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Abstract 

What is the relevance of public space, especially in a developing modern 

city where change is constant? Are the key determining factors tangible 

or intangible? How can public areas become more relevant?  The 

intention of the research is to attempt to understand public space, its 

relevance and the role that it fulfils within urban planning and urban 

design through a resilience perspective. To explore this question, the area 

first known as Market Square in JohŀƴƴŜǎōǳǊƎΩǎ former Central Business 

District (CBD), is the Case Study.   

 

Situated in the commercial core of the historic central business district in 

the Inner City of Johannesburg, this public square is the oldest in the City. 

Developed in the early yearǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ conception, the space is 

surrounded by civic buildings, such as the City Library and City Hall. 

Originally, the area functioned as a market and facilitated the exchange of 

goods and services. As the City has grown and developed, the space has 

undergone several changes and it is argued that its historical importance 

and present relevance are absent.   

 

To understand the spaceΩs relevance as the City has grown and developed 

into a modern metropolis, the resilience of the Square and its 

surrounding area has been detailed. It has been captured through a series 

of drawings of the space over the last eighty years or so. The intention is 

to recognise and ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴǘ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ {ǉǳŀǊŜΩǎ 

relevance in the broader City context at a particular time. It is also to 

understand how these factors have influence the development of the 

Square as time has progressed.    

  

Based on these drawings, the conclusion of this research proposes an 

ǳǊōŀƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ {ǉǳŀǊŜΩǎ ǇǊŜŎƛƴŎǘΦ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ŀƴ 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŀŎŜΩǎ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜΣ the intention of design is to 

ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ {ǉǳŀǊŜΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ significance through creating a relevant 

plan.  
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Robert Browning from his poem: Up at a Villa-Down in the City 
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1. Introduction: Research Rationale, Context, Conceptual Framework and Method  
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1.1. Introduction 

Public spaces once formed the heart of towns and cities. They were 

microcosms of community life, the focal points of formal and informal 

activities. They were design cornerstones that facilitated movement and 

access. But through lack of interest and investment, the role of public 

space in an increasingly privatised world, is changing, especially in the 

South African context. Privatised in the sense that streets are being 

closed off, public spaces are being privately managed and home and 

office developments contain private open space.   This coupled with the 

effects of social, political, economic and environmental factors is having 

an impact on the creation, development and relevance of public space.  

 

This chapter outlines the research rationale, context, conceptual 

framework and method of this research before these are explored in 

more detail in the following chapters.  

 

1.2. Research Rationale 

In a rapidly urbanising world with increasing population growth, 

sustainability is ever-more important and a fundamental principle in 

relation to the built environment. As resources are becoming scarcer; 

ideas, plans and policies are all gearing towards achieving sustainability as 

their outcome. Resilience is a contributing component to this concept. So 

too is the notion of relevance. Relevance manifests into resilience in that 

there is flexibility to adapt and evolve. This in turn means sustainability. 

Creating policies and plans that are relevant and have the ability and 

flexibility to adapt and evolve will ultimately lead to sustainable growth 

and development. 

 

Urban design is concerned with development of public spaces, the often-

forgotten areas between buildings and urban space, sometimes seen as 

leftover space. It is about attending to these parcels of land to form 

meaningful interactions between the built form and urban space. These 

streets, squares, plazas, to mention a few are areas and spaces that 

represent the pathways and organs of urban life, without which no place 

could exist. They facilitate movement; allow access, creating areas of 

enjoyment and interaction. Towns and cities grew organically before the 

introduction of the car. As the population expanded so did these 

settlements accommodating more streets, more homes, more amenities 

and more recreational areas. However, with the introduction of the 
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motor vehicle, the function and functionality of urban design and the role 

of public space changed.  

 

Particularly in the South African context and post the introduction of the 

car, as the number of vehicles on the roads increased, so the importance 

of creating great public spaces decreased. Modernism saw cities chopped 

up to lay down hundreds and thousands of kilometres of highway, 

designed to expedite travel time and distance. At the end of these 

corridors, shopping centres and malls were developed, these occurrences 

significantly detracting focus from public areas. As the shopping 

complexes gained in popularity, so less and less people spent time in 

public spaces and equally, less and less funding was spent in those areas 

too. Unfortunately, in the South African context and more specifically in 

Johannesburg, this had a detrimental effect on central business districts 

and on the public spaces within them.  

 

With democracy came the need to readdress the challenges that resulted 

from a lack of funding and investment. The basic needs of people were 

prioritised over the need for public space. Access to water, sanitation, 

electricity and housing became the main focus. Public space, over time, 

has become less and less important.  Without the much needed attention 

and investment, public space has remained irrelevant. Through this 

research, the relevance of public space in a modern and developing city 

will be explored and a design solution proposed aimed at reinvigorating 

the role of public space in Johannesburg. 

 

1.3. Theoretical Framework 

In many parts of the world, in both developed and developing countries, 

certain public spaces have endured. Their ability to be resilient sustained 

their longevity. This resilience is related to their capacity and capability to 

either adapt or remain constant in the face of change. Through an 

understanding of the theoretical position of resilience as well as exploring 

and examining various public spaces around the world, in varying 

contexts, it is the intention of this research to determine the factors 

(tangible and intangible) that influence and impact on their resilience.  

 

To better understand the ability and effects of stability or change, Market 

Square/ the Library Gardens/ Beyers Naudé Square (the many different 

names by which it is known) will be examined over time. Noting the 

changes that have occurred and similarly noting if the space has remained 



3 
 

constant will form the case study component to this research. The aim is 

to determine the factors that have led to urban spaces being resilient and 

to understand how these could be applied to facilitate resilient urban 

design, so that public spaces are designed with enough structure and 

flexibility to be able to respond to their environment and the 

circumstances that influence them. It is about suggesting the key factors 

or building blocks to accompany a minimal design intervention that has 

the ability to change and adapt or, if so desired, or to remain constant.  

 

Through understanding the manifestation of resilience in the built 

environment, it will reinforce the efficient and effective use of resources 

to create a more sustainable, flexible urban form. This will play a notable 

role in producing relevant public spaces.  

 

1.4. Problem Statement 

Public space was once at the heart of urban planning and design. It was a 

critical component in city building. But in developing countries, 

specifically South Africa, as time has progressed and technological 

advances made, the need and function of public space has changed. In 

formal and planned areas it is no longer the keystone of community life, 

the market and meeting place of days gone by; a facilitator of formal and 

informal activities. As cities have become more formalised and reliance 

on the car has increased due to lack of adequate public transport, the 

priorities of city planning have shifted. Readdressing the challenges of 

apartheid has also played a significant role as investment has been geared 

towards service provision and installation and not on the development, 

management or maintenance of public space. There has also been a lack 

of prioritisation of the role and value of urban design. It can also be 

attributed to the inability of these areas to adequately respond to 

changing societal needs and remain relevant.  

 

1.5. Research Question and Supporting Questions 

Research Question: 

What is the relevance of public space in a contemporary developing city, 

such as Johannesburg?  

Sub Questions: 

¶ What are the tangible and intangible factors that make public 

space relevant? 
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¶ What are the tangible and intangible factors that make public 

space resilient? 

¶ How do these tangible and intangible factors manifest spatially? 

¶ Are relevance and resilience useful concepts in urban design, 

particularly when considering public space? 

 

1.6. Research Method 

The initial study began with a desktop exploration of various public 

spaces around the world, with a strong reliance on satellite imagery. The 

aim was to understand the built environment around and surrounding 

the public space, its composition, the interface between the building 

edges and the public space, the layout of the space and so on. It was also 

about understanding the scale of the varying public spaces, especially 

when compared to one another and the impact that it  has on the design 

and functionality of the space.  

 

This then progressed to exploring the theory related to resilience and the 

meaning of that in terms of the urban environment as well as from an 

urban design point of view. A thorough inspection of national and 

international cases studies was done to gauge the influence of resilience 

theory and thinking in relation to the urban environment. Simultaneously 

as the theory was examined, historical research of the site was conducted 

as well as fieldwork in the form of site visits and photo analysis. This too 

required a more detailed and in depth understanding of the site and its 

context, including the analysis of historic aerial imagery. Further research 

relating to the Inner City context was also undertaken.  

 

As the research progressed, a more detailed exploration and examination 

of theoretical papers and work was undertaken, analysis of precedents, a 

more comprehensive understanding of the site and its context was 

performed to answer the research topic and questions.   

 

1.7. Structure of the Research Report 

This chapter has outlined the major aims of the study through the 

research rationale, theoretical framework, problem statement, research 

and supporting questions as well as the method that has been used. The 

structure of this work is composed of two parts, namely: a theoretical 

perspective and a practical case study.  
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Chapter two focusses on the theoretical framework of this research. It 

examines the major themes of urban design, public space and resilience. 

It also includes a component that explores public spaces both locally and 

internationally and the changes that these areas have undergone.  

 

Chapter three is an introduction to the case study area of Market Square/ 

Library Gardens/ Beyers Naudé Square in the Inner City of Johannesburg. 

It details the history and background that has resulted in the Square that 

exists today. 

 

Chapter four builds on the historical analysis of the Square and present 

the contemporary view of the site and surrounding area. It begins with a 

high-level regional analysis, then steps down to understand the local 

context, and includes analysis related to movement networks; the built 

form and public open spaces. Furthermore, the chapter also inspects the 

current redevelopment initiatives and a current proposal for the site.  

 

Chapter five is the design concept and development. This chapter 

includes the proposed precedent case studies, the design informants and 

the urban design strategy. The culmination of these proceeding works is 

the design proposal and the implementation strategy.  

 

The final chapter is the conclusion. This represents a summary of the 

research work undertaken, the lessons learnt and further work to be 

explored.   
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2. Public Space, Resilience Theory and Urban Design 
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2.1. Introduction 

City building is a great human feat; an indication of the society that it 

serves, a reflection of the political environment, a sign of the economic 

state (Bacon, 1967). Cities are more than just bricks and mortar; they are 

the visual manifestations of decisions made by individuals and 

communities. They are determined by factors that appear directly to 

impact on their development, such as the construction of a road, the 

development of a train station and the regeneration of a public park. 

Cities are also shaped by the decisions of their political leadership, the 

state of their economy and the social challenges that are ever-present. 

Managing these often-opposing forces, builds cities. It also builds 

diversity. 

 

The early expressions of a city were simpler, as activities focussed on 

gathering and exchange. As they have evolved, the challenges have 

increased. Greater population numbers, rapid urbanisation, greater 

diversity in activities, changes in political leadership, environmental 

degradation and progressions in technology have all meant that cities 

have had to adapt to these changes. The impacts of these occurrences, 

whether great or small, have influenced city building.  

 

Never have cities been under so much pressure to manage the multitude 

of changes occurring on so many varying scales in such a small amount of 

time (Salat and Bourdic, 2012). In addition to managing all of these 

moving parts, merely sustaining cities continued existence is not 

sufficient. City designers and planners must strive for sustainability and 

improved quality of life for all urban dwellers. The spaces and places 

inhabited and used must speak to the needs of the people that use them. 

Gone are the days of dictator style planning, enforcing top down 

approaches. ¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ 

the requirements of the people, their likes, their dislikes, their wants and 

their needs. It is about creating modest, functional interventions that 

respond to peopleΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ.  

 

In an attempt at understand the theoretical position of this research and 

its many components, this chapter explores the relationship between 

urban design, public space, the ability to adapt to change, the concept of 

resilience and the influence and effects of these notions on each other 

and on the built environment. 
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2.2. Urban Design 

David Dewar and Roelof Sarel Uytenbogaardt 1 ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōƻƻƪ ά{ƻǳǘƘ 

!ŦǊƛŎŀƴ /ƛǘƛŜǎΥ ! aŀƴƛŦŜǎǘƻ ŦƻǊ /ƘŀƴƎŜέ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǳǊōŀƴ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ 

about people (Dewar and Uytenbogaardt, 1991) just as, cities are about 

people. Cities have developed as individuals have gathered to create 

communities and societies; where goods are exchanged and services can 

be accessed. Through their evolution, they have become centres of 

activity intended to improve efficiency and create quality of life. The 

process of city development is rarely linear but rather a cyclical 

progression of change, responding to change and change again.  

 

Historically, cities had the capabilities as well as the capacity to adapt to 

change and evolve over time to overcome difficulties. Serge Salat and 

Loeiz Bourdic2 (2012) in their article άSystemic Resilience of Complex 

Urban Systemsέ argue however that modern cities have exposed 

themselves to more risk, risks which are difficult to foresee and manage. 

This is largely based on the emergence of the modernist approach to 

 

1 Former professors of Urban and Regional Planning at the University of Cape 
Town 

planning, which placed little emphasis on nature and its importance (Salat 

and Bourdic, 2012). Modernism emphasised the importance of the car, 

separated pedestrian movement from the road and focused on the 

construction of large-scale residential areas as a housing solution, with 

little emphasis on the mixing of land uses.  Its implementation aimed to 

enhance efficiency that manifested in many forms, such as:  through the 

construction of highways, which facilitated rapid movement from one 

point to another; it intended to concentrate retail activities, which meant 

the construction of huge shopping complexes; it had a lack of concern for 

the environment, which saw pollution rise and the resulting effects of 

climate change. Cities were sprawling and no longer designed iteratively; 

organically placing the relationship between the built and natural 

environments under strain (Salat and Bourdic, 2012).  

 

The approach is however reverting and considering nature as a 

determining factor and guiding force. Previous approaches are being 

reconsidered.  City planning, design and building are becoming more 

considerate and careful in their approach. They are becoming more 

2 Both of whom work at the Urban Morphology Institute developing progressive 
urban design concepts based on urban morphology and the science of the 
complexity of cities 
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concerned with people. It is about reigniting the importance of the street 

and public space for people and not only for cars; it is about creating 

more efficiency through mixed use developments that can support urban 

life through a walkable neighbourhood; it is about respect for the 

environment and its preservation.  

 

2.3. Public Space 

Public urban space- the areas between buildings in towns, cities and 

other localities (Krier, 1979: 15).  

 

Initially public areas of a city were centres of activity attracting people as 

they fulfilled the role of meeting space and market place (Gehl and 

Gemzoe, 2000). They remained focal points and locales of interaction 

until modernism gained popularity, which meant that concepts like the 

private transportation and dominance of the car increased as the need 

for roads became a priority. Yet the development of these roads had a 

considerably negative effect on the intimate relationship between person 

and street, person and public space (Gehl and Gemzoe, 2000). Roads and 

highways linked shopping centre with shopping centre; severely 

diminishing the role and the function of public space. The effect was that 

public spaces were largely forgotten, for a very long time, from 1930 until 

1970 (Gehl, J. and Gemzoe, L., 2000). Besides these influences mentioned 

above, notably: the ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘΩǎ ǊŜƧŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ 

public spaces and the rapid rise of the car and its dominance on the city; 

two additional reaǎƻƴǎΩ that can be used to explain the absence of public 

space thought, conception or development were: 

1. The reconstruction of cities after World War II, and  

2. Rapid population growth and urbanisation 

(Gehl, J. and Gemzoe, L., 2000). 

 

DǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ мфтлΩǎ ǇƭŀƴƴŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǎ ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ once again 

contemplate public space and its importance (Gehl, J. and Gemzoe, L., 

2000). This has been most evident in the last 20 years or so, which has 

seen new energy invested into redevelopment of existing public space 

and the development of new places. Urbanists of all kinds are 

determining a renewed and refreshed perspective on urban spaces and 

urban design, taking into consideration the current needs of users and 

the spaces in which they located. Through new urbanism, which 

promotes walkable neighbourhoods that includes a wide range of mixed 

housing and employment opportunities, much policy now focussed on 
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addressing modernist influence and pushing back the car in favour of 

creating better urban conditions. This has become the agenda of 

European cities as well as the urban strategies in North and South 

America, Asia and Australia (Gehl and Gemzoe, 2000). These approaches 

remain the objective of visionary individuals and collectives that imagine 

and strive to impart recaptured public spaces (Gehl and Gemzoe, 2000).   

 

Long before the Charter on Public Space (2013) was conceived, Dewar 

and Uytenbogaardt (1991) suggested that public spaces need to contain 

certain qualities. They advocated that while there are primary urban 

qualities to evaluate urban policies, plans and physical actions; these too 

are applicable to urban public spaces: 

¶ Balance- Maintain essential relationships and to guide the 

dynamics of growth. 

- Balance between society and the cosmos- The 

recognition and celebration of the natural, cultural and 

historical uniqueness of different places at varying times.  

- Balance between society and nature- Maintaining the 

significant, proximate and permanent relationship 

between the urban and rural. 

- Balance between people- Structural configurations 

(places, spaces and movement networks) that generate 

greater opportunities for people. 

¶ Freedom- Environments should promote the maximum freedom 

for individuals to act and as a result, the diversity and complexity 

generated will contribute to the richness. 

¶ Equity- Through their structuring they promote urban activities 

that allow people easy access to opportunities.  

¶ Intensity, diversity and necessary complexity- Intensity and a 

variety of overlapping conditions and activities that supports 

spontaneity and allows for conflict. 

¶ Integration- Increased exposure to individual, groups and 

communities through intense activities and events.  

¶ Community- A sense of identity and belonging created despite 

the urban environments being a composition of complementary 

and contrasting components.  

(Dewar and Uytenbogaardt, 1991: 18-22). 

 

Each of these components is relevant especially as the need for public 

space in a city is becoming fundamental. Public spaces help improve the 

quality of life of the communities they serve. Their value is highlighted by 
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their inclusion in the 2016-2030 Sustainable Development Goals3 (UN 

Habitat, 2015)Φ !ǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǾŜƴǘƘ Ǝƻŀƭ ǘƻ άƳŀƪŜ ŎƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƘǳƳŀƴ 

ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜΣ ǎŀŦŜΣ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜέ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ммΦт ŀƛƳǎΣ ōȅ 

нлолΣ ǘƻ άǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǎŀŦŜΣ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜΣ ƎǊŜŜƴ 

and public spaces, particularly for women and children, older persons and 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎέ ό¦b IŀōƛǘŀǘΣ нлмрΥ фύΦ  

 

To tackle the historic absence of awareness, consideration and focus on 

public space; the United Nations together with its partners put the 

subject in the spotlight. The process of highlighting and elevating the 

concept, principles and benefits of developing and maintaining good 

public space began to gain traction when, in 2008, the inspiration of 

holding a Bienniale (an event occurring every other year) on Public Space 

was born (UN Habitat, 2015). The Biennial was conceptualised, organised 

and sponsored by the Istituto Nazionale di Urbanistica (or National 

Planning Institute - INU)4 in association with UN-Habitat and was held in 

Rome on the 18th of May 2013 (UN Habitat, 2015). Together, these two 

 

3 hŦŦƛŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ά¢ǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ hǳǊ ²ƻǊƭŘΥ нлол !ƎŜƴŘŀ ŦƻǊ {ǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ 
5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘέ ƛǎ ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ мт Ǝƭƻōŀƭ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ мфс ǘŀǊƎŜǘǎΣ ¢ƘŜǎŜ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƴ 
intergovernmental agreement that is a successor to the Millennium 
Development Goals 

organisations were also the main drivers of drafting, reviewing and 

adopting the Charter on Public Space (Biennial on Public Space, 2013) as 

well as the Global Public Space Toolkit (UN Habitat, 2015). The Charter on 

Public Space is a concise document in which public space is defined and 

where universal principles for its enhancement and enjoyment are 

identified (UN Habitat, 2015). The Global Public Space Toolkit aims to 

guide public space policies and strategies at a city level (UN Habitat, 

2015). The work accomplished and the documents produced, begin to 

capture the essence of public space, the role it fulfils and the steps 

needed to make it great. 

 

Key to the Charter of Public Space is that it began to define what public 

space is. A collaboration of various public space practitioners, designers, 

government officials and civic organisations it summarises the following 

intention:  

4 This organisation is centred on the promotion of and research into cultures of 
urbanism and the practice of planning 
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¶ To formulate a clear and comprehensive definition of public 

space; and 

¶ To create reasonable and shared principles with regards to the 

conception, design, realisation, management, transformability 

and the enjoyment of public space (Biennale on Public Space, 

2013). 

Importantly, it formed the basis for discussion and input into the third 

Conference of the United Nations on Human Settlements hosted in  2016.  

 

Lƴ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƻƛƴǘΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ 

all places publicly owned or of public use, accessible and enjoyable by all 

ŦƻǊ ŦǊŜŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŀ ǇǊƻŦƛǘ ƳƻǘƛǾŜέ ό¦b IŀōƛǘŀǘΣ нлмрΥ нпύ.5 In order for 

public space to fulfil this task, the Charter states that it also needs to 

include and reflect the following principles: 

¶ Accessibility- Publicly owned and publicly used with universal 

accessibility and enjoyable for all.   

 

5 Interestingly, this definition extends traditional notions of public space as being 
open, but includes public buildings too 

¶ Identity- Designated areas with their own spatial, historic, 

environmental, social and economic features.  

¶ Diversity- Spaces created to reflect individual and collective 

identities. 

¶ Equality- Produced for the public good  

(Biennale on Public Space, 2013). 

 

The definition is broad and refers to the many varieties of public space 

that exist. Public space is comprised of three different categories. First are 

streets as public space, namely:  streets, avenues, boulevards, squares, 

plazas, pavements, passages, galleries and bicycle paths. Second is public 

open space, including parks, gardens, playgrounds, public benches, 

riverbanks and waterfronts. Third are public urban facilities, which consist 

of public libraries, civic/community centres, municipal markets and public 

sports facilities (UN Habitat, 2015). Irrespective of their categorisation, 

public spaces should be landmarks in the cityscape that contribute to and 

enhance the urban experience. They should be areas designated for 

encounter and expression that provide a number of opportunities and 
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experiences as both thoroughfares and destinations (Biennale on Public 

Space, 2013). Public spaces are there for the enjoyment of the 

community that frequent them and a fundamental component of this 

enjoyment is their management. Predominantly tasked under the care of 

local authorities, the management of these spaces requires the active 

collaboration of the public and private sector (Biennale on Public Space, 

2013). In summary and in the context of this research, public space is a 

vital contributing element to a city, free for all and designed to enhance a 

meaningful experience of the city. 

 

2.4. Public Space and Change 

Things change  (Walker, B. and Salt, D. , 2012) and space is no exception. 

Space is influence and effected by changes in the social, economic, 

political and environmental circumstances, influences and occurrences. 

This is inevitable. Understanding change over time is important as it can 

provide clues as to the history of a place, the causes of the change and 

how the environment responded. It also creates the opportunity to 

understand those factors or structures that did not change and the 

evidence to explain it .  

 

In order to understand change over time through public space, the 

following examples have been explored from various parts of South 

Africa, as well as around the world. A number of open spaces, listed 

below, are outlined as a background to the case study that is detailed 

later in the report.   
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2.4.1. Church Square, Pretoria, South Africa 

The City of Pretoria was founded in 1855 and it later became the capital 

of the Republic of South Africa. The new capital at the time was set out as 

an orthogonal grid6 with Church Square located at the crossing of the 

main axes (White, et al., 2015). The street widths of the grid pattern were 

determined by the length and turning circles of ox wagons and the 

building lines of all new builds were heavily regulated to enhance the grid 

pattern (White, et al., 2015).  

 

The early layout has survived as a result of its robustness. The streets 

originally created were wide enough to accommodate the growth and 

change of the city over time. This is evident as transport progressed from 

ox-wagon to the car. Also, the number and position of the trees differs. 

Another noteworthy change has been in relation to the land uses that 

front onto the street. Initially, this was predominantly a retail offering, 

which now includes a large office component.    

 

6 Consisting of right-angles 

 

Image 1: Historical image of Church Square from 1905 

(Wikipedia, 2016) 

 



15 
 

 

Image 2: Church Square in 1927 

(University of Pretoria, 2009) 

 

Image 3: Church Square 1936 
(University of Pretoria, 2009) 

 



16 
 

 

Image 4: Recent illustration of Church Square  

(White, et al., 2015: 150) 

 

 
Image 5: Recent aerial image of Church Square (highlighted in red)  

(Google Earth Pro., 2016) 
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2.4.2. Green Market Square, Cape Town, South Africa 

Originally designed as a slave market, Green Market Square is situated in 

ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǊǘ ƻŦ /ŀǇŜ ¢ƻǿƴΩǎ /ŜƴǘǊŀƭ .ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ 5ƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ. Over its history, it has 

also functioned as a vegetable market, parking lot and presently operates 

as a flea market. This diverse history is reflected by the numerous 

historical influences- the grid system, which was imposed, by the Dutch 

and the subsequent Garden City imprints through British occupation and 

zoning controls (White, et al., 2015).  

 

Similarly to Church Square in Pretoria, the original structure of the Square 

has remained. However, the buildings that form the perimeter have gone 

through a number of iterations. As is the case with most of the public 

spaces within South Africa, the influence of apartheid is evident- racial 

segregation to justify social order. The result was the removal and 

relocation of mixed-race communities that once surrounded the space 

(White, et al., 2015). The enforcement of apartheid planning tools 

drastically altering the spatial configuration of this space and many 

around the country. The separation of communities as well as the effect 

of highway and railway construction, where major structuring elements 

of the City and the space (White, et al., 2015). More recently, in an 

attempt to improve walkability, the Square was pedestrianised in early 

2лллΩǎ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǇŜŘŜǎǘǊƛŀƴ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǎŀŦŜǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ 

Square is now managed through a city improvement district.  

  

 

Image 6: Historical image of Green Market Square in 1876 

(Wikimedia, 2016) 
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Image 7: Recent illustration of Green Market Square  

(White, et al., 2015: 140) 

 

 

Image 8: Current aerial image of Green Market Square (highlighted in red) 
(Google Earth Pro., 2016) 
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2.4.3. Francis Farewell Square, Durban, South Africa 

Similarly, to the position of Green Market Square in Cape Town, the 

Francis Farwell Square is strategically located in the heart of the City, in 

front of City Hall and Court House. This was typical of the location of 

historical public spaces, surrounded by important/ landmark buildings.  Its 

location marks the point where the first settlement was established in 

1924 and where ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ growth originated (White, et al., 2015). The 

Square is also filled with numerous statues depicting scenes and people 

ŦǊƻƳ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ colonial history, including: a war memorial to the 

soldiers of World War I, a scene of the Anglo-Boer War, Queen Victoria, 

Louis Botha and Field Marshal (White, et al., 2015).  

 

Just as in the two spaces mentioned previously, the structure of this 

Square has remained constant since its development. This is impacted by 

ƛǘǎ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ 5ǳǊōŀƴΩǎ /ƛǘȅ IŀƭƭΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ aǳƴƛŎƛǇŀƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ 

resides. Apartheid planning had an equally negative effect on this City.    

 

As decentralisation of the Inner City has occurred and businesses and 

people have moved northwards, relocating in Umhlanga, the City 

implemented a regeneration strategy through the Durban Point 

Waterfront Framework promoting the development of new residences 

and uShaka Marine World (White, et al., 2015).  

 

 

Image 9: Historical image of Durban's City Hall and surrounding open space  

(The Heritage Portal, 2016) 
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Image 10: Recent illustration of Francis Farewell Square  

(White, et al., 2015: 142) 

 

Image 11: Current aerial image of Francis Farewell Square (highlighted in red) 

(Google Earth Pro., 2016) 
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2.4.4. Hoffman Square/ Old Market Square, Bloemfontein, 

South Africa 

Bloemfontein is centrally located in South Africa. It originated as the 

judicial capital, administrative headquarters and Boer Republican Capital 

since the founding of the Union of South Africa in 1910 (White, et al., 

2015). In line with the original development trends of early towns, the 

focus was on connections to natural landscape features (White, et al., 

2015). This was then amended as the land surveyor of the time, Andrew 

Bain, imposed the grid system (White, et al., 2015). As the space grew 

and developed, as diamonds were discovered, roads built and additional 

major buildings constructed, notably: Grey College and the University of 

the Free State; President Brand Street became a major public space with 

its notable architectural landmarks (White, et al., 2015). 

 

This space too has maintained its structure, amending slightly as cities 

have responded to more modern advances.  

 

Image 12: Recent Illustration of Hoffman Square/ Old Market Square  

(White, et al., 2015: 144) 
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Image 13: Current aerial image of Hoffman Square (highlighted in red)  

(Google Earth Pro., 2016) 
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2.4.5. Market Square/ Vuyisile Mini Square, Port Elizabeth, 

South Africa 

The design and development of Port Elizabeth can be attributed to 

colonisation and the ideas enforced by the British settlers in 1815. It is 

also a reflection of the physical and historical constraints presented, 

including its location along the coast (White, et al., 2015). The European 

colonial port was historically the core of the City with initial development 

expanding along the harbour and then towards the escarpment (White, 

et al., 2015).  

 

The public space is a reflection of its historical past with buildings and the 

Square reflecting colonial ideas however redesign of the space 

modernised the area. Similar to previous spaces mentioned, the uses of 

the buildings surrounding the space have changed but its original layout 

remains. In the same way that other cities in South Africa had been 

manipulated by the ideas of the apartheid government and their beliefs 

of racial and economic difference; so too was racial segregation enforced 

in this city (White, et al., 2015). 

 

Image 14: Historical image of City Hall and a partial view of the Market Square  

(The Heritage Portal, 2016) 
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Image 15: Recent illustration of Market Square/ Vuyisile Mini Square 

(White, et al., 2015: 148) 

 

 

Image 16: Current aerial image of Market Square/ Vuyisile Mini Square (highlighted in 

red) 

(Google Earth Pro., 2016) 
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2.4.6. Staromestske Namesti (Old Town Square), Prague, 

Czech Republic 

The Old Town Square of historic Prague dates back to medieval times of 

the twelfth century with its original function as a market place, when the 

City was developing.  Despite its original intention and design, the Square 

has undergone a number of changes over the centuries. In the thirteenth 

century after repeated floods, its level was raised and the Gothic houses 

and stores were built on the Romanesque foundations (Webb, 1990). 

When the use of the Square changed and gentrification resulted, the 

Gothic houses required new facades and these were then added (Webb, 

1990).  

 

A wide variety of buildings border the plaza with most a historic 

reflection; the oldest being the fourteenth century Town Hall (Webb, 

1990). Enlarged during the mid-nineteenth century after destruction by 

the Nazi occupation, today it is used for weddings and cultural events 

(Webb, 1990). The northern side of the Square has also been modified. It 

was widened as part of slum clearance in the Jewish ghetto (Webb, 1990). 

Further historical reflections are present through crosses in the pavement 

that marked the place where twenty-seven leaders of a Protestant rising 

were killed in 1621 (Webb, 1990). Despite these alterations and additions, 

the irregular shape of the original design remains. The Square is a large 

space in relation to the height of the buildings, which creates a dense 

outline (Wolfrum, 2015). This forms the backdrop to the cafes that have 

only recently been allowed to open.  

 

Carved out of the organic city layout, the original structure of the Square 

has continued and its significance enforced. Banning of cars and changing 

the land uses of the buildings that adjoin the space, encourages people to 

celebrate the place by using it. 
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Image 17: The Old Town Square in the 1970's before cars were banned  

(Webb, 1990: 17) 

 

Image 18: Old Town Square presently (highlighted in red) 

(Google Earth Pro, 2016) 
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2.4.7. Plaça Reial (Plaza Real), Barcelona, Spain 

Design and constructed between 1842 and 1848, the year in which it 

opened; the Square was in honour of King Ferdinand VII, thus its name 

άwƻȅŀƭ {ǉǳŀǊŜέ (Barcelona Home, 2016). The site was initially a Capuchin 

convent but in about 1835, many of Barcelona's religious buildings 

disappeared as a result of the confiscation of properties (Visit Barcelona, 

2016). When the convent was demolished, a huge vacant plot was left 

behind (Visit Barcelona, 2016). The space was then converted into a 

theatre before becoming the space it is today (Barcelona Home, 2016).  

 

Designed by Francesc Daniel Molina Casamajó in the 19th century, the 

original intention of the Square was to be inhabited by affluent families 

but over time, the change in class corresponded inversely with its 

popularity (Barcelona Home, 2016). Following a complete renovation of 

the Square in 1982, it has become tremendously popular (Barcelona 

Home, 2016). Today, it is the only arcaded Square in the City and a major 

tourist attraction with a busy nightlife hub (Visit Barcelona, 2016). There 

is continuous coming and going as the Square offers much needed 

aeration in the density of the old city (Wolfrum, 2015). Surrounded by 

arcades, these conceal restaurants, bars and some of Barcelona's most 

popular nightspots (Visit Barcelona, 2016). 

 

In the square, there is a central iron fountain named ά¢ǊŜǎ 

DǊŁŎƛŜǎέ (Three Graces), which was designed by Antoni Rovira I Trias and 

two lanterns that were designed by Antoni Gaudí (Barcelona Home, 

2016). The top of the helmet lamps depicts a winding dragon with which 

the architect conveys the heroism of medieval Catalan conquerors 

(Barcelona Home, 2016). Around the Square, you can see a number of 

details like the busts of sailors and American explorers and badges too 

(Barcelona Home, 2016). 

 

A hub of activity, the history and design of the Square have made it an 

attraction for both locals and tourists. Its initial design has shown 

resilience and its adapting, supporting land uses that have continued to 

make the space relevant.  



28 
 

 

Image 19: Plaça Reial, 1848 

(Krier, 1979: 35) 

 

 

Image 20: Current image of the Plaça Reial Square and surrounding area    

(Google Earth Pro., 2016)
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2.4.8. Case Study Conclusion 

The few spaces mentioned above represent a small fraction of the spaces 

within South Africa and across the world. They by no means embody an 

exhaustive list of spaces to analyse and learnt from. However, what can 

be taken away as learning points in each of these instances, is the role 

that structuring or definite elements play and the role of tangible factors. 

So too, the design factors and programming that make the space 

relevant.   

 

The brief analysis and learning points from these examples demonstrates 

that there has been very little change to the structured (the defined) 

space. By this it is meant, there has been very little, if any, change to the 

position of these spaces from their first construction until the present 

day. There has been insignificant change to their edges as well. Where 

change has actually occurred is in relation to the use of the square or the 

users of the space. In most of the instances, the buildings and 

environments surrounding the squares, defining their edges and their 

uses have changed. This has been as a result in the change of how people 

now use public spaces in South Africa as a result of the many shopping 

centres now within cities and the change of land uses that support or 

border the public space. 

 

In relation to the relevance of public space and its role in the modern city, 

both positive and negative lessons can be learnt; both of which speak to 

resilience and the resilient nature of the places in addition to the 

relevance of the site and its activities. The resilient element manifested as 

the major defining structural points, predominately the design and layout 

of the space, the position of the buildings that demarcate the boundary 

as well as any landmarks that have been included in these spaces, for 

example: the statues. The relevance of these spaces has revealed 

themselves through the various spaces ability to adapt and change to 

their environment. The South African spaces are partly relevant due to 

their predominant location opposite city landmarks, in most instances, 

government buildings like City Hall. But they are not destination places 

that people have to go to. The international examples have demonstrated 

that the uses of the buildings that edge the spaces significantly impacts 

on the way that the space is used. The location of restaurants and 

establishments that have a night life have met that people treat these 

spaces as destinations, which they intentionally travel to. These spaces 

can give clues to fundamental structuring factors of public spaces and 

ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴƧƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ 



32 
 

In order to assess and understand change in this research, the theoretical 

lens of resilience will be explored. This is detailed in Section 2.5.
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2.5. Urban Resilience 

The term resilience has been around for decades evolving from its original 

roots in ecological systems. This then progressed to focus on 

environmental risk and vulnerability, such as: natural disasters- 

earthquakes, floods and health epidemics; with further advances related 

to the social aspects of these environmental concerns (Harrison, et al., 

2014). The idea then further developed to incorporate gradual and 

persistent disasters like climate change (Harrison, et al., 2014). This today 

is the theme that has popularised the global understanding of resilience. 

Although the concept of resilience initially emerged from the field of 

environmental science, the overarching notion now relates to numerous 

disciplines including psychology, engineering and economics, to mention 

a few. The basis of the concept in each of the diverse fields however, is 

always drawn back to the ability to respond to change, either through 

stability or through adaption 

 

Similarly to the recent momentum achieved around the idea of public 

space, urban resilience, as a relatively new theme, is also gaining 

 

7 South African Research Chair in Development Planning and Modelling, 
University of the Witwatersrand. 

momentum in urban literature internationally. Although novel, the 

concept has quickly achieved a place in spatial and urban planning policy 

globally as seen through its inclusion as a theme of the 2016-2030 

Sustainable Development Goals. Additionally, the impact has been more 

local to South Africa with a key theme of the National Development Plan, 

the City oŦ WƻōǳǊƎΩǎ ǊŜǾƛǎŜŘ DǊƻǿǘƘ ŀƴŘ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΣ WƻΩōǳǊƎ 

нлпл ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅ ƻŦ WƻōǳǊƎΩǎ {Ǉŀǘƛŀƭ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ CǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ό{5Cύ 

specifically regarding urban resilience (Harrison, et al., 2014). The work 

undertaken by Prof. Philip Harrison7 et al. in their report Urban Resilience 

Thinking for Municipalities ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜ ŀǎΥ άǘƘŜ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ 

individuals, social groups or socio-ecological systems including towns and 

cities not only to live with changes, disturbances, adversities or disasters 

but also to adapt, innovate and transform into new more desirable 

ŎƻƴŦƛƎǳǊŀǘƛƻƴǎέ όнлмпΥ нύΦ {ƛƳǇƭȅ Ǉǳǘ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ 

positively to change, through a combination of stability and adaption. 

 

 The point on the positivity of the change requires clarity. In the ecological 

sense, change is generally seen as positive due to the systems and 
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environment in which it operates, isolated exchanges in a vacuum free of 

economic structures and political influence (Harrison, et al., 2014). But 

with regards to socio-ecological processes, economics and politics play a 

major role on the outcome of the change. Through these influences, 

change can be seen as negative. Thus, interrogating the outcome in terms 

of achieving just and sustainable goals is imperative (Harrison, et al., 

2014).  

 

As time has passed, there have been several attempts to provide a 

rational and articulate theoretical context for urban resilience thinking. 

The most significant and meaningful  contribution was made by Crawford 

Stanley Holling, a Canadian ecologist, ǿƘƻ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ мфтлΩǎ ōŜƎŀƴ ōȅ 

merging ecology and systems theory in developing the concept of 

resilience within socio-economic systems (Harrison, et al., 2014). The 

basis of his work merged two points, the first related to ecology and the 

second to systems theory. Firstly, he argued that ecologists had shown 

that species survive through existing in a constant state of change; 

maintaining, adapting and modifying their habitats (Harrison, et al., 

2014). This, coupled with the fact that species live in interconnected 

structured panarchies and that the small changes experienced therein, 

resonate with the larger interconnected structure (Harrison, et al., 2014). 

Secondly was Systems Theory, which similarly is about self-regulation and 

adaption (Harrison, et al., 2014). Initially Holling related resilience to the 

ability of the ecological system to self-regulate or adapt, with his later 

work applying the same concept to socio-natural systems, such as cities 

(Harrison, et al., 2014). This forms the foundation of urban resilience 

thinking. 

In an effort to make resilience thinking more practical, Harrison, et al. 

recommend a few guiding principles. They identify: redundancy, diversity, 

self-sufficiency and connectedness (Harrison, et al., 2014). Although their 

application is to urban systems broadly, the same set can be used 

understand public space. According to their view, they have attributed 

the following meanings: 

¶ Redundancy- The ability of numerous components to perform 

the same function. 

¶ Diversity- The ability of varying components to perform different 

functions, or to perform the same function differently. 

¶ Self-sufficiency- The ability to be independent.   

¶ Connectedness- The ability to have a well-connected network of 

relationships. 

(Harrison, et al., 2014: 11-14). 
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Collectively, these sometimes contradicting (for example self-sufficiency 

and connectedness) yet complimentary principles are intended to help 

achieve a balance in understanding resilience thinking and the practical 

application thereof.  Similarly, they can be applied to public space and its 

analysis in terms of resilience.  

 

Sustainability is fundamental to the theoretical and practical application 

of resilience. There are misconceptions that resilience and sustainability 

are the same or that resilience is the more contemporary, improved 

version of sustainability. Both of these notions are argued to be incorrect, 

however. Sustainability is an essential goal of development and 

redevelopment, while resilience is a way of achieving this goal. Simply 

put, resilience is a tool to achieve sustainability. This point of clarity is 

necessary in that Harrison et al. note that as the term resilience becomes 

more commonly used, its essence could be lost, diluted and unclear 

(2014). Similarly, to the use of sustainability, as it became more popular, 

it eventually became an all-encompassing expression used as a blanket to 

cater to all problems. Thus, its contribution to the built environment 

should highlight a clear intention and consistently reinforce its role. 

(Harrison, et al., 2014). 

 

From a spatial planning and urban design perspective, resilience is about 

understanding change and the response of individuals, communities, 

objects, buildings and the environment to this change.  Due to the wide 

array of elements that comprise cities (physical, sensory, emotional, built) 

and their interrelationships it makes understanding resilience extremely 

complicated.  Adding to this complication are the opposing conceptions 

of resilience, broadly broken down into two forms being equilibrist and 

evolutionary/transformative resilience (Harrison et al, 2014). Equilibrist 

resilience relates to more simple systems, while evolutionary/ 

transformative resilience usually relates to complex systems, such as 

cities.  Equilibrists claim that systems are in a state of equilibrium and 

when they experience interruption and disorder, they should find a new 

ŜǉǳƛƭƛōǊƛǳƳ όIŀǊǊƛǎƻƴΣ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмпύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ IƻƭƭƛƴƎ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ 

ŀŘŀǇǘƛǾŜ ŎȅŎƭŜέ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ŦƻǳǊ ǇƘŀǎŜǎΥ 

1. Exploitation, 

2. Conservation, 

3. Release/ creative destruction, and 

4. Reorganisation (Harrison, et al., 2014). 

Figure 1 below depicts the relationship between the four phases. 
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Figure 1: The Adaptive Cycle (Holling, C. S., 2001: 394 in Harrison, et al., 2014: 19). 

 

The risk with this system is that the resilience potential can be ruined and 

the cycle becomes maladaptive. The results are serious degradation. 

(Harrison, et al., 2014). 

 

On the other hand, the argument put forth from the evolutionary/ 

transformative side is that a point of equilibrium cannot be achieved as 

the system is continually responding to never-ending change (Harrison, et 

al., 2014). Holling refers to the complex interactions and influences as 

άǇŀƴŀǊŎƘȅέ όIŀǊǊƛǎƻƴΣ Ŝǘ al., 2014). It is defined as the developing nature 

of complex adaptive systems, which is characterised by a delicate blend 

of change and continuity (Harrison, et al., 2014). It involves panarchical 

structure of systems between humans (including their physical and social 

creations) and nature (Harrison, et al., 2014). 

This process too, includes four phases: 

1. Growth, 

2. Accumulation, 

3. Restructuring, and 

4. Renewal (Harrison, et al., 2014). 

 Holling explains this relationship as in Figure 2. 

Figure 2: Panarchy (Holling, C. S., 2001: 397 in Harrison, et al., 2014: 19). 
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There are consequences of this system as well. As the processes are 

inextricably linked, any variance at one level will impact the entire 

system, even if this impact is only slight. A collapse at one level may have 

a knock-on effect and cause collapse at another (Harrison, et al., 2014). 

Large disasters will adversely affect the sustaining properties of a 

panarchy, which will ultimately have a destructive result on the 

succeeding levels (Harrison, et al., 2014). 

 

A concern of resilience is its historical positioning and evolution. Its 

ecological underpinning means that it existed in an environment devoid 

of the economic consequence and political power. To ensure that 

resilience thinking can contribute beneficially in the exploration and 

examination of cities, the forces at play within cities and which are not 

present in ecological studies, need to be properly understood and 

continually highlighted.  

 

In both instances, the definition of public space and that of urban 

resilience represents particular perspectives captured at a point in time 

based on the information at hand. Their definitions are created and might 

change over time, reflecting an evolving understanding (Harrison et al., 

2014). However, for their application in this work, they have been 

defined. 

 

Cities are a living testimony to the intimate and considerable changes that 

are continuously occurring. Planning and designing without this as a 

starting point is argued to be unwise and possibly even harmful (Harrison, 

et al., 2014).  Exploring the influence of resilience theory through an 

urban design lens, in particular public space will focus on the adaptability 

and/or stability of both physical and functional aspects of public space. 

Physical aspects refer to the built and natural environment, such as: road 

networks, built form or public spaces, while functional aspects relate to 

land use change, a shift in the demographics of an area or the 

introduction of new policy (Harrison et al., 2014). While the built 

environment remains fairly constant, changes in the functionality can 

have a big impact on how spaces perform (Harrison et al., 2014). An 

example of this may be that form endures and functions alter (Salat and 

Bourdic, 2012). However, the process is reciprocal as the structure of a 

city determines how it is used and where people live, work and play; 

which in turn impacts on the spatial organisation and use of the city 

(Harrison et al., 2014). The aim is to create cities that are diverse, 

integrated, efficient, free, productive, meaningful and liveable. As they 
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are a sum of their parts, this would mean that all of the smaller parts 

would need to exhibit the same properties, including public space. Green 

infrastructure, natural and man-made ecological systems, has a significant 

role to play in developing more robust and resilient cities. This green 

infrastructure adds a particular and different value to that of grey 

infrastructure. An example to demonstrate this point is that a park can be 

both a recreational place as well as offer storm water management 

solutions (Harrison et al., 2014).  

 

Public space encompasses more than just recreational space as it also 

reflects the social, economic, political and environmental state of affairs 

(UN Habitat, 2015). As cities continue to grow and densify, access to great 

public spaces is becoming an increasingly important asset (UN Habitat, 

2015). Fundamentally linked to this is the need for the spaces to be 

relevant as well.  

 

Therefore, the role of designing for and developing relevant green 

infrastructure is also becoming progressively more essential.  The aim is 

to produce public space that combines a range of factors (physical and 

non-physical) to develop socially inclusive, integrated, connected, 

accessible, safe, sustainable and relevant public spaces (UN Habitat, 

2015).  Although the focus of this work is from an urban design 

perspective, it is imperative to reiterate that for great public space to be 

created, implemented and maintained an inter-disciplinary approach of 

working partnerships of various stakeholders and organisations is 

essential (UN Habitat, 2015).  

 

2.6. Conclusion 

The theoretical underpinnings of a research report rest in understanding 

the individual concepts and their collective impact on one another.  The 

intention of this literature review was to better understand the individual 

concepts- urban design, public space and urban resilience and their 

relationship with one another to ensure public space is relevant.  

 

From a review of these ideas, it is apparent that public space is essential 

for life in cities. They represent the green lungs, facilitating the 

integration of the built environment with nature (Salat and Bourdic, 

2012). They are more than juǎǘ ŀ άƎǊŀƴŘ ŀŎŎƛŘŜƴǘέ ŘŜǾƻƛŘ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ 
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influence as Edmund N. Bacon8 ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ƛƴ ά¢ƘŜ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ ƻŦ /ƛǘƛŜǎέ (Bacon, 

1967). They are the result of complex and contrasting occurrences and 

influences. Complexity arises as a result of the interactions between the 

different factors that make up a city.  It is because of this complexity that 

cities can never be fully understood, controlled, planned or predicted 

(Harrison, et al., 2014: 21). But urban planning needs to develop an urban 

manifesto underpinned by humanist and urban-based logic that is 

capable of surpassing political influences and change to guide the urban 

path of societal development (Dewar and Uytenbogaardt, 1991: 11). 

Furthermore, city building and urban design need to consider and balance 

rigidity and flexibility to create environments conducive to sustained 

growth and development.  

 

 Sustainability relies on tools like resilience and its contrasting ideas of 

adaptability and stability. Through understanding these principles, 

resilience can be interrogated and its impacts understood. Particularly, 

how it responds and continues to respond to the incessant challenges of 

complexity, uncertainty and change in the environments in which we live 

and work (Harrison, et al., 2014: 10). Designing for public space now 

 

8 An American urban planner, architect, educator and author. 

means understanding the users and responding to their needs. It is about 

marrying the factors that can be controlled with those elements that are 

intuitive and imagined (Dewar and Uytenbogaardt, 1991). It is about 

producing enabling environments, which are timeless. Ultimately, the 

intention of urban design is to produce great cities that serve all who live 

in them. A large part of this, is the development of great public space 

systems (UN Habitat, 2015). 
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3. Regional and Local Analysis
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3.1. Introduction 

Johannesburg, situated in the Province of Gauteng, is a young city by 

global standards, having only be in existence for approximately the last 

hundred and thirty years. Its early beginnings are remarkably different 

from the city of today.  In response to local and global circumstances, the 

mining town of times gone by has been transformed into a modern 

metropolis. Besides a few mine dumps, some currently being re-mined, 

ǎŎŀǘǘŜǊŜŘ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ mining belt there is little evidence that the City 

was founded on the prospect of gold. Its affectionate nickname Egoli (the 

city of gold) is sometimes the only reference. Much of this history is lost, 

with only a few records re-telling the stories, further perpetuated by the 

lack of preservation of historic landmarks. But closer inspection of old and 

often forgotten space and places reveal secrets of a forgotten time. 

 

With a particular concern for the Inner City, this section delves into the 

history of the area and focusses on the development and redevelopment 

of the public square at the heart of the commercial district, presently 

referred to as Beyers Naudé Square, to commemorate the life of this anti-

apartheid activist. On face value, it looks tired and forgotten. But as the 

layers are peeled back, the Square tells a story of the history of itself and 

the City as well. 

3.2. Regional Analysis: Gauteng Province 

Gauteng, one of the nine Provinces of the Republic of South Africa, 

contains numerous metropolitan municipalities. Two of the most 

important metros located within its jurisdiction are the City of Tshwane 

and the City of Johannesburg. For the purposes of this research, the City 

of Johannesburg and a space within it are relevant.  

 

Map 1: The Province of Gauteng showing the City of Tshwane (Pretoria) and the City of 

Johannesburg  

(Essential Travel Info, undated) 



42 
 

 

 

Map 2: A closer look at Gauteng showing the areas that it contains, specifically 

highlighted in yellow is the City of Johannesburg and some of the locales within it  

(Essential Travel Info, undated) 

 

Unlike most cities around the world, Johannesburg did not develop 

around or along a water source. Instead, the city came to exist as a result 

of the discovery of gold and the mining that followed. The ridge and 

watershed transverses the City west to east and creates the north-south 

divide. The former central business district is situated south of the Ridge. 

This history is explored in depth through the analysis of Market Square/ 

Library Gardens/ Beyers Naudé Square in Chapter 4. 

Furthermore, Johannesburg is the largest city in the country and it is the 

economic hub with a population of almost ten million people. The land 

area of the municipality covers 1,645 km2, which is large in comparison 

with those of other major cities.  

 

3.2.1. Connectedness 

Johannesburg is well connected in terms of its movement systems as well 

as the modes of transportation. There a numerous roads and highways 

that connect areas within the City in addition to connecting it with the 

surrounding municipalities and Provinces, namely: N1, N12, N14, N17, 

M1, M2, M3, R21, R24 and the R59.  

 

The state of congestion is problematic with many commuters spending 

several hours travelling and in traffic each day. Public transport still 

remains a concern and minibus taxis still dominate this mode. In an 

attempt to develop public transport, reduce congestion and address the 

dominance of the mini bus taxi, various spheres of government have 
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implemented new approaches.  National government implemented the 

Gautrain service that connects Johannesburg with Pretoria as well as O R 

Tambo International Airport with Sandton and Park Station.  At a city- 

wide level, there has been the construction of Rea Vaya Bus Rapid Transit 

system. The development of this bus network was to connect areas 

previously disadvantaged with the business nodes. The line runs from 

Soweto to the Inner City as well as extensively throughout the Inner City. 

Future phases currently under construction will mean that the network 

will extend to the Sandton CBD and areas of the south of Johannesburg, 

such as Turffontein.    

 

¦ƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜƳŜ ƻŦ άŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘƴŜǎǎέ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

sprawling nature of the City. Population growth and immigration have 

ǊŜǎǳƭǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ǇŜǊǇŜǘǳŀǘŜŘ ǳǊōŀƴ ǎǇǊŀǿƭΦ 

This aided through the development of traditionally low-density 

residential developments, typically located between the city centre and 

stretching to the outskirts of the City. This type of accommodation was 

favoured instead of constructing high density residential. Transportation 

routes and services have then needed to meet the sprawling needs, 

ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜȄǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΦ   

 

3.2.2. Demographics 

According to the Community Survey completed by Statistics South Africa 

in 2016, the population of the City is about ten million people, which is 

divided into nearly a 50-50% split between males and females (Statistics 

South Africa, undated). Further information captured relates to the living 

type and basic services. 

 

There are 1 853 371 households with an average of 2.7 people per home 

(Statistics South Africa, undated). The 2011 Census results indicated a 

lesser number of households at 1 434 856 but there were more people 

living within in each home at an average of 3, 1 persons (Statistics South 

Africa, undated). Besides that minor decrease, the numbers on a whole 

showed an increase. Of the current population 81% live in formal houses 

and nearly 18% live informally with the rest being attributed to traditional 

housing and other (Statistics South Africa, undated). The majority, 99%, 

have access to piped water; 91% have access to flush/chemical toilets and 

90% are connected to electricity (Statistics South Africa, undated).  
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3.2.3. Natural Systems 

The City is characterised by various environmental elements, noting: open 

spaces, rivers, streams and ridges. The most famous of these natural 

features, as mentioned previously, would have to be the Witwatersrand 

Ridge, which divides the City into north and south.  

 

Over the past number of years, the City has put measures in place such as 

polices that enforce its compact city approach designed to curb sprawl 

and similarly to protect and conserve the natural areas. This has been 

through the establishment of botanical gardens in addition to developing 

policies that restrict or prohibit development in areas deemed 

ecologically significant. Due to the large number of informal dwellers in 

the City, the rivers are under threat as people locate alongside these 

water bodies and use them for drinking as well as cleaning purposes. 

Many of these watercourses have become severely polluted.  

 

3.3. Local Site Analysis: Inner City, Johannesburg 

3.3.1. Movement Networks 

The movement network within and surrounding an area determines its 

connectivity and accessibility. The Inner City is a well connected and an 

accessible locale with countless north-south and east-west linkages and a 

full range of public, private and non-motorised transport (NMT) routes 

and facilities. Developed according to the grid system, the area is 

characterised by many city blocks. This grid facilitates easy movement of 

all modes of transport at both a localised as well as metropolitan scale. 

Map 3 demonstrates the various modes of transport and their routes, 

including rail, bus, taxi, vehicle, NMT and pedestrian movement.
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Map 3: Movement Network and Modes of Transport  

(Author, 2016)
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a. Highway and Road Movement 

The predominant movement networks of this area are the highways and  

roads. The M1 Highway is situated to the west of the Inner City and  

facilitates movement in a north-south direction. While the M2 Highway, 

which runs along the southern boundary provides a major east-west 

linkage. Supporting these two major arterials is a network of roads  

that form a lattice over the area. It supports a number of major through  

routes that connect this area with its surrounds, namely: Ntemi Piliso 

Street (which becomes Jan Smuts Avenue), Rissik Street, Joe Slovo  

Drive. This extensive network demonstrates connectivity and promotes 

accessibility. 

 

The grid is approximately 60 metres by 60 metres, which creates the 

grain. This grid has created a fine grain that supports the original design 

of the Inner City for the predominant use of pedestrians by allowing a 

very walkable urban form. A by-product has meant that traffic and 

congestion are a regular occurrence. This problem is intensified by the 

fact that some of the streets do not link up, especially towards the 

ŜŀǎǘŜǊƴ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ .ǊŜŜ {ǘǊŜŜǘ ό/ƛǘȅ ƻŦ WƻΩōǳǊƎΣ нллфύΦ Lƴ ŀƴ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ǘƻ ŀƭƭŜǾƛŀǘŜ 

this issue, a number of the roads have been reconfigured into one-ways. 
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Map 4: Highway and Road Network  

(Author, 2016)
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b. Pedestrian Travel and Non-Motorised Transport (NMT) 

 

 

 

Map 5: 800 Metre Radii Intervals demonstrating Walkable Distance  

(Author, 2016) 

 

Originally designed with the pedestrian in mind, the Inner City has 

undergone a drastic shift from its early development of a walkable area to 

then focusing on and designing for the car. However, recent efforts by the 

/ƛǘȅ ƻŦ WƻΩōǳǊƎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǘƻ ǊŜ-address the space for pedestrian 

orientation and use. Council has thus been directing its policies and plans 

towards revitalising the streets and this is evident through the 

implementation of public space and transport initiatives, such as:   Linear 

aŀǊƪŜǘǎΣ wŜŀ ±ŀȅŀ ό.w¢ύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ά/ƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ {ǘǊŜŜǘǎέ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ 

projects enhancing the existing and extensive public movement network.  

 

The universal standard for a walkable distance is that 800 metres should 

take 10 minutes to walk. Based on this measurement, radii of 800, 1600 

and 2400 metres have been detailed in Map 5. This clearly demonstrates 

the well connected and accessible character of the site and it surrounds. 

Although these areas are well-connected, they are in need of 

maintenance and upgrade to ensure that they are and remain safe.  

 

To further enhance pedestrian movement, the Council has also been 

exploring and now, implementing, non-motorised transport (NMT). There 

are many NMT options, including walking, cycling, rickshaws, wheelchairs, 
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animal-drawn carts and recreational activities, such as:  equestrian, roller 

ōƭŀŘŜǎΣ ǎƪŀǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŎƻƻǘŜǊǎΦ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ /ƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ {ǘǊŜŜǘǎΣ ƛƴ 

which a road lane is reconfigured to offer space for cyclists and trolley-

pushers, the sidewalk it also redesigned to enhance the pedestriansΩ 

experience. 

 

c. Rail Routes and Stations 

Another mode of transport located in this precinct is rail. Metrorail 

services include the hub of Park Station in addition to the complimentary 

Doornfontein, Ellis Park and Jeppe Stations. Tipped as the gateway to 

Africa, Park Station is the largest such facility in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Centrally located in the Inner City, it forms part of the main railway line, 

which runs east to west traversing across the City and its neighbouring 

Municipalities from Krugersdorp to Germiston. Park Station, an 

intermodal transport interchange, is not only the focal point for rail 

transport but it also houses the southern terminus of the Gautrain rapid 

rail, local and cross-border busses in addition to mini-bus taxis.  

 

The Westgate Station, located in the south-western corner of the Inner 

City is similarly a multimodal transport facility, although smaller in scale. 

It too includes the combination of rail, buses and mini-bus taxis. 

 

Image 21: Metrorail Trains at Park Station  

(Muchave, 2014) 

 

Image 22: Gautrain  

(Muchave, 2014)
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Map 6: Rail Routes and Stations  

(Author, 2016)



51 
 

d. Rea Vaya Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) 

The Inner City has always been well serviced with busses. They, similarly 

to taxis, utilised the roads and highways of the City. However, in 2006/ 

нллтΣ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅ ƻŦ WƻΩōǳǊƎ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŜŘ ŀ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŀƛƳŜŘ ŀǘ 

addressing the time spent and costs involved of commuters. This project 

would focus on the public transport systems implemented in various 

parts of the world, including: Curitiba in Brazil. The intention was for the 

busses to utilise the middle of the street and as such, stations would be 

positioned in the median. As a consequence of a lane being lost, more 

congestion would be created and this would therefore encourage 

motorists to utilise public transport.  

 

The first phase was implemented and the route serviced the Inner City as 

well as the link between the Inner City and Soweto. This has proven to be 

successful as further phases will be rolled out.  

 

200 metres from the Library steps is the Library Gardens Eastbound Rea 

Vaya (BRT) Station located along Albertina Sisulu Road. Parallel and south 

of this Station, located in Commissioner Street is the Westbound Station. 

Within the 800 metre radius there are four stations with the majority 

being located within the 1600 metre radius.  

 

The Inner City is also serviced by local bus operators of Metrobus and 

Putco well as those of neighbouring Municipalities. A number of long- 

distance and cross-border busses are also located within the area, 

operating predominantly from Ghandi Square, Park Station and its 

immediate vicinity. They facilitate transport both formally and informally 

to the various Provinces as well as our neighbouring countries.
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Map 7: Rea Vaya (BRT) Inner City Routes  

(Author, 2016)
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Image 23: Rea Vaya (BRT) Station located on the Library Gardens Eastbound Route  

(Author, 2016) 

 

 

 

 

Image 24: Rea Vaya (BRT) Buses at Ghandi Square  

(City of Joburg, 2008) 

 

Image 25: Metrobuses at Ghandi Square  

(City of Joburg, 2008)
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e. Taxi Transport 

The majority of South Africans rely on the private mini-bus taxi service as 

their primary mode of transport. Private in the sense that this option is 

not subsidised by the Government. The Inner City has a concentration of 

taxi facilities and is home to number of ranks. Similarly, to the busses, 

they offer both locale as well as long-distance travel. Their routes overlap 

with both that of vehicular and busses.  

 

There are a few formal taxi ranks located in the Inner City that include 

Park Station, Westgate, Metro Mall, Wanders Rank, Noord Street Rank 

and the Faraday Rank. Likewise, there are a number of secondary ranks 

noting: the Bridge Taxi Rank (Corner and King George Streets), Carlton 

Centre Taxi Rank, Corner Von Brandis and Commissioner Streets, Corner 

Anderson and Von Brandis as well as the Corner of Noord and Claim 

Streets.
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Map 8: Location of the Taxi Facilities and predominant Routes  

(Author, 2016)
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Image 26: Taxis parked outside Metro Mall  

(Mqadi, 2015) 

 

Image 27: Inside Bree Taxi Rank  

(Mqadi, 2015) 

 

Image 28: Wanders Taxi Rank  

(City of Joburg, 2011) (Mqadi, 2015)
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3.3.2. Built Form 

Johannesburg is a young city by global standards, having only existed for 

the last hundred and thirty years or so. The Inner City marks the heart of 

its beginning, with most of its buildings and spaces a composition of told 

and untold layers that make up its history. The built form, Maps 9-13, 

capture a point in time of its rich history- reflecting on what was, 

acknowledging what is and highlighting the potential of what could come. 

Characterised by its diversity, the Inner City is an array of different 

districts, a variety of land uses and varying building heights.
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Map 9: The Built Form  

(Author, 2016) 

Beyers Naudé Square 
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Map 10: Areas within the Inner City and the Nineteen Precinct Plans that affect the Area  

(City of Joburg, 2009: 78)
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a. Land Use and Building Height 

Due to its history, that it was once the central business district of the City, 

the Inner City is an amalgamation of numerous differing land use 

ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊŜŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ȊƻƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀ ƛǎ ά.ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ мϦΣ 

ά9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭέΣ άDŜƴŜǊŀƭέΣ άDƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘέ ŀƴŘ άLƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭέΦ !ǇŀǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ 

those catered to the schooling and education uses, the rest of the land 

uses allow a basket of rights, which includes: residential, retail, 

commercial and those designed to support industrial uses like 

manufacturing, assembly and so on. 

 

The properties in the immediate vicinity of the Square are primarily zoned 

ά.ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ мϦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŘŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ ŀǎ άōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎΣ ǎƘƻǇǎΣ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭ 

buildings, place of instruction, social halls, restaurant, car sales lot, motor 

showrooms, offices, public or private parking area, institutions, religious 

ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎΣ ŘǿŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǳƴƛǘǎέ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŀƴȅ ǳǎŜ is permitted on 

these properties.  

 

Similarly, there are a variety of building heights across the areas and 

specifically within the surrounding area. It ranges for a storey or two, up 

to high-rise of 25-30 storeys. 

 

Map 11: Indicative Land Use Zonings of Properties in the Inner City  

ό/ƛǘȅ ƻŦ WƻΩōǳǊƎΣ нлмсύ 
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Map 12: Land Use zoning of the Properties surrounding the Square  

ό/ƛǘȅ ƻŦ WƻΩōǳǊƎΣ нлмсύ 

 

 

Map 13: Building Heights surrounding the Square  

( (Keeling, 2008); Author, 2016)
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3.3.3. Public Open Space 

Maps 14 and 15 indicate there is a lack of adequate public open space 

within and surrounding the Inner City. This deficiency has worsened as a 

number of the buildings historically used for offices have been converted 

into residential dwelling units. Therefore, as more people are residing in 

this precinct, the status quo of open space per person is decreasing as no 

new or additional public open space is being developed. As the buildings 

are existing, it leaves very little, if any opportunity at all, to provide 

additional public space. Thus, negatively impacting on the lives of the 

people that live in the area as well as those who work and play in it.
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Map 14: Open Spaces, Parks, Squares and Sports Facilities  

(Author, 2016) 
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Map 15: Public Open Spaces and Squares with Photos depicting their character  

(Author, 2016) 
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3.4. Conclusion 

The regional and local status of Beyers Naudé  Square further reiterates 

its strategic location within the broader City context. Surrounded by an 

extensive public and private transport network, all of the modes of 

transport are present within the area. It is furthermore located in the 

Inner City, a diverse and extensive position with a variety of land uses, 

building heights and designs. The area also has a number of parks and 

public spaces. The combination of these factors provides an incredible 

opportunity for a meaningful public space.  

 

Theoretically, the area should be a hive of activity, especially as the land, 

uses within the greater precinct are going through redevelopment and 

many of the historical office buildings are being converted into residential 

units for families as well as students. Public space is a necessity in areas of 

high density and the Square provides an ideal opportunity for fulfilling 

this function. However, it is devoid of this responsibility. It is surprising to 

realise that the Square lacks the critical components of a great public 

space- people. The current design and lack of activities means that this 

historically important area exists but does not support or enhance 

community life.  

 

It does however indicate that the area needs an intervention to 

rejuvenate it. There are many building blocks on which to develop a 

strategic and relevant intervention. It is about developing deeper 

understanding of the Square, its history and its potential. It is also about 

delving into these questions in relation to the wider area. Until these 

critical components are thoroughly understood, a grand master plan will 

remain irrelevant. The resolution needs to start on a much smaller scale 

and build an urban design that appropriately responds appropriately.  

  



66 
 

4. History and Background of the Case Study: Market 

Square/ Library Gardens/ Beyers Naudé Square 
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4.1. Introduction 

 The case study for this research report is the Old Market Square/ Library 

Gardens/ Beyers Naudé Square, located in the commercial core of the 

Inner City of Johannesburg. The theoretical lens of resilience and by 

mapping change over time as well as understanding the spaceΩs relevance 

as the social, economic and political environment of the City and the 

Country, has transformed, this public space will form the case study for 

this research and thus, will be explored in more detail in Chapter 5. 

 

This chapter is a historic reflection of the City and the changes the Square 

has undergone.  

  

4.2. History of the Square 

4.2.1. The Emergence of Johannesburg and Market Square 

(1886-1935) 

 

 9 The left-over government land between the farms on which diggings were 
proclaimed  

The discovery of gold in 1886 saw people flock to an area of uitvalgrond 9 

in search of their fortune that would become known as the 

Witwatersrand. Lƴ /ƭƛǾŜ /ƘƛǇƪƛƴΩǎ ōƻƻƪΣ Johannesburg Style: Architecture 

and Society 1880s-1960s, he quotes the work of E. P. Mathers in the 

Golden South Africa as he describes the development of Johannesburg in 

its early days. Johannesburg developed rapidly, becoming a town in 

barely nine months (Chipkin, 1993, p. 10). Initially beginning haphazardly, 

the town was then laid out with typical streets and a grid system with 

blocks of erven being 50 by 100 feet (15.24 by 30.48 metres) and street 

corner stands of only 50 by 50 feet (15.24 by 15.24 metres) (Chipkin, 

1993). Although the land surveyor at the time Villiers only had permission 

to make provision for one public space, he included three as well as a 

cemetery (Grundlingh, 2015). The spaces were Market Square, Von 

Brandis Square and Government Square (Grundlingh, 2015). Market 

Square was described as the largest square in South Africa at the time, 

measuring six blocks by one block. It was situated in the heart of the 

developing town, along an existing road that connected Pretoria with 

Kimberley (Chipkin, 1993). Known as a meeting place, the Square 

attracted farmers, prospectors, dealers and the like. Horse-trading took 
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place on the western side, while the centre dealt with farmers and their 

produce (Keeling, 2008). It also provided accommodation as a camp yard 

to visitors to the area. The space was minimal in appearance- unpaved 

with exposed earth that during the dry season was a dusty mess from the 

wagon traffic, while the rainy season brought with it ankle-deep red mud 

(Chipkin, 1993).  

 

 

 

 

Image 29: Market Square during the early years  

(Museum Africa Archives referenced in Keeling, 2008) 

 

The stands fronting on the Square achieved the highest selling rates at 

the time and formed the first formal business sites, while those located 

eastwards were reserved for government buildings (Keeling, 2008). The 

buildings were constructed out of temporary materials initially, signifying 

the uncertainty about the stability and permanence of the Town (Keeling, 

2008). But as advances in technology and building materials were made, 
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this impacted on the design and construction of buildings (Keeling, 2008). 

The transitory nature of the town during its early days was also reflected 

in the lack of significant state-funded public structures, such as a city hall, 

a public library, theatres and the like (Grundlingh, 2015). 

 

Commissioner Street at the time represented a major urban street and 

the principle east-west carrier of road traffic on the central 

Witwatersrand (Chipkin, 1993). Market Square was originally founded 

north of this corridor.  South of this area, along Commissioner and Market 

Streets, a financial enclave developed; this included the mining and 

financial houses, banks, property trusts and the Stock Exchange (Chipkin, 

1993). This area became the financial centre of the Town and remained 

the commercial core of the City until blight saw many of the major role 

players, for example: the Johannesburg Stock Exchange, relocate to 

Sandton in the nineteen seventies.  

 

In 1888, the Square became the largest covered area in Johannesburg 

(Keeling, 2008). The first structure was a small tin shed that housed the 

Market Master, which would later become the Market Building and the 

second structure was the Fire Station, that too would be reconstructed 

into a two story brick shed (Keeling, 2008). Consequently, the 

government buildings followed on the eastern side, represented today by 

the Rissik Street Post Office (Keeling, 2008). At the same time, the 

surrounding retail offering continued to develop and transform into 

permanent structures (Keeling, 2008). This is an indication of the 

stabilisation of Johannesburg as a town. However, when complaints were 

received in relation to the hygiene of the Square, the District Surgeon and 

Medical Officer of Health banned camping on the Square (Keeling, 2008). 

The visitors were relocated to Von Brandis Square (currently the site of 

the Supreme Court and the Jeppe Post Office). This move had a significant 

impact on the function and importance of Rissik Street. As it was the 

direct route between these two Squares, it consequently became a main 

road and major thoroughfare (Keeling, 2008). In relation to development 

in and around the Square it continued but after 1890, no new squares we 

built (Keeling, 2008). Market Square was then dedicated to general 

auctions and sales as the trade in cattle had moved to Marshall Square 

(Keeling, 2008). Development was centred on providing accommodation 

as mining and the population grew (Chipkin, 1993). 
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Image 30: Market Square, 1907 

(Museum Africa Archives referenced in Keeling, 2008) 

 

 

Image 31: Market Square, 1910, before the construction of City Hall  

(Museum Africa Archives referenced in Keeling, 2008) 

 

To accommodate the addition of City Hall to the Square, the space was 

divided in 1910 and a quarter allocated to its erection. Positioned in front 

of the Rissik Street Post Office, City Hall was located on the eastern 

portion (Keeling, 2008). It took five years to complete and signified 

WƻƘŀƴƴŜǎōǳǊƎΩǎ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƻǿƴ ǘƻ ŎƛǘȅΦ Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǘƘŜ 

venue for political gatherings and weekly protests. On the first of May 

1917, it hosted the first talks of the South African Native National 
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Congress (re-named the African National Congress in 1924) (Keeling, 

2008). While inside the Hall, lunchtime recitals and concerts were held 

(Keeling, 2008). Unfortunately, City Hall did cut the Post Office off from 

the Square (Keeling, 2008). Despite this, little changed over the next 

decade. Only in 1926 was there a major modification as the market was 

relocated to Newtown to a purpose built building (today known as 

Museum Africa). Its previous structure on Market Square was 

reconfigured to accommodate the tram terminus and a few more 

additions were made (Keeling, 2008). Following this change, the space 

remained constant. The next alteration would only take place with the 

addition of the library (Keeling, 2008).  
 

Image 32: Johannesburg City Hall, 1918 

(Museum Africa Archives, 1918) 

 



72 
 

 

Image 33: Johannesburg City Hall, 1926 

(Museum Africa Archives, 1926) 
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4.2.2. Building a Library and Library Gardens (1936-1991) 

In 1919, the City Council decided that the Post Office was poorly 

positioned and should be relocated. The desired site for the relocation 

was opposite the City Hall building on the western side of the Square 

(Keeling, 2008). The repositioning plans were not supported and a year 

later, in 1920, it was agreed that the library would be better suited in its 

present location (Keeling, 2008).  Construction of the new community 

facility only began twelve years later in 1932 and lasted three years 

(Keeling, 2008). 

 

 

Image 34: Initial proposal for the Town Gardens, as it was known as the time, 1926 

(Museum Africa, 1926) 

 

Image 35: A newspaper clipping of a proposed scheme for the Library and the Square  

(Museum Africa Archives, undated) 
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Image 36: Perspective of the Johannesburg Library, 1932 

(Museum Africa Archives, 1932) 

 

Image 37: Sketch illustrating the formal demarcation of the Square  

(Museum Africa Archives, undated) 

 

Image 38: The Johannesburg Library, 1935 

(After original image Museum Africa Archives, 1935)
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Image 39Υ LƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŘŜǇƛŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ {ǉǳŀǊŜΩǎ [ŀȅƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ ƛƴ мфол 

(After Author, 2016)
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Image 40: East entrance of City Hall facing the Square, 1935 

(Museum Africa Archives, 1935) 

 

 

Image 41: The Library and Square, 1936 

(Museum Africa Archives, 1936)


































































































































































