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Folly brings life to the piazza 
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Century City Urban Square 
(CCUS) is a mixed-use devel-
opment in the heart of the 

Bridgeways Precinct in Cape Town.  
The development, by the Rabie Prop-
erty Group, consists of the Century 
City Conference Centre, Century City 
Hotel, the Apex offices, the Matrix 
mixed-use building (retail space, of-
fices and residential), a structured, 
multi-level parking facility and a super 
basement, which connects all the 
buildings above.

QDP Lighting & Electrical Design 
was responsible for the lighting de-
sign for the Conference Centre (inter-
nals and associated external facades) 
and the external precinct lighting (En-
ergy Lane, the Piazza, the surrounding 
canal), and for the concept designs 
for the façade lighting on the other 
buildings. The company was also ap-
pointed as the Electrical Consultant 
for the Conference Centre, structured 
parking and super basement.  

The entire precinct is to be submit-
ted to GBCSA in the hope of achiev-
ing the first ever GBCSA Green Star 
custom mixed-use Four Star rating. 
The lighting to all areas therefore had 
to be designed in accordance with 
the relevant green star requirements.   

Conference centre
The conference centre accommo-
dates up to 1900 guests across 
20 different venues. Each of these 
spaces had a different architectural 
composition, a range of functional 
requirements and respective lighting 
prerequisites. As with all multi-pur-
pose spaces, a series of challenges 
and design requirements had to be 
considered and more importantly, in 
terms of green building, adhered to.   

The ground floor houses a pre-
function area, four large conference 
halls and general seating areas. Both 
the pre-function area and conference 
halls spaces have to accommodate a 
range of functions varying from car 
launches, product expos and corpo-
rate functions to training sessions, 
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gala dinners and concerts. The first floor has a se-
ries of smaller meeting rooms and a buffet/lounge 
type seating space. The compulsory flexibility of 
the spaces and the varying light scenarios required 
for each were driving factors when selecting the 
fittings and control system and, with the Green Star 
in mind, energy efficiency was key.

The entire internal lighting design, with the 
exception of a few high level wall washers, makes 
use of LED fittings (for both functional light and 
feature light). Even the high level spaces of up 
to 5 m were illuminated by LEDs. Various moods 
and scenes were achieved using a combination 
of recessed downlighters, linear LEDs, cove light-
ing and track lighting in conjunction with feature 
elements accentuating the perimeter walls and 
custom made suspended lighting elements. With 
these fitting types and layouts, the control system 
allows users to choose from a series of pre-set 
lighting scenes, each taking the various activities 
of the relevant areas into account and, in the case 
of the conference halls, the ability to customise 
scenes and create new ones via a wireless device. 

Being the point of arrival and welcome for 
visitors to the centre, the lighting for the external 
undercover walkway and the Porte Cochére were 
given particular attention and every attempt was 
made to integrate the fittings into the architecture, 
acknowledge the repetition of the structural design 
of the building, make the internal and external 
spaces read as one, and create obvious links to 
other buildings in the precinct. To emphasise this 
link and to create a sense of continuity and a ho-
listic approach throughout the precinct, the same 
external fittings and designs, also with LED as the 
source, were used for all the buildings.  

The façade lighting posed the biggest challenge 
to green building requirements. Since the building 
has no roof overhang or cap, uplighting was prohib-
ited. The final concept, installed on the Conference 
Centre façade, enhances the architecture while 
adhering to green building requirements. On the 
piazza side, high level narrow beam fittings have 
been installed, accentuating the strong vertical lines 
created by the glazed panels whilst highlighting the 
texture and the façade brickwork. This concept was 
repeated on the hotel façade, which overlooks the 
square, and together they form a strong L-shaped 
enclosure, which ‘holds’ the square behind the 
piazza and the glass Apex building.   

On the Kinetic Way façade, the lighting is more 
playful to break the flat brickwork panels. The cus-
tom designed and manufactured LED fittings create 
a feature during the day, with their play of shadows 
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on the façades, and at night when the fittings cre-
ate individual glows, with slight pin prinks of light 
sparkling off the façade.   

On the other façades where low level uplight-
ers were installed, custom ‘spill light covers’ were 
designed and manufactured to angle the light back 
onto the facades and thus conform with the green 
building requirements.   

Precinct
The main objective for the precinct was to create 
a public gathering space for day and night time 
use. To achieve this at night, lighting was critical 
and had to be inviting without being overpowering, 
provide a sense of security, be dynamic, and link 
the precinct to the larger Century City. The circula-
tion routes around the precinct are clearly defined 
by well-lit walkways. These wrap around most of 
the buildings and outline the piazza perimeter. The 
actual links between the precinct and the surround-
ing area are depicted by a series of timber decks, 
highlighted by low level LEDs racking across the 
decks and defining the pedestrian exit/entry points. 
The piazza itself has a slightly lower level of light 
and relies primarily on the perimeter spill light to 
create contrast between the spaces. Standing in 
the centre of the piazza, the vibrancy of the pe-
rimeter spaces is accentuated by the lower light 
levels of the piazza. The warm light levels of the 
precinct lighting are offset by a blue glow over the 
water body of the canal along the main perimeter 
road side. The blue light is created by LEDs under 
the overhanging decks and the single blue light in 
each bollard, which creates a repetitive line along 
the water’s edge. The bollards were modified es-
pecially for the project to have three warm white 
LEDs and one blue LED.  

Nestled between the piazza and canal, and 
confined between two pedestrian access points, is 

the ‘Folly’, aka ‘The Language Pavilion’.  The concept 
behind this structure was developed by the project 
architects. In short, there are eleven woven circles, 
each depicting one of the languages spoken in 
South Africa, relative to its population percentage.  
The lighting to this pavilion was critical. Since the 
Folly is a visual focal point and a stage for Square 
events, and it is seen from surrounding buildings, 
the lighting had to complement the design concept 
of the pavilion. Also, the Folly, which comes to life 
at night, is the element that creates the dynamic 
aspect of the precinct. 

Lighting to the Folly is mostly automated to 
ensure minimal user interface.Allowance has been 
made for user intervention, should a specific light-
ing setup be required for a special function on the 
piazza. Once again, only LEDs were specified for 
the feature lighting elements. The Folly starts to 
bring life to the piazza just before sunset, at which 
time the static white low level LED modules come 
on, creating a glowing circular effect under each 
pod. The high level colour change circles around 
each pod also turn on to a soft white. The circles 
at top and bottom thus define each language and 
create depth to the Folly platform. Just after sunset 
the high level colour change circles start to morph 
slowly between a range of colours, adding to the 
vitality of adjacent restaurants.  Within each pod 
there are also high level LED downlighters which 
highlight the rope weave from the inside, linking 
the high level and low level glowing circles to for-
malise each language representation. This cycles 
for a predetermined time and then reverts to the 
soft white setting, switching off just prior to sunrise.   

All in all, the lighting purpose for the numerous 
areas of the Century City Urban Square was effec-
tively achieved and both the internal and external 
spaces are enhanced by the lighting design, the 
various fittings and the installation.   

All photographs courtesy  
QDP Lighting & Electrical Design.
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It is already more than 20 years since the mixed 
use precinct was established, adjoining Sandton 
City and creating a civic space linking Sandton 

City to the Sandton Public Library and other civic 
buildings. Originally known as Sandton Square, it 
was designed to provide two levels of retail space, 
with restaurants fronting directly onto the square, 
as well as office space in the south and west tow-
ers. The name change came in the mid-1990s when 
the statue of former president Nelson Mandela, 
standing more than three metres tall, was erected 
overlooking the square. 

Central Sandton has seen substantial devel-
opment over the years and, as this growth and 
development continue, Nelson Mandela Square 
has drawn increasing foot traffic. It has become a 
landmark meeting place where business, shopping, 
entertainment and leisure intersect. 

When the property owner, Liberty, together 
with property manager, Liberty Properties, decided 
that a renovation was due, to update the complex 
and bring Nelson Mandela Square onto par with 
the revamped and extended Sandton City, they 
approached Bentel Associates International. The 
architectural firm had been involved as retail spe-
cialists in the professional team that designed the 
precinct originally. 

Graham Smith, Executive Senior Associate at 
Bentel Associates explains that at the time, Sand-
ton Square was conceived as a “themed” centre, 
typical of trends in retail development in the early 
1990s. Modelled on an Italianate piazza, it was 
designed as a neo-classical square with careful 
attention given to the scale of the square and the 
balance, harmony and proportions of the buildings 
surrounding this civic space. 

With the recent renovation, Bentel Associates 
has taken care to retain the neo-classical façades 
of the buildings as far as possible. The renewal 
has focused mainly on the modernisation of the 

interior retail mall to create a lighter, brighter and 
more contemporary environment without altering 
the established structure.

Another important aspect of the brief was 
to support an integrated experience, enhancing 
fluid movement between Sandton City and Nelson 
Mandela Square and ensuring continuity via clear 
and cohesive links to the component and adjoin-
ing spaces – The Michaelangelo Hotel, The Legacy 
Hotel and Legacy Corner, among others – which 
form part of the precinct.

Lighting design
Regarding the new lighting design Smith says 
that as well as taking account of the specifics of 
budget and the requirement for minimal disruption 
to tenants and visitors during the renovation, the 
approach was first to identify the different areas of 
the precinct and then to analyse specific lighting 
needs per area. 

A number of broader considerations were also 
factored into this analysis: the different requirements 
for outside and inside spaces, and finding the right 
balance between the relatively lower light levels ap-
propriate to the open square – as a civic space and 
overlooked by the surrounding buildings – and the 
brighter light required for the interior retail mall, with 
a softer, warmer light for the restaurants and hospi-
tality venues aligned along the edges of the square.

Specific areas addressed included:
• The square itself as a civic space. 
• The restaurants aligning the square.
• The Theatre on the Square.
• Entrances to the retail mall, to provide a transi-

tion between outside and inside spaces.
• Mall walkways and the interface with individual 

shops.
• The multi-volume atrium of the west wing.

Renovation and renewal at 
Nelson Mandela Square

The renewed lighting scheme at Nelson Mandela Square in Sandton formed part 

of the overall renovation of this retail, hospitality and office complex and the public 

open space of the square itself. 

by Leigh Darroll
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• Links to office floors in the west and south 
towers and to the adjoining components of the 
precinct.

• The bridge to Sandton City.  

Lighting requirements were then considered for 
each area, in terms of:
• Function and focus of the space to be lit, speci-

fications for performance and effect.
• Lumens or light levels, the brightness or relative 

softness of the light required.
• Efficiency in respect of performance to purpose, 

energy usage and life expectancy, with provision 
for monitoring, control and management.

• Effect, to create the required mood or ambience 
using specific types and colours of light.

• Controlling glare and limiting spillage. 
• Accessibility for maintenance and safety.

While the same or similar considerations would 
be taken into account in the design of any lighting 
scheme Smith emphasises that it’s important to 
work through all the factors that will influence the 
finished effect.

Above: Computer-controlled LED lighting allows for 
multiple colour variations in the fountain.

Right: Tall boxed lamps at the wide  
stairways frame the access routes. 
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The square
On the square itself one of the main challenges 
was that over time the restaurants had encroached 
onto the public open space, erecting ostensibly 
temporary structures such that the square had 
come to resemble a “tented city”. “We needed to 
contain and manage this accretion of public space 
to private use,” says Smith, “to re-establish the 
square as a public space and to restore respect for 
the formality and proportions of the neo-classical 
buildings framing the square.” 

This was not an easy balance to resolve, but 
the property owner and project team decided on a 
system of bolt-on steel-framed glass boxes. These 
are uniformly fixed to the buildings at ground level 
and extend the restaurants’ space into the square 
within a uniform and fixed limit. 

Restaurant signage on the square has also been 
standardised to a prescribed size and positioning 
and while interior fit-outs vary, lighting, light levels 

and energy efficiency are controlled and power 
usage per tenant is monitored and managed. (De-
sign standards, guidelines and controls have been 
developed for all tenants at Nelson Mandela Square 
and form part of the lease agreement.) 

Further interventions on the square have been 
minimal, allowing the patina of time to contribute 
to the making of this space, as was originally in-
tended. Even the paint used on the buildings has 
been left untouched. 

New paving introduced was specified to match 
the old paving where this has been retained to 
create a simple, uninterrupted stretch of open 
space. This strengthens the sense of freedom and 
movement of the square and is sympathetic to the 
surrounding buildings and soft on the eye for people 
using the square or overlooking it.

Planting has been retained along the northern 
edge where the trees are well established and 
form a softening screen between the square and 
the restaurants along this edge. 

The lighting of the square has also been kept 
much as it was. A number of considerations influ-
enced this decision: principally, a respect for the 
square as a public civic space. In addition, as an 
open space, the square enjoys natural daylight and 
any night-time lighting should not be too bright; it 
should be warm, welcoming and safe, but should 
not interfere with the view from hotels and of-
fices overlooking the square nor the restaurants 
surrounding the square. As a public space, the 
square also hosts special events from time to time 
and while power is available for specific lighting for 
these functions, the ambient lighting of the square 
does not detract from such events.

The original, big, square, boxed uplighters 
mounted at first floor level to light up the façades of 
the buildings have been remade to match the origi-
nal lights. Mercury vapour lamps are used in these 

A new entrance 
canopy for the 
theatre has the 
effect of bringing 
the theatre into the 
square, aligning the 
entrance with the 
restaurants along the 
northern edge.

Above: Lighting, 
light levels and 
energy efficiency 
are controlled in the 
square.
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fittings for the warm, yellow light they produce.
The fountain, which falls virtually level with the 

square, has been refurbished and the new foun-
tainheads installed are each embedded in a ring 
of LED lights, mounted flush with the base of the 
fountain. The water jets and lights are computer 
controlled using a program that allows for multiple 
variations in water height and rhythm as well as 
light intensity and colour.

The statue of Nelson Mandela, standing at the 
western end of the square, is not specifically lit 
as it was considered to be commanding enough 
in itself. However, tall boxed lamps stand at the 
wide stairways to each side of the statue and at 
the entrances to the mall, in effect framing the 
access routes. These boxed lights, about a metre 
high and 500 mm2 at base, have been made anew 
to replace those that were there before. This is 
another example of the way in which the renova-
tion has, where appropriate, worked with what was 
already in place. 

Like the boxed uplighters which focus on the 
façades of the buildings surrounding the square, 
the tall standing boxed lights were designed and 
manufactured by Regent Lighting. Made of trans-
lucent white acrylic sheet in a steel frame, these 
‘tower’ lights are fitted with low level LED lamps 
which provide the warmer light preferred for this 
application. The same design is carried through, 
at smaller scale, to the interior mall, a marker of 
continuity between outside and inside.

The Theatre on the Square
Located at the north east corner of the square, the 
theatre was rather tucked away, adjacent to the 
access route that leads up via West Street from 
the Sandton Gautrain station and across the way 
from the public library which forms the east end of 
the square. With the renovation, a new entrance 

canopy has been installed, extending the entrance 
to the theatre to align with the restaurant edge 
and, in effect, bringing the theatre into the square. 
A simple structure of translucent white acrylic 
sheeting mounted on narrow steel columns, the 
canopy more clearly demarcates the entrance 
to the theatre and provides a sheltered walkway 
for theatre patrons. The same aluminium-framed 
acrylic sheeting box lights, at the smaller scale as 
used in the retail mall, are repeated here, mounted 
to the steel columns.

The retail mall
Internally, the modernisation of the ground and 
first floor retail levels has introduced new, lighter 
finishes to the floors, walls and ceilings, moving 
away from the previous darker finishes which had 
been in keeping with the old themed concept. 
New lighting was specified to enhance the feeling 
of spaciousness and openness. Another step in 
this direction has been the lifting of the arcaded 
shopfronts on the ground floor to full four-metre 
height (first floor level) and this will be extended to 
all shopfronts as new tenants move in. 

The multi-volume atrium of the west wing 
benefits from the natural daylight that streams 
through the tinted sheeting of the arched roof. The 
newly repainted walls and lighter interior finishes 
enhance this uplifting space. Tumbling mobiles of 

Focused spotlights 
accentuate the 
cross-vaulted 

arches of the bridge 
linking Nelson 

Mandela Square 
to Sandton City, 

enhancing the 
height of this space.
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simple, shaped discs in a range of light-coloured 
translucent hues and of varying diameters are 
suspended from the roof, with the effect of lifting 
the eye and at the same time bringing the soaring 
space to a human level. 

The extent of natural daylight reduced the re-
quirement for supplementary daytime lighting at 
the retail levels of this wing and thus contributes 
to overall energy efficiency. Surface-mounted 
stage lights, fitted with metal halide lamps, were 
specified to project light across the suspended 
mobiles. They introduce focused light across the 
gallery space, without imposing on office floor 
levels above the retail mall.

At the retail levels, small-diameter LED spot-
lights are fitted flush with ceilings and bulkheads, 
producing focused downlight and preventing glare. 
Wall-mounted box lights, the smaller-scale replicas 
of the tall standing box lights on the square, provide 
further supplementary light. The same lighting is 
continued through the links to the adjoining retail 
zones of Legacy Corner and The Michaelangelo mall 
and towards the bridge linking Nelson Mandela 
Square to Sandton City.

Although the light levels in the mall walkways 
are higher and brighter than previously, they are 
managed to allow the shops – the primary focus 
– to stand out. The design of the mall includes a 
control zone, about one metre deep, which, al-
though not distinctly demarcated, accommodates 
a transitional space between the walkways and the 
shops themselves.

As with the restaurants on the square, while 
tenants are free to develop their own interiors the 
design standards and guidelines applicable to all 
tenants ensure a degree of control over the light-
ing and light levels in the shops, managing energy 
efficiency and power usage per tenant.

Smith notes that where the restaurant wings 
interface with the retail mall internally, an interme-
diate level of lighting has been accommodated to 
soften the transition between the brighter light of 
the retail spaces and the relatively lower light and 
warmer tones used in the restaurants.

The renovation implemented at the retail levels 
is now being extended to the lift lobbies and office 
floors of the west and south towers at Nelson 
Mandela Square, to establish seamless links and 
provide for easy transitions between these different 
zones within a cohesive overall design. 

The bridge
The bridge which carries the retail link between 
Nelson Mandela Square and Sandton City has 
been comprehensively revamped, clearing away 
much of the clutter that belonged to the original 
complex, opening up this thoroughfare to natural 
light and carrying through the lighter floor tiles, 
walls and ceilings that were newly introduced in 
the retail levels of Nelson Mandela Square. Focused 
spotlights accentuate the height and design of the 
cross-vaulted arches of the bridge and narrow verti-
cal strips of LED lights, recessed into wall panels 
between shops, contribute to a much cleaner, 
brighter and more inviting space. 
 
Energy management
All the lighting across the mixed use precinct of 
Nelson Mandela Square is controlled by a C-Bus 
system. This microprocessor-based wiring system 
provides for automatic switching on and off of 
lights, the adjustment of light intensity in response 
to changing natural light levels and efficient energy 
management, among other functions.

Lighting suppliers
Smith gives credit to Regent Lighting, supplier of 
all the light fittings and systems in the renovation 
project. He says Regent is always helpful, respon-
sive to requests and innovative when it comes to 
finding the best solution to any lighting challenge. 
“It is one of few lighting suppliers that is ready to 
design lighting to suit a given need, if a suitable 
standard product is not otherwise available, and 
to manufacture fittings as required.” 

One of the tumbling mobiles 
suspended in the multi-volume 

atrium of the west wing.
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