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Distilling 
Design
26’10 south Architects is a practice based in Brixton, 
Johannesburg. Principal architects Anne Graupner 
and Thorsten Deckler take that location seriously.
By: Dr Kelly Gillespie of the Department of Anthropology, 
University of the Witwatersrand

26’10 south 
Architects  
and the  
craft  
of space
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W 
hen they started the practice 10 years ago, it 
was a time when many white professionals 
were leaving Johannesburg for easier, less 
confrontational contexts. Graupner and 

Deckler, however, named their company after the global 
latitude of Johannesburg as a claim on the worth of 
the post-colonial city of gold in practising design. It 
is precisely the complexity, the fraught nature of the 
city of Johannesburg, that sharpens their insights into 
design practice and provides the constraint needed for 
innovative and socially-conscious work. 

‘If design is about improving things,’ says Deckler, ‘then 
constraint is the raw material, and Joburg abounds in 
constraint.’ Their attention to the life and context of the 
city – the changing form and meaning of Johannesburg – 
as the stubborn and difficult inspiration for their work is 
what gives their practice its purchase and its innovation.  

Deckler was trained as an architect at University of the 
Witwatersrand (Wits) in Johannesburg, while Graupner 
studied urban design in Vienna, under the Iraqi architect 
and urban designer Zaha Hadid. 

The relationship between architecture and urban design 
is at the heart of their collaboration. Their understanding 
is that built forms exist as pieces within a broader spatial 
system, which extends well beyond the individual 
architectural structure. Each project they take on becomes 
a carefully wrought conversation between a structure and 
its context. Their practice is against the idea of the single 
structure of architecture as an edifice for individuality, ego 
and seclusion. Instead, they concentrate on the possibilities 
that architecture affords for understanding spatial and 
social context, for relationality, and for engaging sensitively 
with the sites of building. As Graupner elaborates:

Our speciality is dealing with space. How do you site 
architecture such that you maximise the ways in which 
people can engage each other; that you can frame a view?  

‘We work to find the most special thing about the site. 
Going to building sites is about finding the clues. It is a 
forensic exercise of translating the ideas that emerge  
from the site into the design.’ 

Deckler pushes this point further, arguing that 
architecture almost always has its target on the wrong 
thing – luring people into what he calls a ‘self-referentiality’, 
which focuses only on their own families, their own  
profit, their own site. This orientation to architecture 
does little to benefit the street, the suburb or the city, 
does nothing to assist the collective project of creating 
better urban space. But to think about design in the 
context of its situatedness in collective space, asks the 
question of what an intervention does for its context; 
how it elaborates a conversation with place; how it 
affects social interaction. Deckler’s favourite quotation 
on architecture provides an anchor for this orientation 

towards space. It comes from Ludwig Leo, an architect 
working in post-war Berlin:

‘The cumulative effect of architecture during the last 
two centuries has been like that of a general lobotomy 
performed on society at large, obliterating vast areas of 
social experience. It is employed more and more as a 
preventative measure; an agency for peace, security and 
segregation which, by its very nature, limits the horizon of 
experience… But on the other side of this definition, there is 
surely another kind of architecture that would seek to give 
full play to the things that have been carefully masked by its 
anti-type: an architecture arising out of the deep fascination 
that draws people towards others; an architecture that 
recognises passion, carnality and sociality.’

Working in a city like Johannesburg – where the history 
of apartheid, as well as the post-apartheid preoccupation 
with security, constantly creates segregation and the 
privatisation of space – Graupner and Deckler are always 
looking for ways to open their designs towards public 
encounter and generosity, even as they must pay attention 
to security. The South African urban landscape is one of 
severe thresholds and suspicion of the chance encounter. 
To this, they bring an ethic of the street; one that seeks 
to undo the severity of Johannesburg through clever 
design work with boundaries and through making as 
many openings as possible for public life. Working on 
the contradiction between safety and generosity is a 
constant feature of their Johannesburg practice. They 
try to transform, without being overly idealistic, the 
spatialisation of paranoia and privacy into instances  
of engagement and sharing. 

This ethic at the heart of 26’10 south Architects 
has earned them a considerable amount of work and 
a reputation as architects of public and community 
projects. They have completed many projects that require a 
sophistication around public and community participation 
in the design process. But they insist that the commitment 
to ‘participation’ is not something that should be read 
only within the context of state-funded and bureaucratic 
processes. For Graupner and Deckler, there really shouldn’t 
be any other way to practise architecture. Each project  

‘We sat together and worked out the important 
things that couldn’t be left out.’ Bridget and Maggie 
(clients for Timber House)

1 Timber House is reached at the end of a long dirt track, with a large glazed room used to warm 
occupants in winter or opened in summer too overlook the Overberg mountain range.
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requires engagement, and participation with all those 
affected by the site. It becomes a method of thinking 
about design, a way of responding to the site that always 
elaborates it as a set of encounters. ‘What else should one 
be focused on? This generosity to people should be at the 
centre of architectural practice’, remarks Graupner. 

Such generosity is evident in the way in which clients 
are engaged. Graupner, Deckler and their team of 
architects understand that they are designing for people 
with diverse interests and needs, and they are enlivened by 
the work of exploring the specificities and undercurrents 
of these, along with each client. If at the first meeting the 
client wants a particular view, a particular security feature 
or a particular flow, Graupner and Deckler deconstruct 
these ideas until they feel they have understood not just 
the particularities of each client’s choice, but the core need 
underneath it. ‘We try to drill down to the fundamental 

need,’ says Deckler, and this need becomes the basis for 
the design effort. The process of distilling clients’ needs 
– what they are really saying when they make a design 
suggestion – is the wellspring of the design process. 

Graupner and Deckler are not interested in being 
known for their individual talent and capacity to design 
signature buildings. For them, the extraordinariness of 
architectural practice is not to be discovered in the idea 
that springs from the mind of the great single individual 
architect; nor in the single monumental structure 
often associated with such big names. Rather, the 
extraordinariness of architectural practice is to be found in 
the process of working with people, with space, and with 
the ideas that emerge out of those fascinating encounters. 

Such practice does not stand down from big ideas 
and sophisticated work, but finds its genesis in often 
undervalued places: in the relational, the conversational, 
and the contextual detail. The process of discovery of 
elemental human needs and the translation of these  
needs into designs that open built forms into lively 
conversations with their context, is the crux of practice  
at 26’10 south Architects. 

Wits Bus Stop
In response to the real and perceived threats to personal 
safety in Johannesburg, the bending of fencing around 
this bus stop offers users a choice of being either part of 
the street – or not. 

Wits commissioned a bus stop for students waiting for 
university buses to transport them between campuses and 

‘The architecture and design has created a 
working space that has lifted the spirits of people 

who have all too often been used to working in 
overcrowded and dull areas in the public-health 

sphere, with no regard for [the] beauty and 
elegance that this building displays.’ Prof Ashraf 

Coovadia (client, ESRU, Rahima Moosa Hospital)
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2 View of bus stop from inside university property. Its horizontal line and brown-oxide colour 
underscores the utilitarian nature of the structure, but also complements the tall green 
Jacaranda trees. 3 Approach from staff parking showing link building, at Rahima Moosa 
Hosital, framed by the existing admin block (on right) and the new blocks (on left). The raised 
children’s playground can be seen in the foreground with pergola to provide shade from the sun 
once overgrown. 4 Concept sketch for the Rahima Moosa Hospital.

residences. After the presentation of initial designs that 
interpreted the world-class aspirations of the university 
architecturally, and allowed for ample engagement 
between students and the street, the client acknowledged 
that what was really wanted was a shelter to protect 
students against weather and muggings. At a meeting, 
the client’s frustrated demand to ‘Just build me a bloody 
carport!’ made it clear that the bus stop would end up 
a kind of cage positioned behind the university’s fence, 
fenced off from the street. To avoid this neurosis so 
typical of Johannesburg, but still remaining attentive 
to the security concerns of students, a clever bit of fence 
manipulation was invented. The fence line was bent 
to allow half the bus stop to be sited within the secure 
perimeter, while the other half lays open to the street, with 
a turnstile separating the two areas. A forecourt connects 
the public part of the shelter to the street and, in this way, 
the usually abrupt threshold between public and private 
could be distended and invested with the potential for 
socialisation. The design extracted elegance and public 
space out of the predicament of danger and paranoia. 

Rahima Moosa Hospital 
An extension to an existing public hospital focused 
design attention on the most public areas, and turned the 
building façade into an artwork.

The Rahima Mother and Child Hospital is situated in 
the sprawling suburban landscape of Coronationville, 
an apartheid neighbourhood laid out to house 
Johannesburg’s mixed-race inhabitants. The hospital 

extension for the Empilweni Services and Research Unit 
(ESRU), a paediatric research unit run in partnership with 
the University of the Witwatersrand, was designed as a 
‘clone’ of the original three-storey blocks at the back of the 
hospital and replicated to extend the original pattern. This 
allowed for the major design effort to be directed towards 
the structure linking the new block to its older sibling, 
which serves as a public entrance. The emphasis on this 
new entrance provides a strong commitment to the public 
life of the hospital, making it welcoming and playful. 

Instead of spending donor funding (that was unlikely 
to be replenished) on painting the building, a decision was 
made to tile the façade of the structure. In collaboration 
with architect and artist Lorenzo Nassimbeni, a tiling 
pattern was developed. Common white and black tiles are 
laid out, and interspersed with precious metal mosaics 
that allude to the history of gold in Johannesburg and to 
the attribution of value to the public hospital. 

Despite the fact that the neighbouring blocks are in 
very close proximity to the linking structure, the tiling of 
its façade provides each office with a different view onto 
the artwork – the west light catching the tiles and making 
them blink and shine.   

4
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Timber House
This small house, extremely compact at its core, can open 
up to allow for the various activities of its inhabitants 
to unfold informally and with a sense of being in touch 
with the natural surroundings. 

Designed for a writer and editor, this small house in 
Suurbraak in the Overberg mountains is used as a retreat on 
long solitary stretches – punctuated by visiting friends and 
family. The clients had camped on the site for many years, 
then built a deck and finally approached the architects to 
build a house. They wanted to retain the feel of camping, 
while upgrading into a comfortable and elegant structure. 
Part of the design process was to plot the trees and the 
views, and to design the structure with these in mind. 

The house comfortably sleeps six people, with a loft 
serving as main bedroom and study, and a seating nook 
on the veranda fitted with standard mattresses and   
generous sleeping sofas. Depending on the weather, the 
house opens or closes up by means of sliding glass doors 
and screens. The outdoor kitchen and shower turn daily 
rituals into memorable holiday experiences.

‘The challenge was to reconcile the outrageousness of the idea of a double-storey braai,  
with the overall house that is in many ways quite ordinary and reserved – a home for a family.’ 

Carlo van Aardt, architect in training on Park House (26’10 south Architects)

Lufhereng Post-occupancy Study
This post-occupancy study was prepared in response to 
an invitation to exhibit the Lufhereng Subsidised Housing 
project at Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, Denmark. 
Rather than exhibiting images taken when the project 
was completed seven years ago, the architects insisted on 
documenting how inhabitants live in the houses now. 

Lufhereng is a low-cost housing project built on  
the edges of Soweto. It forms part of South Africa’s 
subsidised housing programme, which has delivered  
2.5 million houses for low-income earners since 1994. 
This achievement in numbers comes at a cost. Most of the 
resulting settlements are characterised by monotonous 
low-density sprawl, and are located on cheap land on the 
periphery of the urban economy. This, in turn, exacts high 
transport costs to access work, education and services. 

The design effort sought to depart from the monotony 
associated with typical low-cost housing projects, 
designing a range of housing types for the settlement. 
In addition, the intentionally intimate relationship of 
houses to the street, their proportions and the inclusion 
of verandas as semi-public thresholds were an attempt to 
contribute to a sense of community and safety. 

For this exhibition, the architects returned to Lufhereng 
after five years to document the original 40m² dwellings 
– many of which are now being used as shops, crèches 
and shebeens (informal taverns). Some houses have been 
extended to include additional rooms for extended family 
or tenants. These adaptations stem from a dire need to 
earn a living and to accommodate household structures 

5  Interior view of Timber House, showing the kitchen and a living nook that doubles as two beds 
and a loft above. The inclusion of a loft results in a generous volume alleviating the compactness 
of the house. 6 The playroom addition, of the Park House, built onto the side of the existing 
house, takes advantages of long views into the front and back garden. In the foreground, part  
of a cycle track for the four young boys can be seen. It circumnavigates the entire property.  
7 Nowhere else should the notion of architecture as timeless or complete be challenged as much 
as in housing, such as the Lufhereng housing project, especially for the poor who need to be  
able to customise a 40m2 house to accommodate various needs. 
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PROFESSIONAL TEAM
WITS BUS STOP
26’10 team: Thorsten Deckler, Anne 
Graupner, Kegan Stokes, Nicci Labuschagne, 
Ingmar Buechner, Tebogo Ramatla 
Project Manager: Marietjie van Niekerk, 
Campus Planning and Development, 
University of the Witwatersrand
Contractor: ABC Services
Quantity Surveyor: Emheyns
Structural Engineering Input:  
Mike Linning
Civil/Traffic Engineer: Sonderlund & Schutte
Electrical and Lighting: Aftek 
Consulting Engineers

RAHIMA MOOSA  
HOSPITAL EXTENSION
26’10 team: Paul Devenish, Thorsten 
Deckler, Anne Graupner, Isabel van Wyk de 
Gouveia, Nicci Labuschagne, Kegan Stokes, 
Shani Fakir, Carlo van Aardt, Matthew 
Liechti, Romeo Banza, Christine Brand 
Contractor: Dryden Construction
Quantity Surveyor: KDMQS
Structural Engineer: SKCM Engineers
Project Manager: Dirk van den Eynde, 
Campus Planning and Development, 
University of Witwatersrand
Mechanical Engineer: Acend  

Consulting Engineers
Electrical Engineer: One Zero Consulting
Artwork: Lorenzo Nassimbeni,  
Anne Graupner
Specialist Tiling: D.ash: 
Design*Construction*Beautification
Tiles: supplied by Union Tiles

TIMBER HOUSE
26’10 team: Thorsten Deckler, Anne 
Graupner, Nicci Labuschagne, Isabel van 
Wyk de Gouveia, Matthew Liechti 
Structural Engineering Input: Mike 
Linning, Nicol Labuschagne, Gideon Pepler
Contractor: Tristan de Graaff

PARK HOUSE
26’10 team: Thorsten Deckler, Isabel 
van Wyk de Gouveia, Carlo van Aardt, 
Matthew Liechti, Christine Brand
Contractor: Pinhiero Construction
Quantity Surveyor: MI Consulting
Structural Engineer: Mike Linning

LUFHEREND POST-OCCUPANCY 
STUDY
26’10 team: Thorsten Deckler, Anne 
Graupner, Kegan Stokes, Carlo van Aardt, 
Ntate Ibrahim Modimokwane, Rusha Malan

that consistently depart from the nuclear family norm. 
This post-occupancy project emphasised the social life of 
space, and the mutability and co-option of original design 
into changing needs and livelihoods.

Park House
This 1950s family home in a wealthy suburb of Johannesburg 
was inward-looking, with hyper-compartmentalised spaces. 

Positioned opposite the Johannesburg Botanical 
Gardens in Emmarentia, it did not engage well with its 
environment. The design worked to undo this inward-
looking orientation, by opening up the areas of the house 
to one another and increasing the house’s exposure to 
the garden and public park. Additionally, some of the 
internal walls of the house were made mobile, so that 
rooms could be expanded or diminished. 

The kitchen forms the centre of family life. It opens onto 
a courtyard at the back, as well as onto the living areas, 
family room and patios at the front. A new staircase has 
been added to lead up to a study and guest suite, which are 
now accommodated in the roof space; this was hollowed 
out by inserting a large steel girder as support. To the side 
of the house a playroom, subdivisible into three parts, 
connects the children’s bedrooms and brings into the 
house views of both the front and back gardens. 

A raised platform has been created to afford views of 
the setting sun over one of Johannesburg’s largest parks, 
transcending the boundaries of secured suburbia. The 
platform also provides a low, sheltering roof over the 
family patio. Its concrete slab was cast over shallow, 
corrugated-steel vaults, in order to reduce its physical 
weight. At night, the ceiling is transformed into a giant 
light fitting by switching on LEDs that are fitted to the 
flanges of the supporting steel beam. 

Conclusion
Read together, these five projects reveal a mode of 

7

architectural and design practice that values depth in 
both the process of engagement and the conceptual 
thought required to bring the process to fruition. This 
is the commitment at 26’10 south Architects: to process, 
to dwell on each site and each client’s needs, and to pull 
through each a strong conceptual thread that makes the 
space and place in which we live more thoughtful and 
more meaningful.  ■  
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