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A D S TR A C T

The Sou the rn  A fr ican  rural house fo rm  has over the yea 's  been sub jec ted  
to a n um be r  o f  pressures of a cu ltu ra l  and techno lo g ica l  nature. These 
have resu lted  in its e vo lu t ion  th ro u g h  a num be r  of stages usua lly  also 
invo lv ing  the in t ro du c t ion  of new mater ia ls  and the deve lopm ent of new 
bu i ld ing  te c h n o lo g y  The l inks in evo lu t on w h ich  exist between the one  
fo rm  and the next a n  d iscussed.

The spec ia l role p la, ’ d by the ' found ' and natura l materia l in 'watt le  and 
daub' and trad it iona l natch co ns truc t io n  is stressed as, when n  the case 
of some m odern  squa; ?r sett lements, those  b u i ld ing  mater ia ls  cease to be 
availab le and substi tu te , have to be found.

Evo lu t ion  and change  in ve rnacu la r  a rch itec tu re  have a lso invo lved the 
e lements of wall deco ra t ion , socia l and cu ltu ra l values and the role of the 
house fo rm  w ith in  the env ironm ent.  The various types of rural se tt lem ent 
patterns invo lv ing  the househo ld  un it  and the c o m m u n ity  as a w ho le  are 
analyzed in both  the ir  t rad i t iona l and m odern  contex ts

The f ina l conc lus ion  a rr ived  at is that a lthough  rural ve rnacu la r  
a rch itec tu re  as a w ho le  is a th reatened e lem ent o f ou r  env ironm ent,  its 
co n t in ue d  ex is tence m ay u lt im a te ly  be guaranteed  by the e c o n o m ic  
necessity of im p lem en t ing  lo w - te c h n o lo g y  se lf-he lp  hous ing  pro jects.
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IN T R O D U C T IO N

The rough  aesthet ics  of ve rnacu la r  a rch itec tu re  have long held a 
fasc ina t ion  fo r m odern  man. The subu rban  dw e l le r  o f  today has. in the 
search fo r  rural roots and his lost innocence, bo r ro w ed  some or tne 
ve rnacu la r  e lem ents  o f  ear l ie r t imes ana app lied  them  to his dwe ll ings . 
U n fo r tun a te ly  in m any cases, in the process he has also s tr ipped  them  of 
the ir  o r ig ina l fu nc t io n  and in ten t and reduced them  tc decora tive  patterns 
and m otifs  w h ich  are bu t a travesty of the ir  o r ig ina l.

Th is  s tudy  does not seek to preach fo r  in teg r ity  in the use of m ater ia ls  nor, 
indeed, to  re-estab lish  m odern  m an's lost m nocence. This is a record  
p r im ar i ly  of the house fo rm s and bu i ld ing  m ethods  o f Sou the rn  A fr ica 's  
b lack rural peopies and the  r ichness and variety achieved from reg ion  to 
region, from  cu ltu re  to  cu ltu re  and indeed, f rom  person  to person. If there  
is a m oral then it is inheren t in the sub ject m atter  and the fact that 
a rch itec tu re  w i th o u t  a rch itec ts  is no t on ly  possib le  bu t is p rac t iced  as an 
everyday o c cu rre nce  by o rd in a ry  people  as part o f the ir  o rd ina ry  l ife The  
e xc lus ion  o f the w h ite  rural ve rnacu la r  from  th is s tudy is de libera te . 
A l th o u g h  inev itab ly  cu ltu ra l  c ross -po l l in a t io n  has occu r re d  between the  
two g roups, the a rch i;ec tu re  o f the latter represents  a to ta lly  d if fe ren t 
s tage o f e con om ic  and te chn o lo g ica l deve lopm ent and there fo re  shou ld  
be cons ide red  as a separate fie ld  o f re s ta rc h  and study.

The genera t ing  fo rce  beh ind  rural a rch itec tu re  is the need for cheap 
durab le  shelter. This is true  fo r  all a rch itec tu re  but in a w o r !d where  2 000 
new dw e l l ings  are requ ired  every day in o rder to house the p op u la t ion  
g row th  of the co n t in en t  of A fr ica  a lone  th is  need becom es p a r t icu la r ly  
pert inent A t th is level the ques t ion  o f shelter becom es one of resources 
and how to op t im ize  them. C oun tr ies  w ith  deve lop ing  econom ies  are 
usua lly  unable  • a ffo rd  vast hous ing  budgets. U n fo r tuna te ly  they are also 
the ones w ith  , most p ress ing  hous ing  problems.

In th is l ight, rural, o r  to g ive it a m ore updated  name, "se l f -he lp "  
a rch itec tu re  gam s new  s ign if icance  and im port.  Perhaps one so lu t ion  to
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the w or ld 's  hous ing  shor tage  lies in the harness ing  o f the  trem endous  
energy  in h e ie n t  in rural bu i ld ing . Ferhaps the answ er does not en ’ ire ly  lie 
in low te c h n o lo g y  c o ns truc t io n ,  but in a m arriage between trad it iona l 
b u i ld ing  m e thods  and an adap ta t ion  o f m odern  bu i ld ing  materia ls. This 
s tudy  seeks to b ring abou t an und e ,s tan d in g  of t rad i t ion a l bu i ld ing  
systems and the house fo rm s  they have generated.

Figure 4 This s tudy  was co nd uc te d  in the fo rm  o f f ie ld - t r ip s  and sought a balance 
between w ha t are o f f ic ia l ly  regarded as w h ite  farm lands and b lack 
"h o m e la n d " areas. Due to personal p rob lem s  it was not poss ib le  to  travel 
and hence c o n d u c t  research in the n e igh b o u r in g  states of Swaziland, 
Leso tho  and Botswana. D if fe ren t ia t ion  was drawn between sem i-u rban  
co n g lo m e ra t io n s  such as S i lw erk ran tz  (Bophu tha tsw ana) and B ushbuck -  
r idge  (G azanku lu )  w h ich  are how ever essen tia l ly  rural in charac te r  and 
such subu rban  areas as Edendale  (P ie te rm aritzburg ) and M alukazi 
(Durban)  w h ich  com e under the con»rol c f m un ic ipa l boards. A specia l 
chap te r  has how ever been inc luded  on tfu? sub ject of u rban squatte r  
se tt lem ents
R eco rd ing  of a rch itec tu ra l  exam ples was co nd uc te d  by means of site 
visits. W here deemed necessary  paced m easurem ents  were taken, but 
genera l ly  o n ly  rough  p lans of se tt lem ent layouts were nade supported  
extens ive ly  by p ho tog rap hs  W he ie  poss ib le  a deta iled  ana lys is  o f the 
bu i ld ing  m e thods  e rn r  ' was made with specia l a tten t ion  to the 
trea tm ent o '  s tr i-^**• e de ta i l ing  of water-sens it ive  points. The
survey was fo rt ..  a respect in that m uch  o f the f ie ld  w ork
co in c ide d  w ith  the (Ucal b u i idm g  seasor. and in m any  cases actual 
r .on truc t iona l m etnods  were  recorded  at f irst hand. The poo r  m a in tenance  
of som e d w e l l in gs  ^Iso y ie lded  va luab le  c lues as to  the m ethods  of 
co n s tru c t io n  used

A lth o u g h  the s tudy  of rural se tt lem ent patterns was never part o f the brief, 
a ch ap te r  on the  layout o f c o m m u n ity  and hom estead has been inc luded  in 
o rder to set the  bu i ld ings  in to  the ir  context. Th is  how ever o n ly  a ims at 
p rov id ing  an o u t l ine  and does not w ish  to be defin it ive

The substan t ive  pan  of tn is p ub lica t ion  was subm it ted  as a d isserta t ion  to 
the Facu lty  of A rch itec tu re  Univers ity  o f the W itwatersrand, Johannesburg  
tow ards  the degree o ’ M as ie r  of A rch itec tu re ,  in O c to b e r  1980.

FR AN C O  FRESCL'PA Johannesburg , O c to b e r  1980
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C H APTER  1 : * A  G E N E R AL LO O K  AT VE R NACU LAR  A R C H IT r£C T U R .i

One of tKe t r u i 'm s  o f ;’ 'c h i te c tu re  i that the design of any one par t icu la r  
nu i ldm g  will  be j u b j j c t  to any num ber of variab le  factors any one o f w h ich  
may rad ica l ly  in f luence  the  final aesthetic  of the design This has been 
som ewhat ne«, i te d  in recent t imes s ince the incep t ion  o f what we regard 
today as the "M o de rn  M ovem ent ' and ou r  u rban p reoccupa t ion  w ith  h igh 
rice co n s tru c t io n  w h ich , on the one hand, has led to the absurd  transp lan t 
of C orbe -hke  s truc tu res  in to  Th ird  W orld  s u r ro jn d s .  and ori the o the r  has 
created anonym ous , faceless c it ies ind is t ingu ishab le  from  each o the r  and 
g iv ing  rise to M cL u h ^n 's  rem ark abou t "the  g loba l v i l lage".

When d iscuss ing  S ou the rn  A fr ica 's  rural vernacu lar how ever we see that 
the oppos ite  is true Because of its in tense ly  personal nature, rural 
a rch itec tu re  has taken the tru ism  to an exten t wh<ch is a lm ost tota l. The 
final house fo rm  may u lt im ate ly  be in f luenced  by any one of the variables 
associated w ith  cu lture , local trad it ion , language, ava i lab il i ty  of materials, 
mater ia l ism , m o d e m  in f luences, asp ira t.ons finance, socia l g roup ings , 
b u ' ld m g  m othoos, S'te and aspect. If we were to add to  th is  deco ra t ion  and 
cersona l cho ice  we can see tha: the num be r  o f pe rm u ta t ions  poss ib le  is 
a lm ost in f in ite  and that fo r  the purposes of s tudy  and reco rd ing  the task 
well n igh  im poss ib le

Fortuna te ly  w it . i in  th is  range o f  variab les we are able to d iscover  a series of 
c o m m on  denom ina to rs ,  t h c 'e  of house form , s truc tu re  and co ns truc t io n  
w h ich , once  ra tiona lized, can show  if not a deve lopm ent of the house fo rm  
itself, at the very least a deve lopm ent in the chan g ing  use of the house, and 
the increas ing  Jemands that ou r  rural peop le  are m ak ing  of the ir  own 
dw e ll ing  space. Thus if any m a jo r them e were to  em erge f rom  th is s tudy  it 
must u nd ou b ted ly  deal w ith  C hange  and A dap ta t ion ".

This s tudv  however does not s top  at change  and adapta t ion  o f the house 
form  but a lso deals w ith  the mater ia ls  of its co ns truc t ion . The  d is t inc t ive  
charac te r  o f ve rnacu la r  a rch itec tu re  can be said to be derived  d irec t ly  from  
its use o f the ' fo u n d "  and "na tu ra l"  materia l Because it uses mater ia ls
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a. Young girl making earth bricks: Xigalo, Gazankulu. 
b Raising the roof-frame onto the drum- Tabankuiu, 

Transkei.
c. Elderly widow preparing thatch bundles: Lady Frere. 

Transkei.
d. Household utensils: Tswana wooden spoon (left); 

Sotho-Tswana earthenware pot (top right); wooden 
milking pails (middle and bottom right). (Walton, 
African Village 1956)



a cco rd in g  to  the ir  nature  and p rope rt ies  it is a h igh ly  fu nc t io na l k ind  of 
a rch itec tu re  and because its own per fo rm ance  relies g rea t ly  upon  that of 
its co ns t i tu en t  e lements, its te chno logy , at its own level, is h igh ly  
developed. This means that the ve rnacu la r  uses its im m ed ia te  

Figure 8 d env iro n m e n t as a ready q ua rry  fo r  the mater ia ls  necessary for 
c o ns truc t io n :  the grass, the  sticks, the s tones and the soil abou t it. And  
when, as was the case with the inhab itan ts  of the squa tte r  se tt lem ent at 
C rossroads, Cape Tow n , the env irons  refuse to  y ie ld  up the  m ater ia ls  
su itab le  fo r  co ns truc t ion , then the t u i ld e r  m ust tu rn  to o ther sources, m 
the case of the  people  of C rossroads they  have tu rned  to the consu m e r  
soc ie ty  about them and used its cast-o ffs  to create hom es from  co rruga ted  
iron sheets, gardens from  e m p ty  food cans; w e lcom e mats from  rnilk trays 
and w a l l-pape r  f rom  new spapers and prin ters ' waste.

Thus we derive  one of the o f t -qu o te d  charm s o f the vernacu lar, its ab i l i ty  to 
b lend ir. w ith  its env irons  and seem part of it. W hile  th is  fac to r  may 
seem ing ly  o n ly  be of benefi t  to a T ou r is t  Board it is the ou tw a rd  
m an ifes ta t ion  o yet ano the r  very im p o r ta n t aspect o f the rural vernacu lar: 
the fac t that the rural house is in itself sub jec t to a de l ica te  e nv ironm enta l 
ba.ance and that rura l hous ing  as a w ho le  is part o f the larger 
env ironm enta l  cyc le  o f  b ir th , life and death. The env ironm enta l aspects 
re lat ing  to the house itself w i l l  emerge as the s tudy  deve lops but on a 
genera l scale we can cons ide r  the case fo r  watt le  and daub te chno logy , 
w here  m ater ia ls  are d raw n  from  the earth, g iven va lid ity  by the bu i lde r  and 
once  the fu nc t io n  and scope fo r m am tenace  ceases, the house will be 
a llowed to c rum b le  and re tu rn  to  the g ro u n d  w hence  it o r ig ina ted .

Perhaps one of the most re levant s ta temets that can be made abou t rural or 
ve rnacu la r  a rch itec tu re  can on ly  be made in com par ison  w ith  w ha t 
R apoport ca lls  " the  g rand  des ign  t rad it ion " .  Vernacu la r  a rch itec tu re  is an 
a rch itec tu re  w h ich  is able to be p rac t iced  by most if not all m em bers  o f the  
g roup . C h i ld ren  are raised in th e t ra d i t io n  and when a man w is h e s to  build  
a hom e o ften  his w ho le  fam ily  and even at t imes the entire  sett lement, 
yo un g  and old. w i ll  ga ther  to help him. T ra d it io na l ly  each may have his or 

Figures 9 a b c her role to  p lay in the b u i ld ing  and in some socie t ies the co ns truc t io n  of a 
house or hut is o ften a q ua li f ica t ion  to be fu lf i l led  as part of a t rans it iona l 
ce re m o ny  such as the w ed d in g  of a c o up le  o r the b i i tn  o f the ir  f irst cn ild . 
Because each ind iv idua l has an in t im a te  and personal kn ow ledge  o f the 
design and co ns truc t io n a l process he is able to be active ly  invo lved in it 
even when the  soc ie ty  has advanced from  being en t ire ly  agrar ian to a 
stage w here  spec ia lised sk i l led  tradesm en are econ om ica l ly  able to p ly 
the ir  skills.

This com pares  sharp ly  w ith  the bu i ld ing  p ract ices of a consum er soc ie ty

Raroport "House forrn and 
cu ltu re ' 1969

Figures 8 a. b. c.
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w here  no such  personal know ledge  of the bu i ld ing  process is encouraged  
save on a very general level. In such r  socie ty the bu i ld ing  o f a house is as 
part of the consum er process as is, say, the purchase of a m o to r-veh ic le  or 
of a k itchen  stove, and even those fo rtuna te  few w ea lthy  enough  to 
purchase the services of an a ich i te c t  are rarely consu lted  beyond  the 
pro fess iona l aesign stegG.

It is perhaps therefore  no w onde r  that a rch itec ts  have an a lm ost love-hate 
re la t ionsh ip  w ith  the vernacular. On the one hand they love to man/el that a 
bu i ld ing  cou ld  a c tua ry  have been erected w ith  abso lu te ly  no pro fessiona l 
help and elevate vernacu lar to  the status of a fr^k art and the p innac le  cf 
the personal sta tement (a rch itec tu ra l ly  speaking, of course!) On tn e o th e r  
let anyone suggest that man has been hous ing  h imself  fo r  aeons w itho u t 
the aid o f a rch itect, tow n p lanner or q uan t i ty  surveyor, and sudden ly  
vernacu lar is dow ngraded  to m ud huts, hovels, infested w arrens  unfit  for 
hum an habitation.

A general d iscuss ion  on the sub ject o f the vernacular, its d e f in it ions  and 
parameters, cou ld  becom e a vo lum e in itself a lways p rov id ing  that there 
was som eone interested enough  to w ri te  it and bored enough  to read it. 
Perhaps therefore  m any of the answers that arise from  th is ch ap te r  will be 
answered la ter w ith in  this volume.
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Woman preparing earth 
bricks: Engcobo,
Transkei.
Woman preparing thatch 
bundles: Xikukwana, 
Gazankulu.
Girl thatching beehive hut: 
Bergville district.
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Stay t  four there fo re  sees the  deve lopm ent of what we can best descr ibe  as 
the H ighvela  h ou se ", thus named because of its p re do m in an ce  am ongst 

the rural dwe lle rs  of the �� �� ��nsvaal and O F  S h ighve ld. �� his  house fo rm  
usually  cons is ts  of load-bea ring  walls w h ich  carry  a lean-to  co rruga ted  
iron roo f fa l l ing to the rear o f the unit. Eaves are genera l ly  o n ly  crea ted  at 
the rp,->r and the o ther three sides are tr im m ed  bv means o f  low parapet walls 
�� he roo f thus d isappears as a visual e lem ent of the house  fo rm  whils t the 
walls becom e dom inan t. �� �� ch no log ica l  p rob lem s  usua lly  arise in such 
areas as the lintels, the w a te rp roo f ing  o f parapet walls and the m ethod  of 
ho ld ing  the roo f down.

However for the firs t t ime the house plan is now  able to g row  o rgan ica l ly  
a lm ost at will. �� he p r inc ip le  of the lean-to  roo f if co n tro l le d  jud ic ious ly ,  
can a llow  the house to expand u n t i le i th e r th e re s id e n ts 'd e m a n d s fo rm o re  
space are met o r  unti l  the house  runs ou t o f  g ro un d  in to  w h ich  to grow.

In genera l te rm s there fore  it w il l  be seen that the house fo rm  has moved 
from a stage w hen  s truc tu re  failed to d if fe ren t ia te  be tw een  roo f and wall 
funct ions, th ro ug h  various deve lopm ents  w h ich  saw increas ing  emphasis 
being made upon the s truc tu ra l  role o f the wall unti l  the final stage when 
the wall became the d om inan t visual fac to r  o f the bu i ld ing , the roo f having 
becom e a lm ost to ta lly  sub jec t to the dem ands  made by f lo o r  plan.

a

c.

Beehive dwelling Ndalini, 
KwaZulu.
Cone-on-cylinder: Silwer- 
krantz, Bophuthatswana 
Ridged and hipped roof: 
Memehlabi, Lebowa.
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