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Willie Bester is well known, both locally and internation-
ally, for his innovative artworks which are made from 
“found objects” culled from scrap yards, police stations, 
armories, hardware stores and hospitals. These objects 
are then reworked into challenging and expressive sculp-
tures and assemblages. Bester’s aim is to “keep people 
awake”. The brief for House Bester was therefore highly 
original combining a family home that also needs to serve 
as a studio from which Willie can  work, entertain visitors, 
as well as exhibit his work. 

The house is clearly not an ordinary family home, but 
rather a manifestation of an architectural and art “experi-
ment” that continuously grows and is added onto. It chal-
lenges its own location, the traditional South African sub- 
urbia with its repetitive face brick, pitched roofs, and vibe 
crete wall homes. One drives through Kuilsrivier towards 
House Bester and all you see is the boredom and lack of 
expression of suburbia. The single house on a plot phi-
losophy brings home the worst aspects of suburbia com-
plete with golf ball letter boxes.

House Bester is a unique collaboration between the art-
ist Willie Bester, his family and CS Studio Architects. 
The Bester family assisted in the shaping of the design 
through a sketch, which was handed to the architects in 
1996 at the first meeting. The sketch had Willie’s studio 
in the centre with all the other spaces spiralling off it – 
including three garages with curved walls. Although this 
sketch was unbuildable, it formed the basis, for the final 
design. The original design versus what is built is also a 
layering of the architectural drawings, forming the basis 
but with the builders slightly “amending” things.

There is a tendency when building for the nouveau riche 
to produce flashy ostentatious houses that have little  to 

do with substance or integrity, but resort purely to a  show 
of wilful consumption. These vary from the eclectic ap-
plication of vague historical references out of context and 
time to structural gymnastics with a trendy minimal touch. 
House Bester is something unique, it acknowledges its 
context by contrast and is clearly an evolving product. 
Juhani Pallasmaa in The Eyes of the Skin discusses how 
the flatness of today’s standard architecture is strength-
ened by a weakened sense of materially. Natural materi-
als – stone, brick and wood – allow our vision to penetrate 
their surfaces and enable us to become convinced of the 
veracity of matter (whilst) the machine made materials of 
today scaleless sheets of glass, enamelled metals and 
synthetic plastics – tend to present their unyielding sur-
faces to the eye without conveying their material essence 
or age. House Bester is about materiality and process. 
One is constantly aware and surprised as one moves 
through the house, the artefacts/ artworks of the materi-
ality and the manipulation thereof.

There is a magic to the house spatially and three dimen-
sionally, which is the result of the nature of the spaces 
as well as the way Willie’s sculptures and artwork inhabit 
them. When entering the triple volume “voorkamer” you 
feel as if you have stepped into an Escher architectural 
drawing. ‘

The architects consciously focus on layering different 
inputs, collaborating with artists and landscape archi-
tects to bring about products which are reflective of the 
South Africa context we are living in at present. Ngugi 
argues that “culture is the product of a people’s history 
and embodies a whole sense of values by which a people 
view their place in time and space. This house is unique, 
has substance, integrity and promotes dialogue but  
not imitation.
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