UN IT  15 A R E E D  S C R E E N  
L & .0  VEJ2.T iCA.LLy iS  S A N D W IC H E D  S E .TU E E .N  TIOO SE.T5 OF S A ^ L IN C S  
LA ID  AT TW ETOP £ *  AT TVlE COTTONA O f TUeTPANE.L Ct PG OTRJJO ING  O N  
C ir U E R  £>>D£. TH E LOHOIE. >6 TH EN  S E C U R E D  TO THE. T lM fc E R  POSTS. O  
F ARTV. P A O O N G  Hi D A C A  O IA S T E -R  15 A P P L IE D  O N  SOTW ±> 'D E S  \N  U N tT  
Ife MON- uDAO &  E A R IN G  POST AT ZOO™™ IN T E R V A L S  ARE. PLACED >NTO 
1UL C,'HDUND & E .U ,J t£ JM  C O L U M N S  S A P L 'N G S  A R E . TWE.N L)OVE-N 
H O R IZ O N TA LLY  bE-TU)EE>J TME. UPRIGHTS TCDS C R E A T IN G  A T n M fc E R  
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&OTH S ID E S  iN SbOT^ C A S E S  ROOF SEAKAS AR E.&R O U C W T R A D \A ,L L \  TO A 
C L N T R A L  CROOJN TU E  THATCH GOVE.R IS  A P P L IE D  S E E D  -E N D  OOLON »N 
U H 'T  15 eJ iN U N IT  16 THE-THATCH S O N D LE S > ARE- L A ID  S E E D  EJND OO 
t i  IM M ED IATELY 5 E I0 N  O O U JN TH U S G IV IN G  THE. E O O F  A S W IN G L E D  
L A Y E R E D  A P P E A R A N C E - .
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