
 WE ARE RETURNING TO OUR PEOPLE,THE TRUE ARCHITECTURE
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( 1 )  P R A I S E  T H E M

In the understanding of a specific landscape, there is a sen-
sitive element expressed in the architecture. There is a nar-
rative of the ancestry that develops the concept of any proj-
ect. One cannot erase the ancestry rituals that occurred back 
then as that experience is timeless. This influences the de-
sign in the movement and experience, allowing anyone to tap 
into their roots. This meanings creating a building that our 
ancestors can relate to, as well as anyone.  Architecturally, 
the strongest precedent is spiritual experience relating to 
the landscape. Feeling connected to something familiar that 
is not tangible. Relating to every building as our ancestry 
is mixed worldwide. Everyones identity is a piece of someone 
else's. This complex creates a huge bridge between many cul-
tures universally. Architecture then becomes a history text-
book or documentation of the past and the present infrastruc-
ture.

This then implements appropriation to the site because it is 
dealt with sensitively as a heritage site. The culture, his-
tory, resources and relationship of the building to the land-
scape, assist with the acknowledgement of the surroundings. 
This does not limit the design but enhance it, merging dif-
ferent techniques such as vernacular and modern architecture.

The subject of this essay is 
The Cave in Pilares, Mexico. 
Located in the National Park, 
Maderas Del Carmen. ‘Pilares‘ 
is an ecological reserve, it 
is dedicated to endangered 
animals in the Mexican ter-
ritory. The site has sacred 
significance thus the build-
ing does not dominate the 
landscape but frame its exis-
tence. As history says, the 
era of our ancestors, nature 
and man were one. The build-
ing or structure must not im-
pose itself as it represents 
the ancestors ritual spaces, 
a place that is a space of 
ultimate bliss and enlight-
enment with the beyond. Just 
entering the building should 
evoke an emotion of dis-
tant of familiar emotions. A 
building that creates spiri-
tual links among the site and 
the users, of all time.
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It's a hidden-like structure that praises the site rather 
than dominating the topography. There is a camouflage element 
in the building with architectural properties, that play well 
towards the environment. This is accomplished by specific ma-
terials, textures and colour schemes.

The site is a peaceful reserve thus they designed a structure 
that embodies nature. A space where one can connect outside 
the city, blending into the nature and becoming one with all. 
This is done by having a main view of the National Park, this 
keeps the landscape as a focal point like a cave. Just like 
our ancestry traveled one experiences it in this structure. 
In the beginning there are light areas and it gets darker 
as one moves into the space. The orientation of the struc-
ture provides natural light directed to the main view from 
the northern direction. This makes the view the most import-
ant thing, as it is. Our ancestry, expressed the idea of na-
ture coming first in all their rituals. My ancestors and peo-
ple pray, giving thanks to the ancestors for the animals to 
eat (before they slaughter an animal). This happens because 
nature is our greatest gem and we have yet to understand that 
as a species.

This building is interesting because it haves spaces that 
block sight and visible spaces, creates the authentic cave 
experience. There are also different level changes in the 
structure which makes one experience it as if they were in a 
cave. Imagine our leaders walking within the mountain scen-
ery, having different movement flow from stone pathways. This 
is accomplished by having different stairs in the structure.

The form of the building compliments the structure of the 
mountain landscape. It stands striking against the surround-
ings but there is a respectable relationship between the 
building and the landscape. Its experience links to the land-
scape. This is accomplished by the appropriate materials. The 
materials used were local resources such as earth, stone, 
pinewood. ‘Earth and stone are worked in vertical planes af-
ter being extracted from their horizontal position.‘ (Arch-
Daily, 2015) The materials are manipulated to enhance the 
purpose and building concept. 

The purpose of the structure 
was to create a neutral space 
of socialization and contem-
plation. This is fulfilled 
by connecting to nature in a 
comfortable space of isola-
tion.
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( 2 )  P R A Y E R  T O  S P A C E

A landscape's spirituality is an essential aspect of culture 
and design. This spirit of place is created over different 
eras. These time frames have histories of various people ha-
bituating a space. In this idea, people then adopt and adapt 
to the landscape, creating customs and cultural traditions in 
respect to its spirit. People evolve with nature rather than 
against it.

I look at the IsiZulu culture as one custom that respects 
spirit of place and coexistence (with nature and humanity) in 
many layers of its belief system. The philosophy of spiritu-
ality in IsiZulu culture is connecting physically and spir-
itually to Abaphansi (ancestors). This African proverb ex-
plains the importance of spirit of place:

"He is a fool who praises the fruit of a tree and forgets its root."

To elaborate, one cannot 
praise the beauty of the 
physical (site) and forget 
the roots (spirit). This be-
lief system creates forums 
in different fields of day-
to-day activities, such as 
ritual practice, traditional 
attire, food and spatial or-
ganization. In the worship-
ping of spirit both tangi-
ble and non-tangible aspects 
(physical and spiritual), 
there are certain public 
spaces and private spaces 
that relate to self.

My approach to this archi-
tecturally is: based on the 
IsiZulu belief system, the 
tangible and non-tangible 
aspects are the building and 
public space, respectively. 
This speaks to the solid and 
void theorem, the physical 
has a mass but the spirit is 
an awakening. Both are depen-
dent on each other to create 
interesting spaces. Through 
architecture, these spaces 
are formed from experience 
(spiritual) and aesthetic 
(physical). The two elements 
evoke people to engage with 
the spaces created.
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There is a constant theme of 
experience within the IsiZulu 
culture. A sense of spiritual 
connection to another or oth-
er. This extends to the mar-
riage of nature and ancestry 
importance. These experiences 
are successfully accomplished 
in the means of rituals. With-
in the rituals, there is a 
universal emotion of appreci-
ation in the community and an 
individual connection. Both 
are joined to produce a com-
plete spiritual experience.

There are various rituals that 
take place within the culture. 
There are one ceremony in par-
ticular that dissect public 
spaces and experience:

E X P E R I E N C E 
Umsebenzi wabaphansi (Remembrance of 

ancestors)

Umsebenzi wabaphansi is a ritual in remembrance of the deceased. The ceremony takes place 
in two spaces, each have their own ritual. Umsebenzi wabaphansi begins in a private space 
with close family, in the household. The eldest member, preferably male, communicates to 
abaphansi (ancestors) in behalf of the family. The communication is done in a particu-
lar manner. Imphepho (specific herb) is burnt throughout the calling of and communincation 
with the abaphansi. After calling upon them, the member gives thanks to them, praising 
them deeply. The act of appreciation is not only verbal but physical. A goat (preferably) 
is slaughtered as an offering. The offerings are either a goat for female memebers or ox 
for the head of the family. These offerings are thanking them for life's gems.
 
The ritual is then made public whereby the community feasts slaughtered meet together. The 
second part is a celebration of abaphansi. Normally it is outside the household. Allowing 
everyone to engage with the ritual. The public space organization is generally circular, 
creating intimate spaces for people to connect with each other and the others. There are 
many small systems (Dishing food, fire, cleaning, storytelling etc...) that make the col-
lective celebration.
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A E S T H E T I C

Aesthetic is a strong theme 
in all African cultures, ap-
preciation for beauty in all 
things is essential in Isi-
Zulu. It is a visual spiritu-
al connection with amadlozi 
(ancestors). Culturally, the 
aesthetic is in the form of 
the physical such as tradi-
tional attire and art expres-
sions. The non-verbal connec-
tion is not only pleasing to 
the eye but has symbolism. 
There are mean meanings for 
the different colours in tra-
ditional attire.

In the design of tradition 
beadwork, the form of shapes 
are looked at. A triangle is 
a representation of mascu-
linity and a diamond symbol-
izes femininity. The mean-
ing behind the symbolic forms 
is creation. The beginning 
of man and woman. This com-
plex belief behind the aes-
thetic enhances the visual 
connection. In the beauty of 
things, there is still a cal-
culated decision.
 

In the design of tradition beadwork, the form of shapes are 
looked at. A triangle is a representation of masculinity and 
a diamond symbolizes femininity. The meaning behind the sym-
bolic forms is creation. The beginning of man and woman. This 
complex belief behind the aesthetic enhances the visual con-
nection. In the beauty of things, there is still a calculated 
decision.
 

Architecturally, the aesthetic is through form and material. 
Both elements are appropriate for appreciating physical and 
spiritual beauty. This relates to public spaces as each space 
is a visual artwork with a purpose. On a local scale, famil-
iar material is comforting because it feels relatable. Using 
local material, is more than eco-friendly thinking, it cre-
ates spaces for the particular audience.

The spirit of place is the core element of design process. 
This ideal connects physical and spiritual aspects to the 
landscape. Site is looked at as a homage to the others/ uni-
verse/God. There are two themes that could evoke the pub-
lic domain, experience and aesthetic. Both are dependent on 
each other, spiritually and physically. The experience is ex-
pressed through programme (Circulation/Access).
Aesthetic is represented by form and material. All systems 
create vibrancy in the public forum because there is a per-
sonal and physical relationship with the space.
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(3) H O L I S T I C  E D U C A T I O N

There is a traditional schooling environment which hinders a 
child‘s development process. Schools are known to be rectilin-
ear structures that obey the function of indoor education. This 
education is purely a space to gain insight on an academic lev-
el. This is not incorrect but it is not entirely correct either. 
Chil-dren are expected to learn from only two senses, sight and 
hearing. This construct eliminates the char-acter of a child 
and in turn reduces them to a robotic slave to an ‘education 
system‘. I speak for experi-ence, each four schools I have at-
tended had the same operating systems physically (built form) 
and psy-chologically. These spaces had an uncreative protective 
shield, everything around the school was fenced and even fenced 
within the premises. This notion adopts a prison-like system, 
one is aware they are be-ing watched and caged out from society. 
It does not help that the structures are monotonous and dis-con-
nected from nature and/or a natural environment. This leaves no 
imagination to the eye, just a bunch of lab rats running around 
for tests. The main objective of schooling education is to gain 
a holistic development of self and academics.

The insight of information should be achieved indoors as well 
as outdoors. This system is called environ-ment education. It 
speaks to learning about everything indoors or outdoors, natural 
or man-made to gain information with the assists of experience 
(Eaton, 1998). Outdoor education is purely learning in the natu-
ral environment. Neglecting this aspect of learning causes their 
senses to be limited physiologi-cally and psychologically (Bach-
elors Degree Online, 2017). Thus removes the humanity and devel-
opment association with learning. One should be able to hear, 
touch, see and even taste when learning, espe-cially when nature 
is involved (Bachelors Degree Online, 2017). This allows the 
student to interpret, un-derstand and engage with the subject. 
There needs to be a holistic understanding of the subject from 
indoors to outdoor learning. Education is more effective when 
paired with experience.
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Where most schools fail to understand development, is in their definition 
of intelligence. There are vast branches of intelligence that assists in 
nurturing a child‘s self and academic discovery. Besides the basic mathe-
matics; there is interpersonal, intrapersonal and naturalist intelligence. 
This is the ability to under-stand another, self and nature, respectively. 
These elements of education are lost in the classrooms but can be incor-
porated in outdoor experience. One must keep this in mind when designing 
spaces for self-developers and academic innovators.

With that being said, I reimagine traditional schools to be transformed 
into dual education forums. Ar-chitecture has the ability to create such 
spaces with relationship between private/public, circulation, form and 
landscape architecture. Private and public relationships speak to the safe-
ty and comfort of the students. One must not feel trapped nor should they 
feel exposed. There needs to be a healthy balance between the two. Safe-
ty is one of the most important aspects in a schooling system however the 
ap-proach is generally mechanically based (Fences, bob-wire, locked doors, 
etc.). The arrangement of pub-lic, semi-public, semi-private and private 
spaces allows a student to feel free in certain areas and safe in others. 
This principle provides a formal and informal relationship with students 
and teachers, this assists with the learning environment.

Private/Public relation, circula-
tion and form are physically built 
principles where else sustainable 
educa-tion is beyond the physi-
cal. This could be classified as 
a landscape architectural prin-
ciple. It is the decon-structing 
element of traditional schooling. 
Using landscape architecture as 
an express to outdoor educa-tion 
appropriates the building and 
site relationship. This relation-
ship is important when trying to 
stimu-late children holistically 
in the learning environment. Sus-
tainable education is an act of 
awareness and provides the commu-
nity with more food sources. This 
form of education benefits stu-
dents in under-standing nature as 
naturalists but also interperson-
ally. Students get to experience 
all senses, while providing food 
for the community. Such activation 
programs uplift a community that 
is generally de-pendent on govern-
ment funding. This simple princi-
ple holds the greatest gravity in 
transforming schools as well as 
communities.

The traditional schooling systems 
are neglecting the development 
process by addressing parts of the 
learning environment. Outdoor edu-
cation is crucial in the creation 
of humanity from the understanding 
of self, others and nature. These 
teachings enable an enhancement of 
student‘s abilities in a realistic 
world. Architecture can be used as 
a medium with the means of public/
private relations, circulation, 
form and landscape architecture. 
These principles create spaces of 
excellence internally and exter-
nally. Education is more effec-
tive when paired with experience. 
This experience is essentially how 
learning ex-perience is created.
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(4) H O M E S T E A D
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As a child that had multiple homes; a modern complex house, a hotel/ apartment room and UGogo‘s house in a 
township based around Durban, Enanda. One starts to create their own perspective of what a home truly means 
to them. In each home, I was sheltered yet I experienced different sensations of home. There is one place 
that embodies the sensation of home, I feel alive when I‘m in Durban and that is based on the strong com-
munity relationships that occur. A community in a broad sense is a family. One that consists of multiple 
mothers / healers / confidants. With this foundation, home is always familiar even if one is not at ‘home‘.  
The phrase; It takes a village to raise a child, is the bases of this webbed community. And in that spaces 
are created according to the aesthetic and beliefs systems. There is a beautiful transparency that is evi-
dent in its architecture, a language of openness and welcoming appearance. 

Being a child of the wind, a sense of place 
essentially is a home of comfort and trans-
parent relations. In a township, transpar-
ency is in facades, entrances / exits and 
interrelationships. These factors determine 
the creation of space in the townships. The 
concept of accessible to the street, neigh-
bour and one‘s home is achieved successfully 
by the level changes of the site, homes and 
the public spaces. The topography of cer-
tain Durban townships are mainly hills that 
achieve the level changes already. 

The home / public garden / street / public garden / 
neighbour relationship is fascinating when dealing 
with a sloped site. In these complex, the slope al-
lows for privacy but transparency (Mills, 1989). One 
can walk from the street that opens to their neigh-
bour‘s garden, step down into their garden then enter 
home. These level changes / thresholds allow certain 
view points from the street, house and garden. In each 
home, there are two garden spaces, a public garden in 
front of the home and a private one at the back.
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The public spaces give the community an opportunity to host gatherings that enrich their cultures. These spaces 
promote the strong community networking. Umsebenzi (An offering to Ancestors) is a ritual practice that takes 
place in one‘s home. This ritual consists of speaking to Amadlozi (Ancestors), giving thanks and asking for 
blessings. This occurs in the privacy of one‘s home including the slaughtering of the offering (animal). The 
community awaits the food in the public spaces while the men braai in the private garden. This ritual is one of 
many that express the community relationships and the sense of home. The comfortable thresholds evoke a feel-
ing of home, people have the freedom to double up from organized paths. There is a comfort in its circulation, 
outside and inside the home. Evidently there are no desired paths Enanda based on the accessible freedom from 
one‘s private domain to the outside. 

Private / Public spaces

public

private
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The sensation of home is essentially comfort thus factors of architecture such evoke the freedom of its 
people. Two architectural elements that are prominent Enanda, (a) Double-ups; numerous alternative paths to 
a destination.(b) Thresholds; a physical link between different people‘s domain. This factors determine the 
character of the community (Ian Bently, 1985) (Mills, 1989). In a broader sense, circulation is the key el-
ement that links all of these factors. One needs to develop ‘the freedom of circulation‘ inside and outside 
the home. There needs to be an investigation on accessibility, privacy and comfort; this is a home.

Being a child of travelers, my different shelters / houses there 
was not a strong sensation of home besides its intimacy. I lived 
in Lonehill, in a small intimate estate. The topography was sloped 
elegantly compared to Enanda. The slope is used as a road (main 
circulation) on the sides it branches into one‘s home. The road 
divides the homes while the homes themselves isolate different 
homes with walls. This scheme hinders the opportunity for gather-
ings and strong relationships outside home. There is no allocat-
ed public space in this scheme, this focus intimate relationships 
within a home but neglects the outside community.  These homes 
become exclusive, which is an uncanny dynamic considering it is a 
gated community. Each home has two private garden spaces, one in 
the front and at the back. Access to these gardens requires iden-
tification / authority / close relation to the family. There is 
a garage and gated entrance to the garden space, these entrance 
points are accessible from the main road: a clean segregating 
line. 

Circulation from main road
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The level changes / Thresholds are not the most ef-
fective based on the visual and physical accessibil-
ity (Ulrich Jurgens, 2002). From a room one can see 
the neighbour‘s private garden and living room. This 
dynamic is uncomfortable because of the wall sepa-
ration the homes. It feels like; I can see you and 
so can you see me but there is nothing to say. There 
is no neighbour relationship, everyone raises their 
own child. These homes make sense in terms of inti-
macy, relationships within the home are strong and 
exclusive. There are a number of people that enter 
into your space, the double-up system does not exist 
in the suburbs. All residents have a set destination 
which can only be allocated by designated paths. The 
physical ideal of a home is represented in the sub-
urbs, these homes are neglecting the essence of a 
home sensation.

There is no better sensation than the feeling of being home. A home is a breath of fresh air, a com-
fortable space internally and externally. The spatial layout of the homes needs to interlink with its 
surroundings instead of isolating itself. Investigating the success of house scheming Enanda (Go-
go‘s home) in comparison to a Lonehill complex scheme indicated the importance of community contribu-
tion.  In townships, transparency is in its community, homes and landscape. This allows for comfortable 
thresholds where visual and physical accessibility can be sustained without over stepping cultures. 
Township homes receive a lot of movement and active because of the double-up system and the public 
space allocated to each home. The suburbs on the hand, deal with closed / gated facades, this detail 
places a sense of discomfort. One knows where one home starts and one ends, there is no community in 
the Lonehill complex. A home is not a home without others, the only way one can achieve that is: under-
standing the power of circulation. It has the ability to kick out and gather people together. Home is 
not exclusive but inclusive.

Private / Public spaces

private

public
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HERE IS A POINT 
IN HUMANITY, 
WHERE WE LIVED IN 
HARMONY. 

THESE ARE THE 
TIMES WHEN WE 
HEARD THE BIRDS 
SPEAKING 
AND THE TREES 
WHISPERING SECRETS
OF THE NIGHT. 

THERE IS A SCIENCE 
AND APPRECIATION 
OF NATURE THAT
DETERMINE THE 
SPACES WE CREATE.

SIBONGELA AMADLOZI
(WE THANK OUR ANCESTORS)


