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Foreword by Jo Noero

This book is about much more than photographing architecture.  The artist, Wianélle Briers, has chosen 

architecture as the medium through which to express her artistic intentions as a photographer.  This is different 

from the way in which photography is used by architects – used most usually to glorify and in the process to 

obfuscate their work.  I don’t know how many times I have heard lay-people complain about being drawn to 

visit a work of architecture because of the quality of the photograph only to be very disappointed when they 

arrive at the site to find a very different kind of building.

Wianélle’s work opens up a number of interesting questions about architecture and its relationship with art 

and with photography in particular.  She has chosen to photograph buildings in a very different way from how 

buildings are usually represented in photographs.  It is this difference that interests me.  She has broken the 

conventional architectural image into a series of fragments of the work in question.  This is intriguing since on 

the one hand it can be argued that the value of the work photographed is diminished since it is not presented 

in its entirety.  Yet, on the other hand, it offers up the opportunity to view the building not as a complete work 

but as a set of fragments which when viewed together present a comprehensive view of the building.  I feel that 

this process is how people experience architecture – not as a singular experience from a fixed point of view but 

rather as a set of fragments of experience.

When viewing the images of the buildings that I have been involved in my interest was piqued since they 

presented the work in an entirely new way from what I have been accustomed and have opened up the work to 

new readings of space, detail and texture.  This is good since the purpose of art should surely be to open up new 

ways of seeing and experiencing the world. This is what has been achieved in these images.  Not only do they 

open up new worlds of understanding but they are in their own terms beautiful images - sometimes enigmatic 

and difficult to place immediately and sometimes more prosaic in their representation.  Either way they are 

sumptuous and great to look at.  This is a very good provocation to how buildings are represented and I hope 

that Wianélle will continue on this journey.  I look forward to her next book with great pleasure.  

Jo Noero – Professor of Architecture/ Noero Architects
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Introduction 

‘Spirit of Place’ explores an abstract, aesthetic approach to architectural photography, using three culturally 

significant sites in South Africa.  The three sites are Red Location Precinct and Ubuntu Community Centre in 

Nelson Mandela Bay, Eastern Cape and Freedom Park in Pretoria, Gauteng.  These designs completed over the 

past decade, have wide acclaim for their unique concept and construction, winning several high calibre nation-

al and international architectural awards.  

This form of abstract architectural photography heightens one’s experience and understanding of the build-

ings, by making apparent the intentions of each architect.  The essence of the architecture is revealed through 

highlighting detailed fragments of the architecture that might otherwise have gone unnoticed. 

Key design elements such as line, form, contrast and balance are incorporated to produce an emotive series of 

photographic images. 
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Red Location Precinct

Red Location is a township in New Brighton situated on the outskirts of Nelson Mandela Bay in the Eastern 

Cape.  The name Red originates from the deep red, rust colour of the original corrugated iron shacks, built 

from recycled corrugated iron from Boer War concentration camps in Uitenhage and the Yeomanry Hospital at 

De Aar.  Established in 1902, Red Location is one of the oldest townships in the Nelson Mandela Bay Metropol-

itan area.  Red Location was a vital area during the early years of the Apartheid Struggle and “was the scene of 

one of the first acts of   defiance against Apartheid when, in 1952, black railway workers refused to show their 

passes to enter railway property” (South Africa.Info. 2007:5).    

In 1994, late apartheid activists and leaders of the ANC at the time, Govan Mbeki and Raymond Mhlaba 

proposed to develop the Red Location area as a cultural precinct, as both of them had lived in the area for 

many years.  The project commenced in 1998 with an architectural competition for the design of the Museum 

of Struggle.  After the building’s completion in 2005, Noero Wolff Architects  received an Award for Excellence 

from the South African Institute of Architects as well as the prestigious Lubetkin Prize from the Royal Institute 

of British Architects for Best Building of the Year outside the United Kingdom.  The development of the precinct 

spans over 28 years, and will finally be completed in 2022 (Gerneke, 2009:84). 

Future development includes a backpackers’ lodge, 210 social housing units, an arts & crafts school, two 

theatres and a commercial area to support line shops and a small supermarket (Noero, 2011:20). 
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The Museum of Struggle

The Museum of Struggle’s exterior reflects the typical factory and warehouse style architecture of the surrounding 

industrial area, where concrete building blocks and corrugated sheet metal are the dominant materials.  The saw-

tooth roofs allow natural south light to enter the museum, which saves energy and has a pleasing effect.

The overriding interior design theme of the Museum is that of the Memory Box, aptly named after the trunks that 

migrant mine workers kept to protect their personal possessions and mementoes of family during their precarious 

existence in urban hostels, (Gerneke, 2009: 84). The Memory Boxes are a tribute to the dislocation of non-white 

South African males from their families, while working in the mines during the Apartheid Era.

  

To portray the red rusted look of the original shacks in Red Location, the corrugated iron of the Memory Boxes 

were treated with acid.  The size of each Memory Box inside the Museum is six by six meters, and around twelve 

meters high. 
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Red Location Art Gallery

The Red Location Art Gallery is diagonally opposite the museum, and opened in 2011 with the Ernest Cole   

Photographic Exhibition, organised by the Swedish Hasselblad Foundation.  In addition to a permanent exhi-

bition of Eastern Cape Struggle Art, the Gallery will offer temporary exhibition space, as well as house art by 

local township artists (Noero, 2011:20).   

The art gallery’s structural design incorporates south light-scoops providing diffused natural light and serve 

a very practical purpose as architect Jo Noero (2011:22) explains, “the air is drawn through a series of louvre 

openings in between the curved interior scoops and the rectangular external tower.  This results in the structure 

being thermally efficient, and no mechanical air conditioning is necessary, other than a fan that sucks in fresh 

cool air and pumps the air through the gallery via an under-floor duct”.

The front of the building has large glass panes, through which the public can view the interior of the gallery.  

Similarly, it gives the opportunity for the art on the inside to be viewed against the backdrop of the outside 

environment (Noero, 2011:20).
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Red Location Library

The architect’s intent with the Library was to “create a series of rooms within rooms” (Noero, 2011:20).  The 

library comprises of a computer school for people who are digitally illiterate as well as a digital library and an 

archive.  The Red Location Library Archive will become custodians of valuable collections from Nelson Mandela 

Bay’s main library, which holds an extensive collection of struggle literature as well as the well-known Afrikaner 

collection.  These collections will be housed in the double volume timber-clad archive reading room, designed 

to resemble a timber box, evoking memories of timber caskets, treasure chests and even the ark (Noero, 2011: 

20).  The Tsitsikamma pine cladding used on the outside will weather and fade to a grey colour, similar to the 

timber used in the location surrounding the complex.
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Ubuntu Community Centre

The Ubuntu Community Centre in Nelson Mandela Bay was designed by Port Elizabeth architect 

Stan Field.  The Architect’s intent was to make the building accessible and avoid intimidating the 

community who use it on a daily basis.  He found his inspiration from the surrounding area which 

has a wide network of footpaths, and incorporated this into the building’s design.  A path begins 

along the sidewalk on the main road, winds past the reception area, the entrances to the clinic, 

the education wing and through the huge wooden doors into the community room.  It then leads 

out the back into a desert-landscaped yard and connects to the street again. 

The building is made up of three main areas; the Education Centre, the Clinic, and the              

Community Meeting Hall.  It consists of lofty, tilted concrete tubes to house the different areas.  

The concrete tubes have glassed-in ends to bring daylight into the building, while horizontal     

timber poles provide security and screen the sun.

The centre provides an array of services, including health and prenatal care, HIV testing 

and counselling, treatment for mothers, after school programmes  and other services to the                  

surrounding community of Zwide (Findley, 2011:45).

There are a number of smaller designs worth mentioning.  The roof of the entrance hall, features 

a vegetable garden.  Benches were placed along the edges of the main road as well as in the 

back garden to invite people to sit and be part of the centre.  These design elements contributed 

to Ubuntu Centre winning  the Progressive Architecture Award in 2009 and the Corobrik-SAIA 

Award of Merit in 2012.
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Freedom Park

Leader and former president Dr Nelson Mandela made this statement in 1999 “… the day should not be far off, 

when we shall have a people’s shrine, a Freedom Park, where we shall honour with all the dignity they deserve, 

those who endured pain so we should experience the joy of freedom” (Freedom Park, 2011).

Freedom Park, a National Heritage Project with former president Nelson Mandela as its chief patron, is a result 

of the nation urging government to create a memorial and monument to those who sacrificed their lives  to 

create a free and democratic South Africa.  Situated on the prominent Salvokop south of Pretoria, opposite the 

Voortrekker Monument, it is a special place commemorating South Africans’  commitment to democracy and 

freedom (Freedom Park, 2011).

Freedom Park opened to the public in 2008 and consists of three phases; 

 //hapo (Khoi for dream) - an interpretive space and Pan-African archive.  

 Isivivane (sacred space in Nguni languages), a spiritual resting place for all people, inclusive of   

 all religions and faiths.  The symbolic use of Isivivane’s components, namely boulders, water and specific  

 plants, elicit profound meaning (Joubert, 2009:81). 

 S’khumbuto (sisSwati  for Place of Remembrance) is the main memorial and consists of various   

 elements, each with its own meaning and symbolism.

  The Wall of Names, is a 697m concrete wall, inscribed with approximately 80,000   

  names of those who played a significant role in eight historical conflicts that shaped   

  South Africa as it is today.  The conflicts include Pre-Colonial Wars, Slavery, Genocide, 

  both World Wars and the Struggle for Liberation.
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  The Gallery of Leaders is a concrete domed indoor space commemorating the heroic lives of  

  national and international leaders. 

  The Amphitheatre, which is used for national celebrations or events, is a terraced space that 

  can seat up to 2,000 people. 

  The Sanctuary, is another gallery and gathering place, with the Eternal Flame, adjacent to it.   

  This is to memorialise the unknown and unrecorded heroes and heroines who lost their lives  

  during South Africa’s prior wars as well as the liberation struggle.  

  The Reeds comprises of 200 steel posts signifying the rebirth and emergence of the new South  

  African nation.

  The President’s Tree is an African Olive tree planted by former president Thabo Mbeki in 2002  

  and represents peace (Freedom Park, 2011).

All the elements of Freedom Park were designed to blend into the landscape, rather than oppose it.  Quartzite 

from Phalaborwa dominates throughout, except for //hapo (the Museum) where steel structures resembling 

boulders were overlaid with copper, which will change colour over time, until it resembles the colour of natural 

boulders in the area (Freedom Park, 2011).

Linking all three phases at Freedom Park, is a critical design element, the Mveledzo (Tshivenda for Spiral Path) a 

winding stone labyrinth-like footpath leading visitors through the natural  landscape, from one area to the next.  

Freedom Park is the heart and soul of our nation captured in one phenomenal space.
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Wianélle Briers hanging her images at the Nelson Mandela Metroplolitan University Applied Design Exhibition 2012.
Photographer: Deon Ferreira
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