
 

Architectural entrepreneur Gilbert Balinda

Set on making his mark on the continent, Gilbert Balinda is a Rwandan-Belgian architect whose career has spanned Africa,
Europe, the Caribbean, and the Middle East. Currently based at the Media Mill creative hub in Milpark, Johannesburg,
Balinda has worked on projects including Freedom Park, the Mandela Capture Site in Howick and the Taung World
Heritage site.

Architectural entrepreneur Gilbert Balinda

He aims to ensure that cultural context, collective memory, and the human connection remain central to his work. We
chatted to Balinda to find out more about his journey as an architect thus far, his creative process, and from where he
draws inspiration for his work.

Were you always passionate about architecture - would you say it's your calling?

Gilbert Balinda: I wanted to be a marine biologist or a veterinarian as a kid. I just loved animals. Architecture came later
on when I finished high school in Belgium. It seemed a perfect choice because it combined art and science, and I could
not make up my mind to choose just one side. So I jumped into architecture and have never regretted it ever since. But
sometimes, I think it would have been less complicated to study animals than to design the human habitat.

Where does your passion for the field stem from?

Balinda: Several things feed my passion, but mainly the idea that we can create
something from nothing and participate in making our cities for a better future fascinates
me every day.
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“ It does not matter how many times you have done it; it is always a thrill to see your creation getting

built. ”
Describe for us your creative process - from where do you draw inspiration when you
start a project?
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Balinda: At the start of a project, I like to have conversations on certain topics unrelated to architecture with a
client or with my team. I find those moments of deep discussion critical to assessing the context of the client and
the project. Those are important to understanding or creating an architectural vision. The concept phase is
delightful because the project does not need to be constrained in solving all the issues immediately. It is a time of
creative exploration that often leads me to read books on different topics and look at other disciplines and forms
of art. It is also the moment where you can start creating the narrative of your project and defining the impact you
want to make. Of course, not all projects are the same so the process might vary and the ideas may take more
time to mature.

Your career has thus far taken you across continents. How would you say this professional and life experience
has affected your work?

Balinda: Growing in different countries and continents gave me the ability to adapt quickly to a foreign context.
But it has also caused me to be periodically restless and impatient. I always want to move fast and go to the next
thing, which is not always positive.

So I would say that my experiences make me ask more questions. I try to leave more room for different
interpretations and be less prescriptive.

Why is the preservation of Africa's cultural heritage so central to your work?

Balinda: Cultural preservation is not only crucial for humankind. It is essential to the transmission of knowledge to
future generations. Without preservation, we fail as a people and as a society.

My work tries to uncover some of our African histories, culture, and knowledge abandoned or told from a
Eurocentric perspective. And I think a lot of our cultural heritage is still ignored or misrepresented.

What, for you, is architecture's greatest impact on society?
Balinda: Architecture can be seen as a facet/element of society. It results from multiple individuals and collective
thinking to build places where we live, work, and interact. In that sense, architecture provides the physical
environment for society to live and thrive. There is a direct correlation between how a city is built and the
socioeconomic, human rights, health, and quality of life.

What inspired you to strike out on your own?
Balinda: After nearly a decade working at Mashabane Rose Associate, I felt it was time to venture and start
running my own thing. But the road to entrepreneurship is not always direct, so I began Gilbert Balinda
Architects after two partnerships. I am still working with previous partners on specific projects, but Gilbert
Balinda Architects' current strategy is where I see my future.
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What are you working on currently?
Balinda: We have a variety of projects ranging from feasibility studies to museum work. Among other projects, we
are currently designing a smart village in Nigeria. A house made of volcanic rock in Kigali, Rwanda, a 4,500m2

museum for a national bank. We are also prototyping an affordable house concept with South African partners,
which we intend to roll out in South Africa and on the continent.

What's been your favourite project so far and why?
Balinda: That's a difficult question, sometimes it feels like your children and you can't say who is your favourite.
All projects have their good side and not-so-good side. But I think the Volcanic House in Kigali aimed to be
completed in 2023 will undoubtedly be fascinating because it is charged with personal history and is part of
reconnecting with my home country.

What advice would you give to those just starting out their careers in architecture?
Balinda: Architecture is a great profession but also very time-consuming and challenging. You need to have a
passion for it. If it is just for money, then seek elsewhere. Also, try to see how you can contribute differently in the
profession. The competition in the sector is stiff and having a specific style and business model to differentiate
you from the crowd is preferable.

What's your favourite trend in the field to watch out for in 2022?
Balinda: Designing and building an architectural piece is often a lengthy process, making it difficult to make
precise projections. The current Covid-19 pandemic is creating uncertainty in various sectors. However, we are all
observing the pandemic's catalytic effects on sustainable building and minimalism living.

For more information, go to gilbertbalinda.com.

ABOUT SINDY PETERS
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“ As architects, this is an opportunity to rethink our models and how society is adapting to a new way of living,

working, and playing. ”
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