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A. INTRODUCTION 
 
Your motivation letter issued on behalf on the South African Heritage Resources 
Agency (SAHRA) dated 7th March 2019 refers (Annexure A). 
 
The following Heritage Statement has been prepared to accompany a Section 27 
NHRA permit application for internal alterations to the Main Building at SAAO for the 
purposes of developing a new Remote Operations Station, upgraded Reading Room 
and new Book Repository.  
 
Refer to Figure 1: Site location plan showing the location of the Main Building. 
 
 
B. DESCRIPTION OF THE PROPOSALS 
 
A detailed description of the proposals is included in the motivation report prepared by 
Jonathan Green of SOME Architects dated 24th May (Annexure B), and is extracted 
below.  
 
The project was initiated by the intention to locate a new Remote Operations Station 
in the Main Building – a high tech environment where scientists operate the 
telescopes at Sutherland and record data and images. It is also where the public will 
be able observe and directly experience cutting edge technology of astronomical 
observation as part of SAAO’s active public outreach program. The intention to locate 
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the Remote Operations Station in the library to the east of the central front room has 
provided the opportunity to relocate the bulk of a very valuable book and journal 
collection to a new Book Repository where they can be better protected and secured. 
The upgrade of the existing Reading Room is necessary in order to provide a space 
which is more conducive to literary research, staff-student interactions, a meeting 
room and a venue for SAAO’s public outreach program. 
 
Refer to Figure 2: Plan of the Main Building showing the location of the proposals 
within Rooms 04, 09 and 13. The proposals are illustrated by a set of 3D images, 
longitudinal sections and plans for each room. A 3D model and photographs of each 
room being contemplated is also attached. 
 
B.1 New Book Repository (Room 04) 
 
A new Book Repository is proposed in Room 4 of the Main Building, this room being 
located in the centre of the west wing currently used by visiting scientists.  
 
It is proposed to insert a 5 bay x 6 module ‘compactas’ to house the bulk of a book 
and journal collection. These ‘compactas’ run on rails and due to their weight, and the 
existing wooden floor, is to be reinforced with timber trusses. Reinforcement will occur 
below the floor, and will involve a specialist carpenter numbering the existing floor 
boards, lifting them and relaying them in their correct sequence once the work below 
is completed. The structural work is to be performed as per the Structural Engineer’s 
drawings and method statement attached (Annexure C). The floor will be 
photographically documented before commencing any work and on completion. 
 
To protect the existing wooden floor, the ‘compactas’ will be mounted on top of a 
‘floating’ timber floor. This will consist of a 6.2mm ‘Masonite’ board laid on the floor as 
a protective layer, and a floor constructed of SAP joists above, clad in plywood with a 
floor finish of either vinyl or carpet. 
 
A glass fronted book cabinet will be sited in the southwestern corner of the room. 
Non-reflective film will be applied to the windows to reduce the amount of UV entering 
the room and protect books from exposure to light.  
 
Refer to 3D images of the proposals (Images 01 and 02). 
 
B.2 Upgraded Reading Room (Room 09) 
 
The existing Reading Room is the first room to the west of the entrance hall in the 
Main Building. 
 
Certain items such as the wooden chest of ‘standard weights & measures’, the Hardy 
Regulator Clock and the cabinet built in between the two south-facing windows will 
remain. The leather armchairs and sofa will be relocated to the Remote Operations 
Station. Other loose furniture and bookshelves will be catalogued, carefully removed 
and stored on site. 
 
New bookshelves with an angled display rest and glass-fronted upper shelves will be 
installed on the east and west walls, as well as the north wall (at the closed up 
fireplace). They are to be constructed from natural oak, the design being clearly 
contemporary with simple, paired back detailing. The east bookshelf will permanently 
display the copy of the 19th century Thomas Bowler panorama of Cape Town. 
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In the centre of the room will be a raised area constructed on the same principle as 
the ‘floating floor’ in Room 4 but structural floor reinforcement will not be required. The 
floor will be documented photographically prior to laying the protective ‘Masonite’ 
board. The form of this raised area is to be octagonal referencing the octagonal 
lantern (night sky ‘observatory’) that was historically located above the central room. 
The enclosing ‘walls’ of the central installation will be of oak veneered plywood 
shelving and a slanted display shelf for journals and displaying various special book 
and journal collections from time to time. The interior is to be painted dark grey, 
providing a sense of division and focus. Inside the ‘walls’ of the installation will be 
reading desks with built-in illumination. Again, this will be clearly of contemporary 
design, removable, and replaceable with other furniture (such as a circular meeting 
table) depending on changing requirements. 
 
Electricity to the desk lights will be supplied via removing floorboards. It should be 
noted that certain floor boards in each room were previously cut short and screwed 
down to allow access to the under floor void for the routing of electrical cables. One 
board towards the centre will be removed, carefully set aside (with its screws taped to 
the board) within the new floating floor so that, on removal of the centre piece in the 
future, the board can be refitted.  
 
It is also planned that a very lightweight circular light fitting will be hung (fixation will be 
through the existing ceiling - fluorescent tube - light points), providing soft illumination 
to the reading area.  
 
Non-reflective film will be applied to the existing glass in the windows to reduce the 
amount of UV entering the room, better protecting the books on display.  
 
It is to be noted that all new work is should be regarded as an ‘installation’ that is 
entirely reversible and thus has no permanent impact on the existing structure. 
 
Refer to 3D images of the proposals (Images 03, 04 and 05). 
 
B.3 New Remote Operations Station (Room 13) 
 
This will be housed in the room to the east of the central room (the current Library).  
 
All existing (modern) wood and steel shelving is to be catalogued by SAAO, carefully 
removed and stored on site. 
 
The room will be divided into two functional areas, the actual Remote Operations 
station, and a relaxation area for the scientists. The design of the Station makes 
reference to the typical form of an observatory (circular, smooth, sharp-edged and 
white), all of lightweight plywood construction, matt painted to the interior and white 
formica or similar covering to the exterior. It will be orientated towards a lightweight 
plywood wall with large monitors illustrating general information on the functioning of 
the telescopes in Sutherland. 
 
The space ‘inside’ the ‘observatory’ is dark in colour so that nothing distracts at night 
from the computer monitors. During the day, it is clear to the visitor that this is a ‘high-
tech’ space, with controlled access; the large monitors will continuously display 
incoming and processed information.  
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As the station ‘talks’ to Sutherland, the users will face Sutherland (a glowing indicator 
in the raised floor reinforces this distant relationship). Because the users are in 
‘virtual-Sutherland’, the live night sky of Sutherland is projected overhead, as if looking 
up out of the octagonal cylinder of an observatory (this will ‘simply’ be a live-feed from 
an existing 180º camera in Sutherland). Speakers on the four desks (each 
accommodating two users, but linked to a single telescope), broadcast the live noise 
of the moving telescope. The interior of the station is octagonal (making reference, 
again, to the lantern in the adjacent room, as well the form of many observatories), 
and all the construction is consistent with that in the Reading Room installation. 
 
As the Remote Operations Station will be an international show-piece for SAAO and 
SALT, dignitaries and the general public will be encouraged visit it in order to the 
astronomers working at night: the ‘walls’ of the observatory’, white and crisp, 
terminate at leaning height for the viewer, and a curved glass wall  separates them 
from the users. All the while the observer is there, watching the action (mostly very 
slow) taking place at the desks, with the data streaming in, the Sutherland night sky 
above them moves, until the rising sun obscures the stars. 
 
Once again, the existing floor will be photographically documented (once all the library 
shelving has been removed), and a protective layer of ‘Masonite’ placed prior to 
installing the ‘floating’ installation. 
 
Access to power will be through the same principle as that proposed for the Reading 
Room. Likewise, the lightweight screen will be suspended in the same manner as 
proposed above. 
 
The relaxation area will have restricted access via the (lockable) glass doors to the 
station. All furnishings in this area (such as the leather furniture relocated from the 
Reading Room) will be loose fittings. 
 
Once again, it is to be noted that all new work is very much considered an ‘installation’ 
that is entirely reversible and has no lasting impact on the existing structure. 
 
Refer to 3D images of the proposals (images 06, 07, 08). 
 
 
C.  HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 
 
Given the nature of the proposals, it is considered unnecessary to provide a detailed 
history of the site. A detailed history is covered in the SAAO Heritage Inventory 
prepared by Nicolas Baumann and Sarah Winter dated May 2011 and in various 
publications, notably in a book on the history and heritage of SAAO authored by I.S 
Glass (2015). An extract from the Heritage Inventory of the data sheet for the Main 
Building, including a set of historical images, is attached (Annexure D). 
 
Outlined below is a historical overview of the entire site placed in broader context, as 
well as a historical overview of the Main Building. 
 
C.1 Pre-establishment of the Royal Observatory 
 
Prior to the establishment of the Observatory, the Liesbeek Valley would have 
provided suitable hunting, gathering and grazing ground for indigenous hunter-
gatherers and herders. With the establishment of a Vereenigde Oost-Indische 
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Compagnie (VOC) outpost in Table Valley in the mid-17th century, land cultivation and 
pasturage became critical to the survival of the refreshment station. The VOC thus 
extended settlement to the Liesbeek Valley in the later 17th century; fenced, fortified 
and farmed it. The expansion of colonial settlement resulted in deterioration of 
relationships between the Dutch and the Khoekhoen herders with growing tensions 
and disputes over access to land. Open conflicts broke out within the Liesbeek Valley 
during this period (Sleigh 1998; Worden et al 1998). 
 
C.2 Royal Observatory (1820-1905) 
 
The Royal Observatory at the Cape of Good Hope was formally established in 1820 in 
order to determine accurate star positions and provide a reliable time service to aid 
the navigation of ships. The site selected was a portion of Valkenberg farm, described 
as a rocky mound between the swampy areas of the Liesbeek and Black Rivers 
(Glass 2015). 
 
The first royal astronomer at the Cape was Reverend Fearon Fallows. Under his 
direction, the main Observatory building was completed in 1828. It was equipped with 
state of the art astronomical equipment (Glass 2015). 
 
The Observatory is now recognised for major achievements in astronomy during the 
19th century. To mention just a few: 

• Thomas Henderson was royal astronomer between 1831 and 1833. He made the 
first observations from which the distance of a star (other than the Sun) could be 
calculated (Glass 2015). 

• Thomas Maclear’s arrival in 1834 marked an important phase of both astronomical 
and survey work. He re-measured Lacaille’s Arc of Meridian (1751-1753), 
established the true shape of the earth in the southern hemisphere and performed 
the first accurate geodetic surveys of Southern Africa (Glass 2015).  

• David Gill was royal astronomer between 1879 and 1905. He pioneered the use of 
photography in accurately charting and measuring star positions. He was 
responsible for organizing a massive international effort to produce a detailed 
photographic ‘Map of the Heavens’ and produced the Cape Photographic 
Durchmusterung. Gill’s Reversible Transit Circle (RTC) was state of the art 
engineering principles which ensured exceptional stability and precision in 
positional measurements (Glass 2015).   

 
Several astronomers were also artists who left valuable drawings of the Cape (1839-
1860), e.g. John Herschel and Charles Piazzi Smyth. Its buildings and setting have 
also inspired artists to draw, paint and photograph the Observatory, e.g. Thomas 
Bowler and Charles Peers (Glass 2015).   
 
Under Gill’s direction, numerous telescopes and auxiliary instruments were installed. 
Some of these are important in the history of astronomy in South Africa and 
internationally. Examples include the McClean Telescope (1896), the RTC (1901), the 
18 Inch Telescope (1887) and the Astrographic Telescope (1890). 
 
C.3   Royal Observatory (1905-1970) 
 
During this period, the Observatory continued to be recognised by major 
achievements in astronomy particularly in the cataloguing of precise star positions 
with the new Reversible Transit Circle and analysing star brightness. The period 
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following the end of World War II was noted for experiential “Fabry” photometry by 
Alan Cousins and his development of equipment and a methodology for photoelectric 
photometry using photomultipliers (Glass 2015). 
 
A number of structures were erected during this period. Examples include the new 
Administration Building (1920s), the RNA Building (1920s), the 6 Inch Telescope 
(1935) and the Kinetheodolite (1957). 
 
C.4   South African Astronomical Observatory (1970 onwards)  
 
In 1972 SAAO was formed by an amalgamation of the Royal Observatory at the Cape 
of Good Hope with the Republic Observatory in Johannesburg. Telescopes were 
relocated to Sutherland in the Northern Cape, establishing it as the central 
observation station for SAAO (SAAO website). 
 
SAAO continues to be highly regarded internationally and occupies a central place in 
the development of South African science. Research has concentrated on 
understanding the nature and life cycle of stars and galaxies. In 2005 the Southern 
African Large Telescope (SALT) was erected at Sutherland. It is the largest single 
optical telescope in the southern hemisphere and one of the largest in the world 
(SAAO website). 
 
C.5  Main Building 
 
The Main Building is the oldest and most important landmark building on the site. It 
was originally designed to house the main instruments of the Observatory and to 
provide accommodation for the Royal Astronomer and Assistants. It was designed by 
British Naval Architect, John Rennie (1761-1821), who was an advocate of the Greek 
Revival architectural movement. Construction of the building commenced in 1825 and 
it became operational in 1828 (SAAO Heritage Inventory). 
 
As a neoclassical building with Georgian and Greek Revival references, it was 
designed with a wide H-plan, symmetrical layout and colonnaded ‘temple” like front. 
The joinery of the interior was designed by master carpenter, John Cannon. The 
interior exhibits typical Georgian features including six paneled doors, windows, 
fireplaces, plastered relief ceilings with “rose” detailing and elegant staircases (SAAO 
Heritage Inventory). 
 
The central block of the main building was equipped with then state of the art 
astronomical instruments including a 10 foot transit instrument manufactured by 
Dollond and an 8-foot Mural Circle manufactured by Jones. These were housed in the 
room to the west and east of the central room. The Mural Circle was replaced by the 
Airy Transit Circle (1855-1950). Fallows’ original portable instrument and these two 
telescopes were all still in existence in 1950. With the change in Directorship in 1950, 
the Admiralty decreed that any unusable instrument should be scrapped. Only some 
parts of the original instruments are now still in existence (lens and eye-end of the Airy 
Transit Circle and lens of the first Transit by Dollond (later used as guide telescope on 
an experimental photographic telescope) (SAAO Heritage Inventory). 
 
The room to the west of the central room probably also accommodated an early Hardy 
Regulator Clock (1820). The clock still survives and is on display in the west room 
(SAAO Heritage Inventory). 
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The double storey projecting wings of the Main Building were originally utilized as the 
living quarters of various Royal Astronomers (west wing) and Chief Assistants (east 
wing), except for the two front rooms which housed two additional telescopes. Domes 
were mounted on the roof of the projecting wings. An intended central dome was 
replaced with an octagonal lantern loosely based on the ‘Tower of the Winds’ in 
Athens. The domes were removed in 1888 and the lantern was removed in 1961 
(SAAO Heritage Inventory 2011). 
 
The building has been altered over time to accommodate changing uses, i.e. from an 
observatory to offices and a library. The conversion of the east wing to offices was 
undertaken in 1963. The conversion of the west wing to offices was undertaken in 
1971 and 1976 (SAAO Heritage Inventory 2011). 
 
Today the building contains the library, reading room and offices. 
 
 
D. STATEMENT OF HERITAGE SIGNIFICANCE 
 
D.1     SAAO  
 
SAAO is a national heritage site of considerable historical, scientific, architectural and 
aesthetic significance. The site forms an integral part of Two Rivers Urban Park which 
has been identified by Heritage Western Cape as Grade II in terms its pre-colonial 
and early colonial history, particularly in term of its associations with colonial 
expansion and defence and Khoekhoen resistance during the mid-17th century. TRUP 
has high local significance as a green environmental room embedded within the City. 
The institutional layering and environmental significance of TRUP represents a place 
of scientific inquiry, healing and quietude. 
 
SAAO has very high historical significance as a scientific institute dating to the early 
19th century and the first permanent observatory in the southern hemisphere.  It is 
associated with a number of astronomical advances of international significance from 
the 1830s. It has considerable aesthetic significance with a number of architecturally 
significant buildings and a distinctive dome typology set within a wooded landscape at 
the confluence of the Liesbeek and the Black Rivers.  
 
D.2 Main Building 
 
The Main Building has outstanding historical, scientific, architectural and aesthetic 
value. It is typical of early 19th century astronomical observatories, comparable to 
Cambridge University Observatory founded in 1823. It has considerable scientific 
significance due its contribution to astronomy internationally during the latter half of 
the 19th century. It is closely associated with Gill who was regarded as one of the 
leading astronomers of the time. The centre of the Airy Circle was the point of 
reference for all geographic positions in South Africa. Originally accommodating the 
living quarters of the astronomers and the observing chambers, it today remains the 
heart of the contemporary SAAO and the home of the National Library for Astronomy.   
 
It is the earliest building on the site. It has high architectural value in terms of its 
distinctive Georgian and Greek Revival features. The interior is largely intact in terms 
of surviving period features and detailing. It possesses formal aesthetic qualities in 
terms of its north-south orientation, and its stature and location as a ‘centre piece’ 
within the Observatory grounds.  
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Historically state of art instrumentation, i.e. Mural Circle (1820s) and Airy Transit 
Circle (1850s) no longer survives. However, it contains the original Hardy Regulator 
Clock (1820) which established time across South Africa from 1825. The library 
contains an outstanding collection of astronomical books and journals with the oldest 
book, Ptolemy's Almagest, dating from 1515. A large number of original Thomas 
Bowler drawings are also housed in the building depicting 19th century scenes of the 
Cape including the Observatory. 
 
 
E. HERITAGE INDICATORS 
 
The following heritage indicators evolved were used to guide the design development 
process: 
 
• To ensure minimal intervention to the historic fabric of the building and by 

impacting the historic fabric as lightly as possible. 
 
• To ensure that the interventions are reversible as being conceptualized as an 

installation. 
 
• To encourage interventions that enhance the public appreciation of the heritage 

value of SAAO, compatible with its growing public outreach program to coincide 
with 200 year celebrations in 2020. 

 
• To respect the visual-spatial qualities of the two front rooms in terms of their 

symmetrical placement flanking the central front room, volumetric qualities and 
movement linkages within the central block and between the central block and 
east and west wings. Thus to prevent the installations from ‘crowding out’ the 
spaces or encroaching into or blocking their ‘passageways’.  

 
• To encourage interventions to the Main Building which reinforce its role as a 

contemporary state of the art observation and research hub, and reiterating its role 
as a great historical set piece and ‘centre of gravity’ in the layout of the site, and its 
key role in the history of astronomy in South Africa. 

 
• To ensure the legibility of the interventions in the relationship between old and new 

in terms of use of materials and design detailing, at the same time reflecting the 
aesthetic of the high tech installation and continuing advancements in 
astronomical observation. 

 
• To recognize the site as a living institution with scientific networks across the world 

and the need to accommodate change within acceptable limits including adaptive 
reuse, rather than adopting a static approach to heritage management. 

 
• To ensure the protection of the valuable book and journal collection contained 

within the Main Building and its role as the home of the National Library for 
Astronomy. This also refers to other movable ‘heritage objects’ such as the Hardy 
Regulator Clock and Bowler drawings.  
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F. ASSESSMENT OF HERITAGE IMPACTS 
 
In many respects the proposals are considered as having positive heritage impacts. 
 
The proposals are regarded as a great opportunity to breathe new life into the Main 
Building while at the same time protecting its historic fabric 
 
The emphasis on enabling the public to experience the Remote Operations Station in 
action provides an unparalleled opportunity to grow the public outreach program of 
SAAO.  
 
Careful consideration has been given to ensuring the least possible intervention 
involving historic fabric and the impact of these proposals to the historic fabric are 
regarded as minor and entirely reversible. 
 
The siting, scale and light weight quality of the interventions will not interrupt the 
visual-spatial qualities of the front rooms or block their associated passageways. 
 
The transformation of the east room into a high tech observation station is compatible 
with the role of the site as a living institution and with the original use of the central 
block of the Main Building in accommodating the main astronomical instruments; 
similarly the upgrading of the reading room is compatible with the ongoing role of the 
site as a world class research institution. 
 
The design approach, including the use of specific materials and detailing, will ensure 
legibility of the relationship between old and new, and at the same time reflect the 
aesthetic of a high tech installation and its role in contributing ongoing advances to 
astronomical science. 
 
The proposals will ensure the protection of the valuable book and journal collection, 
and support the ongoing role of the Main Building as the home of the National Library 
for Astronomy.  
 

 
G. RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
It is recommended that SAHRA approve the proposed interventions as having minimal 
heritage impact on the Main Building, while at the same time providing opportunities 
for enhancing the public appreciation of the site and supporting its role as a living 
scientific institution. 
 
It is recommended that SAHRA approve the proposals subject to the following 
conditions: 
 
• The photographic recording of prior to and after the interventions. 
• The monitoring of the work by the architect. 
• The submission of a close out report to SAHRA. 
 
 
Sarah Winter 
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Figure 1: Site location plan 
Figure 2: Plan of the Main Building 
 
3D images 
 
Image 01: New Book Repository viewed in plan 
Image 02: New Book Repository viewed in section 
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