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Réception en l’honneur de Carin Smuts  

Chevalier des Arts et des Lettres 

Mercredi 7 octobre à 18h  

 

Carin, it is an absolute honor to grant you the distinction of 

chevalier des Arts et des Lettres for your work and 

contribution to new architectural solutions that so 

accurately address the challenges of our times. 

 

This order, established in 1957 by the French Minister of 

Culture, rewards artists, writers and creators who, through 

their ongoing engagement and inventiveness, have 

achieved distinction by their work in the arts or literature or 

by their contribution to the dissemination of art and 

literature in France and throughout the world. 

 

Your work stands out from the classic vision of 

architecture. Through your projects you defend very 

powerful ideas: for you, the goal of architecture goes 

beyond the functional need, is an instrument of 

transformation, a lever of development and empowerment. 

 

Your journey to this point has been one of a kind but let me 

first dedicate a few words to your early career, which is 

very symbolic of the passion that drives you. 
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Carin graduated from UCT, but she never aligned herself 

with the traditional way universities teach architecture. 

Today, she defends and implements a different way of 

teaching the skill; she encourages students to work with 

their hands, to engage with communities on the ground 

and to stimulate imaginations : when she teaches in 

France, she challenges her students by replacing their 3D 

software programs with pen and paper.  

 

Determined and passionate, in her early days as a young 

professional, Carin travelled every weekend to Cradock to 

work on different community projects, while working for a 

firm in Cape Town during the week. Guided by Nyameka 

Goniwe, the wife of the anti-apartheid activist, Matthew 

Goniwe, she learnt to listen, understand and work with 

communities. Since then, the interaction with communities 

has become the cornerstone of her work. Communities 

participate in workshops and discussions through every 

phase of the conceptual process. 

 

Carin, your long term commitment to an alternative 

architectural approach is nothing less than exceptional.  
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The implementation of a participatory process allows you 

to adopt better spatial solutions and at the same time 

empower communities as they take ownership of their 

design decisions. You involve them in a creative process 

that gives purpose to collective action and fosters 

integration. This revolutionary aspect of your architecture 

allows you to respect traditions and cultural belief 

systems, distancing yourself from the modern trends in 

global architecture. 

 

Many of your projects show the success of this original 

vision, as does the Guga S’thebe Arts and Cultural Centre 

in Langa Township. The building has brought exceptional 

economic dynamism to the area due to the tourists that 

travel every day to see it. It also hosts important cultural 

events, such as last years’  “fête de la musique” organized 

by the Alliance Française. It is not that common to see the 

French community spending an evening in Langa 

Township.   

Through your work, architecture becomes a tool for 

emancipation and integration.  
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Sustainability is another central element within your 

projects. You reject high-tech expensive solutions which 

are difficult to maintain. Instead, you focus on the 

understanding of local conditions, and choose locally 

bought, cost effective materials that demand little energy to 

function. In fact, within the framework of the COP21, you 

have been invited to Paris by the International Union of 

Architects, to present concrete architectural solutions for a 

social model that preserves the environment while meeting 

the needs of populations. 

 

Carin, that will not be the first time you travel to Paris as 

you have always maintained a special relationship with 

France. Already in 1986 you had a first contact with the 

French diplomatic network when the French Consulate of 

Cape Town donated desks and materials for the 

construction of a school in Crossroads.  

 

However it is in 2008 that you became broadly known 

amongst the French public when you obtained the Global 

Award for Sustainable Architecture.  
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To the point that the major French TV program about 

environment, Thalassa, filmed a documentary in Cape 

Town on yourself together with 2 other high figures of 

Cape Town, giving an insight on your work within 

disadvantaged communities and your passion for sailing. 

 

The Global Award for Sustainable Architecture allowed you 

to establish a very close relationship with France which to 

this day keeps growing. You lecture in Universities all over 

France. Lyon, Strasbourg, Bordeaux, Paris, Nice to name 

but a few. 

 

From 2008 you collaborated on various projects with the 

French architect Cristophe Hutin, organizing workshops for 

South African and French students in Soweto, and 

rehabilitating the IFAS building in Bramfontein 

Johannesburg.   

 

You also met then one of your dearest colleagues and 

friends, the French architect Odile Decq, with whom you 

share your vision of architecture despite the differences in 

your work. The cooperation with Odile Decq, and her 

school in Lyon, Confluences, has consistently grown since 

2008.  
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Today you are planning to open a branch of Confluences in 

Africa, allowing French and South African students to 

travel all over the continent while working with 

communities and learning practical skills. 

 

The award of chevalier des Arts et des Lettres is not the 

first distinction from the French nation. Indeed, your view 

of architecture has always found a particular echo in 

France and as a symbol of it and all the ties that bind you 

to France, la Cité de l’Architecture dedicated an exhibition 

to you, yor woring during the France – South Africa 

Seasons in 2012/2013.  

 

Carin, I want to take this opportunity to thank you for your 

commitment to a different architecture, for placing the 

human at the centre of your work. As you once said, 

“Architecture is also about empathy. Empathy means 

trying to understand people, trying to convey their ideas 

through a three-dimensional form. Ultimately it is always 

about a work on memory, symbolism and narrative”.  

 

And now, the solemn part : Mrs Carin Smuts, on behalf of 

the French Minister of Culture, je vous fais Chevalier de 

l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres.  


