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Mapungubwe Interpretation Centre stands in the rocky landscape of the 
Mapungubwe National Park located in the remote and isolated Limpopo  
Valley, which is in the north of South Africa at the point where South Africa,  
Zimbabwe and Botswana meet. The Park celebrates the ancient trading  
civilisation of Mapungubwe, a kingdom that flourished between the 11th and 
14th centuries and that produced such artefacts as the famed Golden  
Rhino. The site was discovered in 1933 and listed as a World Heritage Site  
in 2003, which provided the impetus for developing Mapungubwe, with  
the Interpretation Centre a natural consequence of this.

To fulfil its objectives, the Centre comprises a museum with a series of linked 
exhibition halls and visitor facilities, as well as offices for the Park staff,  
an outdoor amphitheatre and facilities for researchers. It is sited alongside  
a flat-topped, steep-sided hill, or mesa, that sisters the main mesa of  
the site, the ceremonial centre of the Mapungubwe civilisation, one kilometre 
away.

In designing the Centre, architect Peter Rich was inspired by the spectacular 
semi-arid scenery of the sandstone outcrops dotted with huge baobab  
and mopane trees in the surrounding hilly savannah. These elements of nature 
inform the series of vaulted forms, laid in a triangular arrangement up the  
hillside and linked by outside areas and bridges in a combination of “ins and 
outs” that make up a complex of structures that are authentically rooted  
to their location.

The thin-shell, double curvature vaults, barrel vaults and domes – the most 
visible architectural element of the design, especially when lit up at night –  
span up to 14.5 metres and revive a centuries-old technique that relies on 
fast-setting gypsum mortar and layers of light earth tiles, covered with stone, 
which local people were trained to produce and build. Other parts of the  
complex use local sandstone for traditional dry-stone walls, concrete, timber 
and recycled materials, aiding low environmental impact: additionally, respect 
for the sacred nature of the site meant the ground was disturbed as little as 
possible. Inside, large windows and oculi in the domes provide natural lighting 
that alters in intensity in the more sacred areas, whereas the shape and  
materials of the vaults aid natural heat control and acoustics.
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cLient
South African National Parks, Pretoria, 
South Africa

Architect
Peter Rich Architects, Johannesburg, 
South Africa:
Peter Rich, principal
Timothy Hall, project architect

designer And structurAL engineers, 
tiLe VAuLts
Michael Ramage, University of Cambridge, 
University Senior Lecturer in Architectural 
Engineering, fellow and tutor, Sidney Sussex 
College, Cambridge, UK

John Ochsendorf, MIT, Department of 
Architecture, associate professor, Boston, USA

structurAL engineer
Henry Fagan & Partners, Cape Town, 
South Africa,

VAuLt construction trAining 
And suPerVision
Re-Vault, Whangarei, New Zealand:
James Bellamy, principal

contrActor
USNA Builders, Louis Trichardt, South Africa

QuAntity surVeyor
DH Construction Techniques, Johannesburg, 
South Africa

Project dAtA
Site area: 2750 m2

Total built area: 1130 m2

Cost: 1,875,000 USD
Commission: December 2005
Design: March 2006–August 2007
Construction: October 2007–June 2009
Completion: December 2009

Peter rich
Peter Rich Architects is a practice dedicated 
to the creation of authentic and contemporary 
African architecture.
For over 30 years, Peter Rich has been rigor-
ously engaged in four key areas of architectural 
practice. As a researcher, he pioneered the 
documentation of African vernacular architec-
ture researching “Ndebele” settlements. 
His passion and discoveries have been brought 
to a worldwide audience through extensive 
publication and prolific lecturing. In his 
role as professor at the University of the 
Witwatersrand, he developed a contemporary 
architectural vocabulary that built on these 
traditions and, through teaching, helped 
to empower successive generations of young 
architects.
As a practicing architect for over 30 years, 
he has endeavoured to put his research and 
ideas into built form, working at a variety 
of scales – from individual houses through to 
city master plans. In recognition of his work, 
Rich was awarded an Honorary Fellowship 
of the American Institute of Architects in 2009 
and a South African Institute of Architects 
Gold Medal in 2010.
Principal of Peter Rich Architects, based in 
Johannesburg, South Africa, Rich is also 
a founding partner of Light Earth Designs, with 
Timothy Hall and Michael Ramage, a practice 
based in the UK and Rwanda dedicated to 
furthering labour-intensive vaulted architecture 
and sustainable technological solutions in the 
developing world.

websites
www.sanparks.org/parks/mapungubwe
www.peterricharchitects.co.za

MAPungubwe interPretAtion centre
Limpopo Province, South Africa


