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OVERVIEW & OBJECTIVES

Great buildings are those that ignite the imagination and
elevate us beyond reality, and - by those standards -
Coromandel House in South Africa is a masterpiece by
Marco Zanuso. This unique farmhouse, which sitsin a
spectacular valley, was built in 1975 and has since
developed a cult following for its unusual aesthetic -
part building, part ruin, part wilderness - inspiring
anyone interested in building within a natural context.

Creating Coromandel (Artifice Press, 2022) contributes
to architectural heritage preservation by documenting
Marco Zanuso's significant Modern regionalist
farmhouse (1969-1975) for enterprising businessman,
Sydney Press. This monograph is both a scholarly record
and an impassioned call to action, capturing the
architectural innovation, historical context, and cultural
significance of this structure. It is a record that may
prove crucial for future preservation efforts,
demonstrating the essential role that archives play in
safeguarding modern architectural heritage

The authors transcend typical architectural reporting, by
weaving together visual and written analysis of Zanuso's
design principles, technical aspects, and narrative to
create a multidimensional portrait of this remarkable
intervention in the South African landscape.
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HERITAGE SIGNIFICANCE &
DOCUMENTATION APPROACH

Coromandel House (1969-1975) is an
underrated, yet exceptional example of
modernist regionalist architecture,
representing a critical moment in the
evolution of modernism in South Africa.
Designed by Italian architect Marco
Zanuso (1916-2001), the farmhouse
embodies a synthesis of international
modernist principles with thoughtful
responses to local climate, materials, and
landscape. As one of Zanuso's few works
outside Italy, it represents a significant
cross-cultural architectural exchange.

The monograph assimilates extensive
archival research and analysis and uses a
chornological narration with a
multifaceted documentation approach to
position the building in the context of late
modernist architecture while highlighting
its unique regional adaptations.

The authors analyze how Zanuso's design
reconciles the modernist desire for
formal clarity (also visible in his industrial
design) and the regionalist commitment
to contextual response. This dialectic is
traced through studies of the building's
spatial organization, material palette, and
environmental strategies.

Further significance lays in documenting
this relatively young yet already
endangered site. As a comprehensive
record of the inlfuential design before the
house and landscape succumb to decay,
it is crucial given the often-precarious
position of these fragile Modern buildings
within heritage conservation frameworks
that do not recognise their importance.
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METHODOLOY & INNOVATION

The book records Zanuso's design in an
unprecedented level of detail specific to
Coromandel House and reflects on his
general design methodology. It collects
extensive archival materials such as
correspondence, photographs, concept
sketchs, hand-rendered drawings,
detailed measured drawings, and three-
dimensional models that provide a
complete spatial understanding of the
structure. These technical records are
presented alongside corresponding text
in 3 parts, origin, construciton and
legacy, that offer insight to aid in the
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Innovation emerges with the
chronological narrative approach to
documenting the conceptual, formal,
and structural solutions. The work
reveals how the architect adapted
modernist construction techniques to
local materials and labour, to provide a
robust and low maintenance solution for
a harsh and remote location, creating a
unique architectural language
independent of international design
principles and regional building
traditions, yet also in keeping with the
spirit of place.

The construction process, from concrete
formwork to custom-designed fixtures
and climate-responsiveness is
catalogued, creating a technical
reference that could inform future
conservation or reconstruction.

Guest essays offer specialist
observations for contemporary mapping
of heritage structures, and regionalist
architecture traditions in South Africa.
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CULTURAL LANDSCAPE & PLACE

Creating Coromandel situates the farmhouse within its past and present social and
environmental context, as well as within Zanuso’s portfolio. It reveals how the unusual
design was met with scepticism, yet responded to the site's topography, vegetation,
and views, creating a building that is simultaneously assertive in its form and
deferential to its natural setting - only complete when nature reclaims it. Zanuso’s
collaboration with Italian landscape architect Pietro Porcinai in the initial stages of
design and construction is also shown, highlighting that the close link between
architecture and the natural landscape is traced to the project origin from which it
later evolved under the care of local landscaper Patrick Watson.

Zanuso's climate-responsive design strategies including environmental systems,
indoor-outdoor relationships, and material selections are documented. They show
sustainable design principles still relevant to contemporary architectural practice.
This positions heritage documentation as a repository of design wisdom rather than
merely a record of aesthetic or historical value.

Through a visual narrative, phenomenological qualities of Zanuso's spaces through
time are shared. Architects who profess to being influenced by Coromandel are
included. Its experiential and intangible aspects—materiality, connections to nature,
dark-light contrast, spatial sequences, acoustic properties— are aspects which
continue to make this house more like an archaeological artefact filled with alluring
mystery yet to discover, than what is expected of a traditional house.
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IMPACT & CONTRIBUTION

[talian architectural critic Fulvio Irace
writes that Creating Coromandel "marks
the beginning of a process of reviewing
historical twentieth-century literature".

The book addresses a gap documenting
modern architectural heritage by
international architects who built in
different contexts, in this case, Zanuso's
two projects in South Africa, focussing
more on Coromandel. It expands
narratives about African modernism and
advocates for buildings that fall outside
traditional heritage protection
frameworks. It encourages public
discourse about modernist heritage by
mobilizing support for its protection.

Creating Coromandel has been the
focus of 4 book launches and talks in the
Architectural Academy of Mendrisio and
the Politecnico di Milano in 2022 as well
as Triennale di Milano and University of
Pretoria in 2023 (see photos to the right
showing Mendrisio and Pretoria launch).

Public engagement has been achieved
through lectures, including at
DocoMomo, universities in Italy and South
Africa, online seminars and conferences.
The book also led to an extensive
exhibition in South Africa viewed by over
500 people, and was covered by media
and the press. It has won 3 research
awards in South Africa since publication.

Comprehensive documentation can
serve as a design resource and
preservation tool to bridge scholarly
research and practical application. The
book ensures Zanuso's architectural
legacy at Coromandel continues
regardless of the building's ultimate fate.
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