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The Decoration of the Public Sphere:  A Micro history of the Furniture of the Raadsaal Building 1888 – 1895. The Furniture of the Raadsaal building in Pretoria is considered to be representative of the decorative style, in terms of furnishing, that was prevalent in the public system in the former South African Republic towards the end of the nineteenth century.  In a micro historical narrative, dealing with the way in which the government of the ZAR acquired the furniture, there is a discussion on the level of development in the local furniture industry in the last decade of the century.  The furniture, for the highest legislative authority of the state, was manufactured in Britain.  Indirectly the pieces made a significant contribution to the development of the aesthetic value of the Raadsaal building’s architecture.
“History weaves a fabric from fragments of material… Its threads and categories are very different from those exhibited by concrete reality.”










G.Simmel

The status of the Old Raadsaal Building in Pretoria as one of the excellent architectural treasures from the era of the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek (1852 -1902) is undeniable.  The design, based on a symbiosis between classical European and local circumstances gave birth to a unique architectural character.  Little attention has to date been given to the furniture in the building and therefore this is an ideal subject to study from a micro historical perspective.

The furniture did indeed comply with the original demands that were made namely that it had to be strong, neat, elegant and of the highest craftsmanship.  It is high time that notice should be taken of this stately furniture that unwittingly made a contribution to the Raadsaal building’s unique character.

The Public and private spheres

The pieces can be seen as representative of the prevailing trend of furniture decoration of the public sphere of the nouveau riche state (the Z.A.R.) during the 1890’s.  The interpretation of the furniture within the framework of Jürgen Habermas’ spherical theory makes for an interesting contemporary study.

In contrast with the private sphere where simplicity was the order of the day in the ordinary citizen of the Z.A.R.’s taste for furniture, the furniture of the public sphere in elegant government building is imbued in an atmosphere of sophistication and complex political style.  This was in contrast with the wealth of the citizens of the state. A micro history of the furniture of the Old Raadsaal implies that the subject is studied from a specific angle and could therefore bring interesting insights about amongst other things, the way in which the physical milieu of the political power centre of the state was decorated.  In addition it can portray the socio-economic circumstances of the day. Consequently more emphasis will be given to these aspects.
The furnishings of the Gouvermentsgebouw, as it was known at the time, presented in some aspects a much larger challenge than the commissioning of the building itself.  While adequate local know-how existed in the construction industry to complete intricate building requirements it was not the case in the furniture industry.  According to the census information in 1880 there were 17 furniture makers in the Z.A.R.

Local industrial activities of which furniture manufacturing was a lesser part, was still growing at the time of the construction of the building.  1n 1890 less than a quarter of the 551 industries in SA were settled in the Z.A.R.  It is thus understandable that the frames, doors and windows of the building had to be manufactured in the Orkney
Islands and that the wood came from Norway instead of using local craftsmanship and endemic woods.
The discovery of gold in the eighties and the coupled demand for industrial products would see the rise of 200 new industries at the turn of the century.  And yet foreign observers were of the opinion that it would still take a long time for the Z.A.R to become self-sufficient.  At the time of the construction and furnishing of the building there was thus little proof of a local industry that could supply in the demands of the style of the proposed building.

The architect was the Dutch-born Sytse W. Wierda (1839 – 1911 who was appointed in 1887 by the Government of the Z.A.R.  He was obviously unaware of the practical problems that would present itself with the provision of the furniture when the building construction commenced in 1888.  The construction of the building under the leadership of the contractor J.J. Kirkness progressed well.  On 6 May 1889 President S.J.P. Kruger laid the cornerstone of the new building.

With the provisioning of the furniture for the building things were more difficult.

In September 1889 the representative of the well-known Pretoria trading company, T.W. Beckett, enquired from the Government what was to be done about the provisioning of furniture for the new state building.  There was an understanding that the provisioning of the furniture could be problematic. Consequently the company had commissioned scaled drawings to be done of the furniture that would be in harmony with the building.  According to Wierda, Beckett’s proposal was very timeous. He made it clear that it was the appropriate time for the furniture to be purchased. A lot of furniture was needed and this would have had to be imported from Europe or the United States of America and it would take quite a bit of time to be completed.  His proposal subsequently was that tenders for the ordering of the furniture had to go out as soon as possible.  Government agreed with Wierda and gave him the order to go ahead without delay.
0n 20 December 1889 a notice was published in the Staatscourant in which interested suppliers were given the opportunity until 31 March 1890 to hand in their tender applications.  Tenders had to be accompanied by clear plans and drawings with detailed price lists.  Tenders also had to indicate which type of wood was to be used.  The style of furniture had to be in line with the style of the building.  Interested furniture suppliers could familiarize themselves with the aesthetic aspects by buying printed plans of the building at £1 per set from the office of the engineer and architect.
Reaction to the notice was favourable.  In the light of healthy competition three firms took the opportunity to do business with the Government.  In addition to the furniture, Balwe and Co wanted to provide the floor coverings, curtains and in short, everything that was necessary for the decoration of the new building.  This firm took the trouble in ordering catalogues with photographs of appropriate furniture in advance and was also prepared to supply specially designed furniture from Europe for the Volksraad as it was known at the time and was also the venue for the Executive Council (“Uitvoerende Raad”).

Stoom Furniture Factory of the company owned by J.B. Blessing from Amsterdam, Netherlands, initially wanted to be involved with the supply of equipment in collaboration with Balwe and Co, but soon requested to rather be considered as direct suppliers.

The company Holt & Holt also indicated their willingness in March 1890 to supply furniture for the Government building.  The company indicated that furniture manufactured from American woods be supplied.  The reason given was that American woods were considered to be by far the most applicable to the local climate.

Prospective furniture suppliers did not all comply with the regulations of the government advertisement.  The National Boerenhandelsvereniging as well as the companies T.W. Beckett and W. E. Burmeister handed in sketch plans.  In itself, the shortcoming to supply sketches was not a real problem.  These nevertheless gave an insight into the availability of the services of knowledgeable people and able designers to assist companies in executing the specialized tasks.

Politics slow down the process
In the meantime government suddenly decided to add a third storey to the building.  The reason being to house the Second Assembly (die Tweede Volksraad) that was imported in 1890 in an attempt to ward off criticism from the “foreigner community” (Uitlandergemeenskap) and at the same time to prevent the Government from being taken over by “strangers”

The political events of the day thus had a direct influence on the construction of the new Government Building.  It would have further implications.  The Volksraadsaal (Volksraad Chamber) in the new building was already being commissioned at the time of the session of 1890 – without new furniture. As an interim arrangement furniture was hired for the Volksraad from a private company.  It was evident that as far as the furniture was concerned the inside of the Government building was not elegantly rounded off.
For the time being the planning of the purpose-made furniture had to wait a while.  Only in March 1891 Wierda informed the State Secretary Dr W.J. Leyds that efforts had to be made to order the furniture.  The interested suppliers Holt & Holt and T.W. Beckett made enquiries to find out if the Government had made any decisions.

T.W. Beckett went as far as importing furniture to the value of 
$344 199.  They wanted to ensure that their tender received preference.  The Government did not reply quickly.  A Volksraad Committee looked at the furniture but was rather reluctant on deciding to buy.
In the meantime Wierda continued impressing upon the government that it was imperative to acquire the necessary furniture for the two assemblies.  Despite this the final decision around the furniture had to wait until the construction of the building was completed in 1892.  Only after the issue was touched on by the Volksraad, the necessary steps were taken to get the ball rolling. On 29 August 1892, a few days after Wierda had discussed the matter with Dr Leyds, the Member of the Assembly of Barberton, R.K. Loveday indicated that it was becoming a matter of urgency to acquire the appropriate furniture, possibly by the time of the following Volksraad assembly.  Loveday was a former official of the Z.A.R. and was aware of how difficult it was to execute a task of this nature.  His comments were clearly motivated by concern for the progress made at that stage with the decoration of the Government Building. Government still had not done anything.  From circumstantial evidence there appear to have been two factors explaining their absence of effort.

Firstly the Government was slowly but surely starting to escape from a throttling economic recession that handicapped economic development at the end of the eighties of the nineteenth century.  The myriad of delays that preceded payment of the furniture indicate a lack of communication between the Z.A.R. Government and foreign banking institutions and an uneven cash flow on the Government's side.
Secondly the political activities delayed the normal flow of economic processes.  The Government introduced a policy of concessions to fortify itself against the capitally powerful mining sector of the Witwatersrand.  Contracts for supplying certain goods and services were issued to individuals and enterprises that were sympathetic with the Government.  The concession caused huge political controversy in the politics of the day.
Figure 1: The Voksraadsaal was put into service in 1890.  Until purpose-made furniture was completed, ordinary furniture was used as seen in the photograph. Photo:  City Library
Order to manufacture

Above-mentioned factors may possibly explain why the Government all of a sudden on 1 December 1893 ordered the Z.A.R. Consulate-General in Amsterdam and London to approach large furniture manufacturers in Europe for completing the work – without liaising with the local businesses.

Three weeks later, Montagu White, the Z.A.R.’s chargé d’affairs in Britain reported that he had fruitful discussions with the London firm Maple and Co.  The firm was certainly amongst the largest in the European furniture manufacturing industry.  In addition to the London head quarters they also had offices in France and Italy.  The furniture was to be manufactured at four different plants in London, namely Upper Tottenham Place, Southampton Curt, Beaumont Pace and Euston Road.

Soon elaborate specifications were given for the required furniture.  It was determined that furniture had to be manufactured from dark polished walnut.  The carvings had to have a roughly chiseled appearance and panels had to be embossed.  The upholstery had to be in Moroccan leather.  Where leather was used for the upholstering of chairs, decorative flower patterns had to be embossed in the leather.  It was emphasized that most of the work had to be done in the factory.  Only the assembly was to be done in Pretoria …”because it cannot be done here thoroughly … for want of necessary tools.”
The furniture for the First as well as the Second Assembly had to be treated in exactly the same manner.  This indicates that despite the fact that foreigners were discriminated against politically, the furnishing of the inside of the Government building required a uniform approach.

Emphasis on power in design

Since more than enough patterns were available no sketches were supplied for the chairs.  The chairs, however, had to be furnished in exactly the same style as the other furniture.  It is evident that a definition of status was made between certain figures of power in the furniture provided to them.  While no detail specifications were given for the ordinary chairs in general, the seats of the president and senior members of Government were to be larger that the seats of the ordinary members.  A distinction was also made between the furniture of “chosen” and “appointed” officials.

The seat of the president was very specifically prescribed.  Together with the chairs of the chairmen of the two Assemblies (Volksrade) they had to be large and heavy.  On top of the cap of the president’s chair the coat of arms of the Z.A.R. had to be carved.

Figure 2:  A rare photograph of President Kruger in the Chairman’s seat.  The half moon shaped arrangement of the walnut furniture makes a clear statement about the centre of power and authority in the hall.  Transvaal Archives.
Figure 3:  The coat of arms of the Z.A.R. carved in the panel behind the chairman’s seat.  The same coat of arms is carved on the back of the two chairs. Transvaal Archives.
Figure 4:  Detail of the painstaking carving on the back of the chairman’s seat.  The soft colour of the walnut enhances the design.  Photograph:  Beeld.

Figure 5:  The chairs of the ordinary Members of the Volksraad (National Assembly) were sturdily made but the backs were lower than those of the Executive Members of Council.  Transvaal Archives.

Altogether 89 chairs had to be manufactured for the ordinary “Volksraadslede” (Members of the National Assembly).  Another 24 similar chairs with higher backs had to be supplied for the Government.  The secretaries’ chairs had to be such that the pedestals could turn. In general, it was prescribed that “the chairs must be graceful and in good taste and of particularly strong and solid build……………” vir die vleisvreters van die Transvaal! – translators’ own comment.

Contract to maple and Co
In January 1894 an agreement was concluded with Maple and Co to manufacture the furniture for an amount of $3 099.00 this was much less than the quotation of $5400.00 handed in by a German company.

After assigning the order to the Brittish furniture manufacturer the Government was impatient.  Montagu White who was ill at the time soon had to dampen the misplaced expectations of the South African officials.  They wanted to see the building being furnished as soon as possible.  If the pieces could not be installed in the first week of May when the Assembly were to take place, delivery had to be made by the end of the session.  White, a gentle but dedicated official that served the Z.A.R. faithfully, deftly poured oil on troubled waters.

Maple and Co in turn were keen to perform well and already requested extension on delivery time in February.  It was imperative that the furniture had to stand for a while in order to dry properly after being finished off.  Various discussions took lace between Montagu White and the furniture manufacturers.  The company stuck to their guns that hasty delivery would lead to bad work.  Only on 10 May 1894 a relieved Montagu White could inform the government that the furniture could be delivered in South Africa by the end of August 1894. Arrangements were made for a craftsman to travel to South Africa at the payment of $140 to assemble and install the furniture.
Via steam ship to South Africa

Work progressed according to schedule despite the fact that additional chairs and desks had to be manufactured.  On 31 August 1894 the furniture, packed in 64 wooden crates and weighing 210 tons in total left London via steam ship, the Harleigh Castle.  Great care was taken in the transportation of the goods.

In South Africa the company Hansen & Schrader of Port Elizabeth was contacted to arrange for the shipment of the furniture to East London, a harbour town seeing unprecedented growth during the nineties of the previous century.  The shipment of the furniture took place at a critical time.  The railway line between Delagoa Bay and Pretoria was completed in October 1894 and the first transport service only commenced in November 1894.  It was not possible to transport the furniture by Republican Train (Z.A.R. Railway) to Pretoria.

The crates stood in a ware house in East London for a month.  The delay was caused by the fact that the necessary documentation did not accompany the goods.  Without these the tax payments could not be made.  Later the goods were in fact sent off with the understanding that the invoices would be provided to the customs office in due course.

The goods were transported to the interior by rail and arrived in the Z.A.R. by the end of October 1894.

Installation

The craftsman J.P. Benser who came to assemble the furniture in South Africa left Britain more than a month after the shipment of the goods.  In the mean time officials in Pretoria were requested not to open the crates until his arrival.

Meanwhile efforts were made in Pretoria to get rid of the furniture that was in the Raadsaal Building.  In addition to the furniture that was hired until the installation of the purpose-made furniture, many other state-owned pieces no longer serving a purpose had to be disposed of.  Consequently Wierda suggested that the tables that were no longer in use had to be disposed of.  Some chairs had to be stored for possible use in the future.
The assembly of the furniture commenced soon after the arrival of the Brittish craftsman in South Africa.  Already in December 1894 the first real bottleneck presented itself with the discovery that one of the crates with parts had not arrived.  The goods were insured against damage at sea and by rail.  Any losses would be easily replaced.  In practice, however, it meant that the goods had to be manufactured anew and shipped to South Africa.

In January 1895 the office of the State Secretary enquired from the shipping agents Hansen & Schrader in the Cape Colony to find out whether the crate had been located in the meantime.  Employees of the company searched in vain.  Meanwhile it was discovered that the lost articles were 87 glass inkpots complying with very specific specs.  Only by the end of January 1895 the crate of goods was found at the Queen’s Warehouse in East London and transported to the Z.A.R.

Little fuss about the furniture

Commissioning using the furniture for the first time took place without fuss.  No mention was made in the press.  In February 1895 a special meeting of the First Volksraad took place.  At this event Government reported about the negotiations and agreements contracted into for the incorporation of Swaziland into the Z.A.R. Feelings were very tense.  The defense forces of the state were busy finalizing comprehensive military campaigns against black communities in the Northern Transvaal.  What is more, the election campaign of 1895 for a new Volksraad and State President was reaching a climax.  The decoration of the public sphere was evidently not regarded a priority.

Figure 6:  The inauguration of the new furniture of the Volksraad in 1895 rounded off the inside of the public building in a stately manner.  Photo:  Transvaal Archives.

In May 1895 during the annual National Assembly (“Volksraadsitting”) no mention was made of the new furniture either.  A great song and dance was made in the press about the large number of people that attended the opening ceremony, especially the “schooner geslacht” (beautiful women) that viewed the activities from the gallery.  Mention was made of the soldiers that attended the event in their colourful uniforms and a special word of welcome to new members of the Volksraad was made – but no mention of the furniture.

Conclusion

It appears that the furniture of the Volksraad was encountered in a very indirect manner.  It was obviously regarded as a necessary and obvious part of the highest decision-making venue of the state.  The Z.A.R. entered an era of dignified stateliness in the public arena. 
Soon, as a result of the Jameson invasion (1895 – 1896) decisions had to be taken on attacks on the sovereignty of the state. The furniture would also be silent witnesses during the following four years of the deliberations that would eventually lead to the Anglo Boer War of 1899 – 1902.
Figure 7:  The chairs of the ordinary members are still as sturdy and aesthetically pleasing to the eye as they were more than 100 years ago.
