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26’10 south Architects is led by Anne Graupner (MagArg Vienna) and 

Thorsten Deckler (BArch, University of the Witwatersrand). The practice 

engages in a range of projects and events in the townships, inner-city, 

suburbs and periphery of Johannesburg and beyond. Most recent 

projects include the production of visuals for an electronica concert 

during the World Cup, the design and construction of a social housing 

project and the conversion of an old cooking school into a new studio 

and home for the practice’s partners. Both Graupner and Deckler 

have lectured locally and abroad including the University of Cordoba, 

Argentina the Architectural Association, London and Temple University, 

Philadelphia. 
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Little bit, little bit:
The accretive practice
thorsten deCkLer

→ Our architectural practice has, over the past fi ve years, engaged in 

various forms of research. These processes of inquiry are intertwined 

with our practice and have hardly been consciously undertaken as 

research per se. Often, what seemed like a fun or irresistible explora-

tion, off ered a profound insight guiding our work. In our case, we 

would simply argue that research is embedded in practice and vice 

versa to the extent that it is almost counterproductive to try and 

pick the two modes apart. This is compounded by an approach of 

doing and thinking, which we call, ‘little bit, little bit’, which is ‘to 

not over-think or over-work our projects, but to let insights and 

approaches accrue over time’. The suspension of judgement through 

the preparation of design options and scenarios is crucial to this 

process. Refl ecting on this contribution we can, however, trace a few 

key insights through a web of work experiences which we regard as 

baggage continuously added to and refi ned through practice.

In this short paper, we pick out some specifi c strands of inquiry 

as examples of how our practice has employed research to date.
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Research as event 

Events such as Friday Sessions, a self-initiated, 
informal debating forum, served to expose us to 
various modes of practice early on in our practice. 
The events were held in our office or outside venues and 
took the form of film screenings, talks, exhibitions and 
site visits. Common to most sessions was a debating 
component in which the public audience participated 
in a moderated discussion or through informal conver-
sation. The format of the sessions eventually became 
a tool deployed on projects in which multiple clients 
needed to give constructive input. An example is the 
Bag Factory Project (with Publicworks, London) which 
incorporated extensive workshops, a public exhibition 
and debates aimed at soliciting views and inputs from 
a wide range of individuals involved in the art world. 

The base material for the session was a series of 
drawings of ideas offered by the approximately fifteen 
artists and administration staff involved in running 
the Bag Factory. These drawings were exhibited to 
the client and public for comment. The most popular 
idea combinations have been developed further into 
a proposal for long-term interventions to the studios.

Fig. 2. Deckler, T. 2009. Mind map detail of Friday Sessions 
and Bag Factory Project. Fig. 1. Deckler, T. 2009. Mind map showing interrelationship of key projects and events. 
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Research as delight 

Much of our inquiry is intuitive and falls outside of 
project briefs and parametres. Curiosity has led us to 
document our surroundings, mostly through drawing 
and photography. In a city as complex and dynamic as 
Johannesburg we felt it necessary to look and observe 
more closely, and to re-frame aspects of the city for our 
own understanding and use. Once the practice became 
busier, we looked for opportunities which would force 
us to continue this mode of observation independent 
of actual commissions. 

One such opportunity arrived in the form of an invita-
tion to participate in the Walking Newspaper project 
by artist Hans Winkler (based in Vienna and New 

York) for which we documented signage created by 
local exhaust pipe repairmen working informally 
throughout the city. 

The delight of the found object transformed into an 
artwork led us, in collaboration with South African 
artist Maya Marx, to exercise our affection for everyday 
elements in the creation of a sculpture celebrating 
2010. The artwork took the form of a garden of traffic 
signs located on a busy route leading towards one of 
the World Cup venues. On a tight budget the reflective 
nature of the signs saved on lighting – a serendipitous 
‘bonus’ afforded by an already existing element specifi-
cally conceived for use in traffic.

Fig. 4. Deckler, T. 2009. Mind map detail of the Exhaust 
Pipe project and Optic Garden sculpture. 

Research as narrative

Events were also used in uncovering and making 
more public the history of Fietas, the area our office 
is currently located in. Fietas, once a vibrant and 
multi-cultural area close to Johannesburg’s inner-
city, was dismantled in the 1970s by the apartheid 
system’s Group Areas and Slum Clearance Acts. Our 
involvement in a framework for the area and in the 
Fietas Festival has led us to listening to and record-
ing narratives of current and ex-residents. Through 
listening, we were able to form simple, yet profound, 
insights into the role of the city in enabling positive 
interaction amongst its residents. These lessons 
have subsequently been applied in the planning of 
subsidised housing projects within the parameters of 
RDP¹/BNG² briefs. 

Ironically the dogma of ‘New Urbanism’ imported 
into South Africa to create exclusive enclaves such as 
Melrose Arch ignores the lessons areas such as Fietas 
and older townships display. The same principles of 
mixed use and density have been realised in these 
areas but are overlooked in favour for a simplified 
formula. Fietas has been erased and informality taints 
our perception of the township. Narrative research 
makes these places real through sharing the nuances 
of lived experiences. Its importance is not limited 
to architects and city planners, but essential for the 
collective consciousness of a nation whose choices for 
living in the city is becoming more and more limited 
through franchised development based on prejudice 
and fear.

Fig. 3. Deckler, T. 2009. Mind map detail of the practice’s interaction with Fietas.
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Fig. 5. Deckler, T. 2009. Mind map structuring Housing and the Informal City project.

Research out of necessity

In 2008 our practice was awarded a 
major commission for the redevelopment 
of Diepsloot, a post-apartheid township, 
40km north of the centre of Johannesburg. 
The city’s brief was questionable in some 
aspects but left very little room for critical 
enquiry. Coincidentally, we managed to 
initiate a research project on the informal 
city, in collaboration with the Goethe-
Institut, Johannesburg, and used Diepsloot 
as our subject. This has led to the detailed 
documentation and analysis of a portion 
of Reception Area (an informal neighbour-
hood within Diepsloot) and a master-class 
exploring existing and alternative housing 
approaches. This initiative has evolved 
into an ongoing standalone project (with 
continued support from the Goethe-
Institut and Professor Lone Poulsen) 
concerned with how appropriate housing 
approaches may be generated from 
people’s needs and socio-economic reality 
as evidenced by the choices people make 
in constructing their own environment. 
Our practice, which is neither academic 
nor purely commercial, now faces the 
challenge of securing sufficient funding 
for independent research which we hope 
to overcome by promoting the project 
through a website (www.housinginfor-
malcity.co.za) demonstrating visually the 
potential the research reveals. 

Research baggage

The various forms of inquiry, the experi-
ences, events, relationships and, in some 
cases, built manifestations result in a 
complex reference system and resource 
which we continuously add to, refine and 
amend through the process of practice 
itself. This process is intuitive, opportunis-
tic, sometimes desperate, often surprising 
and definitely rewarding. It is driven by a 
need to know and understand more about 
a uniquely challenging place and moment 
we find ourselves in. 

Johannesburg has offered us a multitude of 
opportunities to do so.

Conclusion 

To us, practice and research ultimately 
means to engage with what is on our 
own doorstep and in our own backyard 
and to form open-minded insights and 
opinions which help us achieve a measure 
of meaning within the limits of practice. 
Surely practice-led research is an integral 
part of the human condition, a process 
we naturally engage with to survive 
and prosper? Academia has, at its own 
detriment, separated thinking and doing 
to the degree that practice-led research is 
now seen as a necessary antidote to its own 
rarefied exclusivity.

endnotes

i. The Reconstruction and Development 
Programme (RDP) is responsible for the 
construction of approximately two million 
subsidised homes. 

ii. Breaking New Ground (BNG) is a follow on 
programme part of which aims to construct 
susidised dwellings to a standard that will 
enable owners to use property as collateral to 
raise finance.  


