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Figure 20.

CHAPTER 4:

A HISTORICAL DCVELOPMENT

The word “Genealogy' is usually used to imply two things: the passing of
time and the genetic relationship, between members of the saine family in
the case of this study, the use of such a word is probably misleading and
incorrect. For one thing it implies the existence of a direct descendency
from one house type to the next and the concept of having papa houses,
mamma houses and baby houses is patently absurd. Also many differen:
“generations” of house ty. es may often be found smugly side by side
within the same settlement thus negating any “passage of time" that a
“genealogy” may wish to suggest.

On the oth r hand field research has shown that, within tha stages of
developm 2nt described in the previous chaptler, it is possible te prove that
most house types falling within the same stage are patently adaptaiions of
the same basic form and that, taking into consideration structural,
technological and constructional factors, we can show that one type
signifies an improvement upon another “previous” type. To ignore this
kind of relationship within such a study would be to reduce its import
entirely and hence it becomes necessary to invent a model which would
explain these complex relationships. Also although the element of time is
not necessarily intended, research has shown that a number of house
types which we know to have existed one hundred, fifty or even twe nty
years ago are no longer found in the rural vernacular and thus < ¢
element of time should be implied in our moael.

The model of a “genealogy’ springs to mind almost immediately for
despite its obvious shortcomings it does expiain in fairly simple terms .he
hierarchical developr.ient of the house types involved in this research.
What it does not explain is the evolution from the one developmental stage
to the next but it is hoped that this will be done in the course of the detailed
study itself. Thus perhaps we should do away wi‘h the misleading term
“genealogy” altogether and cail it an “Historica Development”.

19




Ve

SR N P

IS T

JTTTTIR | [

T s

e e

emocesry
i
e ' T S—

W W AAEEAE - G IR 2 el
— | [ | | - [, Ll | | SN | |eA !
LA e g S J |  Seenva | Stewe Dome | | Basive Dome e on e on Cong on | Cone on G Winoe Qaoedt W jor Ddoect wighwe Oraam
Sretur S Dwaings | Dashnrs 1| lahn Crum Ln Weroe mam | wnder | | wnas l dodar ll | | o dpea o vopat L Nousa Dot b,

PRE “iiISTORIC

BEENIVE DWELLING (ONICAL ROOF '

RIDGED ROCF

ONTERORARY 1|

20

Historical development of the rural house form.




TR e N
.

B e L A

Such an historical development shouid be seen therefore as explaining
partly the links that exist between house types, but perhaps more
important, serving to outline the growth in building technoiogy, the
increased space demands ‘hat our rural inhabitants are making of their
own dwellings and the increasing sophistication of these demands. Also
such a chart can serve as a pointer to the future to those who wish to
harness rura! architecture as a means of solving our growing housing
shortage.

In the previous chapter, the development of the house form was described
in terms of broad "stages”. In amore detailed sense however, matters were
not as s'mplistic as this cutline may lead us to believe. For one thing
structure did not evolve from one stage to the next as a matter of course or
because any one person or group of people decided it shouid. Subtle
changes were made as the house structure and form responded to
environmental, social, economic and technological pressures. Some
stages of development wouid not have occured without certain
technological innovations which made change possible.

On the other hand as rural society abandoned its early nomadic life style
and became increasingly sedentary, it was only natural that it should
abandon the beehive hut, cone or dome, for something more permanent
and solid.

A comparative study and analysis of the recorded house forms reveals that
most if not all fall within the bounds of nine different and definable
categories — all but the first two still being ciunstructed in modern times.
However, with the increasing spread of modern materials and greater
semi-urban concentrations at least another three are in danger of
extinction in all but the remotest of rural areas.
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i Prehistoric dwellings in Southern Africa may be said to fall into three
major categories:

: a. Crude shelter: this will be dealt with more fully in the chapter dealing
1 with the temporary hut.

b. Cave shelters: little if any development of this genre occurred in this
country and certainly it has neverreached the high levels of adaptation
achieved in parts of North America anJy Europe. What little did occur
may be found mostly in the mountainous regions of Lesotho. They are
not however considerad of major import to this study, being merely a
peripheral development of a very localized regional nature.

Stone and Iron Age settlements: these are presently the subject of
much specialized research by archaeologists who with the aid of
radiocarben dating techniques have been able to identify com-
1 : munities with a wide variety of social and economic patterns extending
i back in time over more than 1500 years. This study being primarily an
' architectural one can only hope to have a general awareness of such
developments and then only when data uncovered by archaeologists
bears directly upon matters architectural.

RN PR

It is this last category which has a direct bearing upon us as architects and
our interest lies in two major developments: the corbelled stone hut and

the bilobial dwelling.

The corbelled storie hut

Although white travellers had crossed the Orange River at various times
during the eighteenth century, our first written accounts of the areas today
known as the Northern Cape and the Orange Free State only date back to
the early 1800's. Various mentions are made of ruined stone villages and
deserted habitations in the accounts of explorers and missionaries but no
real interest was taken in these until 1925 when the first archaeclogical
studies began to be undertaken.
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Figure 23

Walton “African Village" 1956.

Figure 24 d.
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What can be established however is that in 1846 Arbousset and Daumas
traveiling through the present-day northern O.F.S. encountered
numerous stonevillages, some still inhabited but the vast majority recently
abandoned, often with signs of strife. Accounts by other travellers indicate
that no stone building tradition existed among the then residents of these
structures leading to the conclusion that the building had been done well
before the end of the eighteenth century. it is however generally accepted
in archaeological circles today that these stone structures were the work
of the Sotho-Tswana peoples. The work of Walton in Lesotho indicated
that stone building was stili practiced by the Sotho as late as the 1850Q's
although the house types he recorded are vastly different from the
corbelled stone huts presently under discussion.

Perhaps in describing the corbelled hut form it would be best to quote
directly fron1 one of the pioneer researchers in this field, James Walton,

who in his "Early Ghoya Settlement” (1965) said:

“The most interesting features of these settlements are the huts
themselves, which are corbelled stone beehives buiit from
boulders of spheroidal dolerite or untrimmed blocks of
sandstone. Some of these (huts) are very small having an
internal diameter of from five to seven feet (1,500 to 2,100

23
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Figures 24 a. b. ¢

Michael Taylor (personal
communication)

Campbell “Travels in South Africa”
1813

Figure 35

Burchell “Travels in the Interior of
Southern Africa" 1822.

metres) and an internal height of about four feet (1,200), with the
result that many visitors have found it hard to believe that such
huts could ever have served as dwellings. The wal's curve
inwards until an opening, up to eighteen inches (450mm) in
diameter, is left at the top and this is ciosed by asingle large flat
slabon which amass of rubble was piled. The entrance is asmall
opening, not more than two feet high (600 mm) and one foot six
inches wide (450 mm), which was closed by a flat stone siab
pulled into position from the inside".

Walton then goes ahead to describe other types of huts whose maximum
size does not seem to have exceeded a 2,700 diameter ana an 1,800
internal height, this limit being set by the building technology rather than
the residents space requirements.

The bilobial dwelling

The bilobial house represents a highly sophisticated concept in household
organisation and ittakes into accountthe special relationships wnich exist
between the family's semi-private and private areas and the settiement's
common zones. Originally the layout plan took the form of two horn-
shaped enclosures (lobes) facing each other with the hut or house being
located at the point of conjunction of the two. Access was through the
fore-lobe which was usually defined by a lcw stone and daga kerb which
supnorted a reed or grass screen. This was the semi-public, semi-private
space which although visibly accessible, nevertheless constituted a
definite territcrial statement and entry was probably subject to invitation
or social taboos. Beyond this was the dwelling which served as the
enclosed private area to the family. The rear court or lobe was accessible
either through a doorway at the rear ofthe hut orthrough an entry set at its
side. The rear lobe was defined by a dry stone wall some 1,500 m in height
which being visually inaccessible, provided the family with an external
private area. The fore-lobe not only served as an entry point to the bilobial
unit but also provided a connection between the communal space of the
settiement and the privacy of the famiiy unit,

It is a matter of conjecture as to what the actual form was which was taken
by earliest bilobial houses. A painting by Campbell early in the 1800's
seems to indicate that it consisted of a beehive cone capped by yet another
conical roof over it, both sharing the same apex. This cenical roof much of
the same form as that found on later cone-on-cylinder dwellings was then
supported around its perimeter by means of free-standing posts which
thus helped to form a wide eaves or verandah about the main house
structure. However Burchell in 1812 recorded that the dwellings were in
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the form of a cone-on-cylinder with the eaves being extended all round to
create a verandah. As very little other picterial or written records have
come down to us from these early days its seems unlikely that this matter
will every be satisfactorily resolved.

The spiral settlements associated with this type of dwelling will be
discussed in a later chapter. However bilobial organization of living space
has been recorded in conjunction with various different house types right
down to present day rural society.

Although the bilobial dwelling is usually associated with the Tswana
peoples, this house type seems to have reached its highest point of
development amongst the Ndebele who have refined the territorial
statement to a point where up to seven different layers have been recorded
external to the house alone. This has been done by means of low daga
kerbs and boundary walls which increase in height as the settlement
communal area is left behind and the househcld semi-private and private
zones are approached. The house itself can have one or two separate
private areas and the rear courtyard is approached from the side of the
house. Sometimes this can lead to further courtyards some of which are
utilised as animal enclosures and others in their turn serve subsidiary
dwelling units associated to the main unit.

The major difference which can be said to exist between the Tswana and
the Ndebele bilobial is that while the former sets out to outline a territorial
imp<erative, the iatter clearly sets out to impress. It is a matter of debate
how the Ndebele have come to adopt a spacial living arrangement so
typical of another people when they are generally accepted by
anthropologists as being an Nguni group who immigrated into the
Transvaal as late as the Difaqane years of the last century. One theory
which may be put forward is that as is the case of many other immigrant
examples, they mav have sought to biend in with their Tswana neighbours
as speedily as possible and thus have over-compensated in adopting a
hierarchy of living spaces which are typically non-Nguni. Again this is a
question which is unlikely to ever be fully resolved.
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Pater Johnson (personal
communication).

Walton “African Village" 1958

Backhouse “A narrative of a visit to
the Mauritius and South Africa’
1844

Daniell "African Scenery and
Animals” 1820

Figure 28

Barrow “Travels in the Wi'ds of
Africa 1834-1836" 1971

CHAPTER 6: THE TEMPORARY HUT

The temporary hut has played a very real and important role in vernacular
architecture's repertoire of house types beginning in prehistoric times
when African man followed the giant game herds and subsisted on a
hunting economy through to the present day with its more sedentary rural
agrarian society.

Because it is in the nature of atemporary hut to be — wel!, temponrary, we
can only surmise as to the form taken by the early shelters of African man.
A comparison that does spring to mind is that of the Hlubi herdsmen and
boys who, being entrusted with their settiement’s cattle, are forced to lead
a nomadic life, always keeping on the move following the seasonal rains
and availability of fresh grazing. Like the nomadic hunter before them they
too have to follow the demands of a herd and thus are unlikely to be able to
remain in any one particular place for more than a few weeks atatime. The
Hlubi shelter consists of little more than a few branches and saplings set in
acircle and bent to a central apex. A coating of mud and cow dung is then
applied to finish the structure. It is not unreasonable to believe that the
nomadic hunter of yore may have build his home in a similar fashion.
Similar structures have been recorded amongst the Bushmen (circa 1825)
and by Walton amongst the Sotho in or about the 1950's.

Another form of temporary structure but of somewhat better cons.ruction
and indicative of a more organized society was recorded during the last
century amongst the Bushmen by such varied sources as Backhouse
(1839) and his contemporary, Samuel Daniell. These shelters consisted of
Khoisan matting which was presumably endowed with a certain amount of
stiffness and was arched between two posts set into the ground, thus
providing what can only be described as an open-ended tunnel. According
to Daniell's record, another similar mat was then stood in a half-arch as an
alcove at one end of the tunne!, thus providing the shelter with a certain
amount of privacy and shielding it fr .n the elements. Backhouse's record
shows that these "alcoves” need not be erected at the rear of the sheiter
but stood alone and were tilted at a slight angle forward. The Khoisan
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matting shelter could be rolled up the next morning and erected that night
at the site of the next bivouac.

The temporary structures of the Bushmen are related, in a way, to those of
the Hottentots in that the latter's were also fully demountable and could be
erected at night after a day's trek. However their beehive form places them
in a category in their own right and will therefore be deait with in sub-
sequent chapters.

Temporary structures however are not the exclusive domain of nomadic
societies. Even where a group has achievea a relatively stable and
sedeniary existence with an economy which is orientated towards
agriculture, we find that the temporary hut either still is or was used until
comparatively recent times. Such structures are usually associated with
the taboos and customs of rural society and as such are linked with such
transitionary stages of iife as initiatior, courtship and death.

Special initiation lodges are known to be built among at least two of
Southern Africa's groups: the Xhosa and the Venda. Although research
towards this study has not as yet yielded first hand eidence of the form
taken by the Xhosa initiation lodge, published pictorial records by other
sources tends to indicate that the building is 'n the form of the traditional
Xhosa beehive dome, a house type which does not seem to have
commonly been built in the Transkei for a number of years.
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“Bosjesmans frying L.ocusts":
Samuel Daniell (African Scenery
and Animals 1804-1805, 1820).

Duggan-Cronin, "The Bantu Tribes
of South Africa — The Xhosa and
Thembu" 1939.




a. Zulu courting hut: Bergville
district.

b. Detail of doorway.

c. View of interior.
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Amcngst the Venda however there seems to be little difference between
the form of the initiation lodge and that of ordinary houses, save in the case
of one vital detail: the lodge has two doors, one at either end, instead of the
customary ore. The reason for this is one of ritual for whilst during the
period of training the young initiate is expected to use the one door only, at
his graduation as a young adult he will leave by the second door, thus
symbolizing transition into «:dult life. In both Xhosa and Venda cases, the
lodges are burnt to the ground once their function has been fulfilled and
are rebuilt afresh when a new batch of youths requiring initiation comes of
age.

The rites and taboos of courtship vary greatly from group to group in
Southern Africa. In some cases premarital sexual contact between young
adults is strictly prohibited whilstin some othersitis accepted and actually
facilitated. The Zulu can probabiy be said to fall into this latter group
although they have developed a strict code of conduct which does not
allow for the sexua! act to be consummated. They co however allow for
courting couples to spend the night together and facilitate this by bui'ding
a special house or hut which is then setaside for the special use. One such
house was recorded in the Bergville district of KwaZulu. It was an almost
perfect miniature of the traditional beehive dome being only some 3,300 m*
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Fourie "The Bushmen of SW A
and Vedder "The Nama" both "The
Native Tribes of SW A ' 1923 Cape

Times.

Figures 30 a. b ¢ d.

in diameter instead of the usual 5,000 m to 6,000 m and having no central
cooking hearth nor the usual twin posts which carry the structure's
supporting trellis. Significantly it was sited on the outskirts of asettlement
grouping of some fifteen house units, none of the others being in the
traditional beehive form.

Rural society generally also has alarge number of taboos associatou with
death. In the course of field research towsrds this study, evidence of such
| hoos has emerged in such disparate are? as the Ciskei, Transkei and
" jphuthat ;wana. all in the form of deserted, abandoned and crumbling
ruins of houses whose owners died within their walls. Although no special
brief has been made in the study oi a subject which quite clearly is more
within the province of anthropologists than of architects, u is relevant to
note that amongst theBushme'~ acomp'ete settlement may be ab”'idonea
because a death has taken place whilst the Hottentots are known to have
erected special temporary huts to accommodate their dying to prevent
their death from contaminating a valuable house unit. Where the il
subsequent y recovered their health, they were then moved back into their
own houses.

The temporary nut ha? also emerged in recent times as a structure whose
very existence has been necessitated by economic factors. Such
structures have been recorded largely in the areas of the Northern Cape to
the north and west of Mafikeny although one very similar type was
recorded in eastern Lebowa, some 650 km away. They are essentially lean-
to buildings consisting of two major tin her supports approximately 4,000 m
apart bridged by atimber beam at a height of some 2,000 m. Sheets of IBF'
are then leant against this timter frame from either side ana the structure
is braced by the two end-walls, one of which includes adoorway opening

This results in a house form which is triangular in its front and rear
elevations. The functions of such a temporary hut can be many. In one
example recorded the owner was ayoung man who wished to break away
from his parents' home and create a household of his own. Unfortunately
he worked in Kimbeiley and had 'ittle time to build hirnssif a more
substantial home In another example, ayoung Ts vana man had inherited
his father s house in which he now resided His young oride lived in such a
temporary hut while she waited for her husband to build her her own
separate house. In yet a third example, a young maried couple lived
together in atemporary nut whilst they both built a more substantial home
alongside it and saved up for such luxuries as steel window frames and a
timber door. In each case the mtertior. was to ultimately demolish the
temporary struc’ure and cannibalize its more valuable materials
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