Transforming the WITS-Education Campus in Johannesburg, South Africa
Converting a brutalist, mono-functional university campus into an integrated and diverse learning environment for all
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Introduction

Site: problems and opportunities

Sustainable Principles and Outcomes

South Africa's process of transformation, after a brief twelve years of

The campus lies in close proximity to the CBD of Johannesburg. The land is extremely

The city is brought into the campus by integrated, mixed-use development and

democracy, has demanded a critical look at its educational system. Apartheid

valuable ,and offers great opportunities for higher densities in both residential and office

an enhanced public oriented program. A sequence of courtyards, inserted into

produced a number of brutalist university campuses which have now become

space. Its location on a ridge affords beautiful views of the city to the south, and over the

the heart of the campus (see figure 9), enhances access and creates a friendlier

dysfunctional learning environments. The WITS-Education campus(WEC)

leafy green suburbs to the north. The design intervention critically addresses the current

environment with a more humane scale. New buildings are light and outward-

sits on a ridge in historical Parktown in Johannesburg, and specialises in the

dysfunction of the campus, and takes advantage of all the opportunities it offers. The

facing which creates a deliberate counter-order to those existing. (Quantum

training of teachers. It is separated from the main university campus. The

abundance of under-utilized parking lots called for a rationalization of the parking, this

change and transferability)

elevated position and strictly controlled access, with large roads on all sides,

was achieved by placing the bays along the roads and providing basement/deck parking

isolates the campus from the rest of the city. In addition, the large concrete

for the new developments. No bays were lost in this process.

Enhanced accessibility for pedestrians and the disabled is created by
transforming the ground plane and improving the connections between the

modernist buildings are all internalised which creates an unfriendly harsh

existing buildings. The program of new development makes the campus

exterior, often surrounded by huge lifeless parking lots.

accessible to all age groups and social classes. (Ethical standards and social
CBD

equity)

Figure 8: From mono-function to ‘integrated diversity’
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The project conserves and enhances the existing infrastructure, minimises
demolition and re-uses materials. Surface and infrastructure interventions
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Cultural

Transport

Live

introduced into the existing campus.

There are few places which offer such clear
views of the Johannesburg skyline.
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spaces are optimized and integrated with the built-environment. (Ecological
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quality and energy conservation.)
The campus is integrated with the city. New public facilities make the campus a
place for all age-groups. The architecture is sensitive to its surroundings and

Figure 1: The WEC- Campus Today

The Campus is characterised by large areas
of wasted ‘non-spaces’ many of which are
parking lots

WITS Medical School

makes use of all positive aspects that exist on site. The architectural language is
deliberately different to the existing, and makes use of public art to promote a
more colourful and inspirational environment. (Contextual response and
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aesthetic impact.)

Figure 10: Existing centre of the Campus
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Auditorium

(Alexander 1977: 235)

Women’s residences

These two spaces become the site for a new
‘Museum of Objects’ connecting two levels by
means of a ramp. (Fig 10)

Aims

During the last 10 years Johannesburg has experienced an immense growth of
a sprawling nature. Residential estates, office parks, and shopping malls are all

Harold Holmes Library

This project aims to transform the brutal, mono-functional university campus,

connected via large road networks. This typology is the most unsustainable way

into a more humane, integrated and sustainable learning environment. The

of building a city. It requires a large amount of infrastructure which would not

large and underutilised parts of the campus are developed into integrated
Men’s residences

Under Utilized WEC - Classrooms
Sports Facilities

be needed if a more integrated, higher density and mixed-use typology were

mixed-use residential, commercial and office spaces,(see ‘urban

GYM

transformation’) in response to high demand and high property values. Since

B

C

adopted. The city is fragmented and monotonous, it has little or no spaces for

Administration
Block

pedestrians. By conserving and enhancing an existing building, its functionality

public spaces are practically non-existent in Johannesburg, a new public

Figure 2: dentifying Connections

boulevard has been created with more facilities that complement the existing

Major Public Node

over its life-span will be greatly improved. The current fragmented nature of

A

the city also isolates communities from one another. The social benefits of

infrastructure. The proposed urban framework seeks to connect the campus

creating public spaces where diverse people can meet in Johannesburg are

both spatially and programmatically to its context.

immense. They play a key role in helping to define a new public culture and
identity as a nation.

WITS Medical School

Figure 11: SECTION B:
Conceptual Sketch of the ‘Museum of Objects’ connecting 2 levels
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Parking areas create dead spaces around
virtually all the buildings

1. Create an dense and lively public boulevarde through the heart of the campus
connecting the Men’s residences and the Medical school. Give it a central node of
public activity.
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Figure 3: Activating the Campus Edges
New Medium-Density
Residential Edge
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high density
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New Student Centre as
link building to the
medical school

Transforming the Administration Block

Transforming the Heart of the Campus
Figure 9: Plan showing the transformed centre of the Campus

Figure 12: Existing Ground floor plan
Hard edge with no relationship to the exterior
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block up the entire northern edge of the building... A great opportunity for re-
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Figure 13: New Ground Floor Plan
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The ground floor is currently vacant and neglected.
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Figure 4: From Public to Private Space
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2. Activate the edges of the campus by developing new, mixed-use facilities,
including medium density residential blocks, with retail and office space on
ground floor, on the under-utilized land.
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3. Filter the spaces from the most private (red) to semi-public (orange) to public
(yellow) zones. This is the most ground braking part of the urban transformation
as the Campus can now be integrated with the other public spaces around it.
.
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Figure 5: New Land-use
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Figure 14: New North Elevation of the Administration Building.

Transforming a lifeless parking lot into a sequence of smaller Courtyards
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Figure 13: Abstract of Landscaped Courtyard
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Figure 16: New Public Square with existing Tree
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Figure 17: Museum of Objects, Interior
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Figure 6: 3D View showing initial urban ideas
The Ground floor of the Administration building has been transformed to
enhance the accessibility of the campus.

Horizontally extending shade

structures counteract the buildings height, and draw the pedestrians into the
building. The administration building has become the public face of the

Giving the Campus a new Identity that is welcoming and transparent

campus and promotes an open admission policy.
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Figure7: Conceptual idea: INTEGRATED DIVERSITY
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Figure 18: Cross Section A showing cut through ‘Museum of Objects’, with administration building and Library
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