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HERITAGE REPORT
PROPOSED MARY STAINBANK MEMORIAL ART GALLERY

Fig 1 and 2: the site as it was in 2005 and now in 2013, to illustrate the urgency
of this intervention.
INTRODUCTION
The proposed Mary Stainbank Memorial Art Gallery will be the first phase in the
restoration of the site within the Stainbank Reserve, known as Coedmore, to be
called Ndaba Nkulu Cultural and Heritage Hub. This Hub includes: The Mary
Stainbank Memorial Art Gallery; Coedmore Castle; The Kenneth Stainbank
Nature Reserve; The Wilderness Leadership School.
The site has a unique setting within a nature reserve, which is only about 20
kilometres from the Durban city centre. This 253 hectare “green lung” lies on
the outskirts of Yellowwood Park, a residential area, and is home to various
species of antelope, zebra, birds, and reptiles. It is a very significant example of
some of the last remaining areas of Durban’s natural coastal bush and forest.
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The centrepiece will undoubtedly be Coedmore Castle, which forms a very
important element of KwaZulu-Natal's cultural and architectural heritage. Built
between 1882 and 1885, as the home for Dering Stainbank, the donor, and his
family on his farm Ndaba Nkulu (meaning “important discussions”). The style of
the building is based on the architecture of the baronial castles of Scotland.
Of great importance is the castle’s setting in its generous grounds, and the
immediate relationship of it to the former stone farm sheds and dairy behind
(currently occupied by the Wilderness Leadership School). There are remnants
of other farm buildings, all sadly in an advanced state of decay.
CELEBRATING THE WORK OF MARY STAINBANK
This important project will display the creative artworks of Dering Stainbank’s
daughter, Mary Stainbank. Born on the 27th of May 1899, Stainbank studied art
in 1927 at the Royal College of Art, where she counted as her fellow students
Henry Moore and Barbara Hepworth. It was during this period that she became
abreast of the latest development of the British avant-garde and this influence is
to be seen in some of her later works.
On her return to Durban to live on the family farm, Stainbank accepted a post at
the Natal Technical College, where she taught for twenty-seven years. She set
up her studio, the Ezayo studio, in the upstairs area of the Dairy, currently
occupied by the Wilderness Leadership School, and this is where most of her
private works were conceived and executed.
On her death in 1996, her express wish was for her collection to remain intact
and to be displayed for the benefit of the public. The last repository of this
collection was ironically in the Voortrekker Museum in Pietermaritzburg. The
collection was later rejected, due to restructuring priorities, decommissioned
and returned to her family farm where it lies in storage and hidden away.
This project is an incredible opportunity to celebrate her work ‘at home,’ in the
farm setting where it was originally conceived and where her interaction with the
local setting and community was to influence her personal style. This work
reflected the South African indigenous identity in its boldness and raw
interpretation.
Mary Stainbank has been belatedly recognised for her remarkable technical
talent and her contribution to the modernist movement. It is perhaps an
indictment of her time that gender inequalities overshadowed the recognition
that her immense talent deserved. She broke from the conservatism of her
time, which earned her much criticism, and though unrivalled in her ability to
create large public sculptures, she was often overlooked in favour of a lesser
talented male counterpart for public commissions. The project also aims to
correct these antiquated viewpoints.
In 1989 a retrospective of her work was curated by the celebrated sculptor
Andries Botha and toured the major centres of South Africa. “She, more than
any other South African sculptor of her period, clearly anticipated the raw
potential of Africa,” wrote Botha.
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THE PROJECT
The proposed site of the art gallery is within the headquarters of the Wilderness
Leadership School in a section of the building known as, “The Dairy,” which was
Stainbank’s studio when she lived on the family farm. The gallery will be home
to a collection of the artist’s work, her exhaustive research material and
manuscripts, as well as providing a workshop for local artists.
The gallery will ensure that the Mary Stainbank Art Collection is displayed for
the benefit of the public and in particular, schools, in accordance with the artist’s
express wish. It is proposed that the art collection be professionally curated,
managed and marketed to ensure that the intended beneficiaries of the donor’s
bequest are catered for.
The collection is comprised of the finished work, working casts, and
irreplaceable manuscripts and drawings (this includes some by Wilgeford VannHall, Stainbank’s long-time friend and companion and a well respected stained
glass artist in her own right). The current primitive storage accommodation of
the collection, while secure, is not ambiently correct for the preservation of
artworks and manuscripts, hence the urgency of creating the gallery in order to
display this valuable collection so as to prevent further deterioration.
The Resource Development Director of the Wilderness Leadership School
contacted the author in November 2012 appealing for help. Some limited funds
had been acquired and they needed to secure the inside of the future art
gallery. Harber and Associates agreed to assist and permission was sought
from AMAFA to undertake this work (Appendix 1)

Fig 3: space prior to restoration
The initial stabilisation work has now been completed. The committee now wish
to restore the entrance and external facades of the building so that an overall
restoration can take place, as further funding becomes available. Harber and
Associates have provided this ‘blueprint’ and wish to submit it formally to
AMAFA for approval. Drawing 1172/01/A1 is accordingly attached (Appendix 2).
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THE PROPOSAL
The Entrance
The elevated entrance was sheltered by a utilitarian, curved hood in corrugated
iron (see Fig 1). This important feature will be replicated, clad in sheeting,
including the sides, and integrated into the sheeting of the restored lower
outbuilding.
There is no evidence of the original staircase, or indeed even if such an element
existed at all; although this is likely to have been there to provide access from
the feed store (upstairs) to the young calves in the lean-to below.

Fig 4: historic photograph showing calf pen below
To resolve this dilemma, a galvanised steel staircase is proposed as a modern
intervention, protected behind screens and a steel gate of vertical bars to
provide security yet retain the ‘open’ character of the original.
The entrance will be announced at the base by a bas-relief, sandstone element
originally proposed for a public building and to be mounted on similar steel with
the name of the gallery inscribed across its base. This element is too heavy to
display upstairs.
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Fig 5: bas-relief to announce entrance of gallery
The Outbuildings
The open former kraal, flanking the entrance, will be restored from available
evidence and retained as a carport. It will have wood-bark flooring to retain its
original rural character.

Fig 6: evidence of the original, to be restored.
The crudely in-filled part of the outbuildings will be transformed into a gallery for
visiting artists by keeping two original windows, but demolishing the
dangerously corroded beam and entrance door. A new entrance will be formed
below the stairs, under cover and to enjoy the protection of the entrance
screens.
The studio will connect visually onto the new steel landing to provide a glimpse
of work in hand and the lighting will be augmented by a new steel window, in
keeping with other recent additions.
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Fig 7: dilapidated state of the existing entrance to the ‘artist’s studio’
The Elevations
North West Elevation
Once the badly damaged brickwork and the existing timber windows have been
restored, the upper part will be bagged and painted in a pva to match the other
elevations. The painted stonework on the lower part of the elevation will be
exposed as much as is practicable. The extremely poor condition of this
elevation has come about due to saturation from failed guttering. Historical
evidence shows half-round galvanised gutters and there is evidence of a single
downpipe. All of the gutters on the balance of the complex are asbestos or
plastic. The latter have all failed!
Half-round gutters apparently cannot be rolled in a seamless format. Local
samples of half round gutters have been rolled in zincalum for this project, but
apart from being very expensive, the lengths are limited to available sheet
widths. Furthermore no accessories are available. Matching galvanised gutters
have been sourced in Gauteng, but once again, no accessories are available.
To avoid an inordinately expensive mess, permission is sought to restore the
building in fibre cement, half-round gutters and accessories. The number of
downpipes will be increased, as indicated, to avoid further deterioration of the
brickwork. New downpipes will discharge onto the roof below with spreaders.

Fig 8: deterioration of masonry from damp.
North East Elevation
This partial elevation, which is largely intact, will be restored mainly by
reinstating the timber staircase, based directly on the historic precedent. The
swing armed gantry, beam and platform will be serviced and painted or
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replaced in treated timber to replicate the original. Gutters will also be replaced
as above and an additional downpipe fitted to prevent overflows.

Fig 9 and 10: the original elevation and the hatch as it is preserved today
Internal Additions
The interior of the gallery is complete as per the original proposal to AMAFA
(see Appendix 1). An Office and Archives will be fitted in plasterboard 2 400
high. This will retain a view of the ceiling void and timber roof structure above.
The two existing concrete tanks will be remodelled as the service area of the
gallery, ending with a masonry fire-wall and fire-door to seal the Gallery off from
the rest of the complex.

Fig 11: restored section with tanks behind
CONCLUSION
A permit is sought from AMAFA to make it possible to reverse the rapid
deterioration of the historic setting and, as importantly, to provide public access
by a wide audience to the inspirational artworks of Mary Stainbank.

Rodney Harber
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