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ourselves. as citizens and as custodians of our cities we 
should start to comment, criticise and raise awareness 
on what is good and what is bad for our city.

i must admit that assessing whether the design of a 
building is “good” or “bad” is not an easy task for a lay 
person like me. When thinking of good architecture, 
i often find myself immediately thinking of iconic 
buildings which i classify as “good” or “bad”, merely 
determined by whether i like a specific building or not. 
however, “good” or “bad” design does not only refer 
to iconic buildings, but also (sometimes even more 
importantly) to the fill-in buildings of the city (those 
created by the “thousand designers”). iconic buildings 
with unique designs have their place in cities as 
landmarks at prominent localities, whether they house 
specific applications or possess historic value.  one 
only has to think of what the sydney opera house does 
for the image and identity of sydney, the eiffel tower 
for paris and even the Union Buildings for pretoria, 
to understand the value of iconic buildings. But all 
buildings cannot be “prima donnas”. The majority 
of buildings should merely create the backdrop for 
city life. however, this does not at all mean that 
architectural design should be neglected in everyday-
life buildings. all buildings should strive for excellence 
in design, in essence thus filling the city with good 
architecture.

as i have said, i am struggling to assess architecture 
myself. i am not an insider of the architectural society; 
i am merely interested in architecture as a building 
block of the city. From this stance i want to propose the 
following “guidelines” for good architecture, as deduced 
from different sources.

Does it express its function in a meaningful and 
visually interesting way? (www.dummies.com). a 
building has integrity when it presents what it is and 
does not try to be something different. The slogan 
“form follows function” was applied in its purest form 
in modernist architecture. This need not be the case in 
recent times, although the guideline of expressing the 
function in the design should be adhered to.

1.  Does it complement or contrast with its 
surroundings? (www.dummies.com). The role of 
an iconic building is to establish a focal point, often 
becoming a symbol of the city or a neighbourhood. 
as such it is “allowed” to be in contrast with its 
surroundings (for example the Bilbao Guggenheim 
museum). however, the role of the “normal” 
buildings of a city is to contribute to the character of 
the context and thus complement that which exists 

(for example the whitewashed houses of the Greek 
islands).

2.  Do the building’s spaces surprise, inspire, mystify, 
delight, or disturb? (www.dummies.com). human-
scaled relationship of spaces, and proportions 
pleasing to the eye, delight and please users. The 
“Gherkin” in london is a prominent skyscraper, yet it 
“touches” the ground with an inspiring public space 
and an active interface on ground level.

3.  Does it give more than was asked?  
(www.architecture.com). a building should embrace 
the opportunity as valuable asset to the city in the 
everyday lives of people passing by and people using 
it. one of the ways to achieve this is to design a 
building that responds positively to the street and 
provides well-designed public spaces for pedestrians 
as part of the development. in south african cities 
the street is often “ignored” and cut off with fences 
and walls, and the only open spaces provided on 
site are car parks. The challenge is to give something 
back to the city.

4.  Does it meet the test of time?  
(www.architecture.com). a building should fit 
into its time and place. The design of a building 
should respond to the idea of what an appropriate 
design might be in south africa (and in pretoria 
in a particular street) in 2016. This creates a 
timelessness that surpasses the fashion-driven fake 
styles or buildings with period details shamelessly 
copying elements from other styles or other periods 
and being marketed as “tuscan” or “vintage”. 
architecture is a reflection of the spirit of the time 
in which it is created. to be timeless a building 
should be a physical expression of contemporary 
ideas, but in such a manner that it fits into its 
overall context.

5.  What effect does it have on the environment? 
(www.architecture.com). sustainability has become 
a major buzz word in the last few years. sustainable 
features include the following elements: use of local 
materials, passive design, maximum daylight, water-
wise installations, solar usage, prioritisation of public 
and non-motorised transport as well as facilities for 
reducing, reusing and recycling waste. These features 
not only apply to new buildings, but can also be 
retro-fitted into existing buildings being renovated 
for a new use.
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