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In 2014, Cape Town is celebrating its design in all its forms, having been voted
the World Design Capital (WDC). The hopeful rhetoric of the city as ultimate
holiday destination, African creative metropolis, prime global-events location or
city of freedom indicates powerful cultural discourses at work. In this paper, I
will give a series of insights into the links between colonial modernity, on the
one hand, and the origins of contemporary discourses of urban design and
heritage in Cape Town, on the other. I intend to discuss the function of official
discourse concerning the design of the city as well as the sudden eruptions that
disturb these constructs. I point to the recurrent patterns and moments in
which design is made plain and unspoken. I will trace the genealogy of official
or top-down design and heritage discourses as well as the moments or
movements that are at odds with or embarrass this official discourse.
________________________________________________________________

Résumé: Le Cap célèbre, en 2014, son design sous toutes ses formes après
avoir été désignée Capitale mondiale du design (WDC). La rhétorique pleine
d’espoir de la ville en tant que destination de vacances par excellence,
métropole créative d’Afrique, emplacement de choix pour les événements
internationaux et ville de liberté indique l’effet de discours culturels
éloquents. Dans cet article, je vais vous livrer un certain nombre
d’observations sur les liens entre la modernité coloniale, d’une part, et les
origines des discours contemporains du design urbain et du patrimoine au
Cap, d’autre part. J’entends aborder la fonction du discours officiel sur le
design de la ville ainsi que les éruptions soudaines qui perturbent ces
constructions. Je signale les tendances récurrentes et les moments où le
design est clair et implicite. Je retracerai l’histoire du design officiel ou imposé
d’en haut, les discours sur le patrimoine ainsi que les moments ou les
mouvements en contradiction avec ce discours officiel ou qui l’embarrassent.
________________________________________________________________

Resumen: Durante 2014, Cape Town está celebrando su diseño en todas sus
formas, al haber sido votada la Capital del Diseño Mundial (WDC, del inglés
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World Design Cup). La prometedora retórica de la ciudad como máximo
destino vacacional, metrópolis creativa africana, supremo lugar de eventos
mundiales o ciudad de la libertad indica potentes discursos culturales en
marcha. En el presente documento, ofreceré una serie de ideas sobre los
vı́nculos entre la modernidad colonial, por un lado, y los orı́genes de los
discursos contemporáneos de diseño urbano y patrimonio en Cape Town,
por otro. Mi intención es analizar la función del discurso oficial relativo al
diseño de la ciudad, ası́ como también las súbitas erupciones que perturban
estos constructos. Señalo los patrones y momentos recurrentes en los que
el diseño se hace puro y tácito. Seguiré el rastro de la genealogı́a del
diseño oficial o de arriba a abajo y de los discursos patrimoniales ası́ como
también de los momentos o movimientos que están en desacuerdo con
este discurso oficial o que le ponen en evidencia.
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Far from dressing up a plain reality with layers of metaphor, the [huntergatherers’] imagination, songs, stories and designs serve to conduct the attention of performers into the world, deeper and deeper, as one proceeds from
outward appearances to an ever more intense poetic involvement (Ingold
2000:56).

On 10 January 2014, Cape Town was heralded as number one of the ‘‘52
places to go in 2014’’ by the New York Times. ‘‘Witness a city in transformation, glimpse exotic animals, explore the past and enjoy the beach
before the crowds,’’ wrote journalist Sarah Khan. ‘‘Cape Town is reinventing itself, and the world is invited to its renaissance.’’ With reference to the
recent passing of Nelson Mandela she continues: it is ‘‘a place to meditate
on freedom and the creative life that followed’’ (Khan 2014a). Indeed,
20 years of post-apartheid urban transformation have engendered a different Cape Town. Boutique shops such as I Love My Laundry, Haas Design
Collective, Los Muertos Motorcycles, House of Machines, Loading Bay and
Latitude 33 are only a few example of the fashionable re-birth of the innercity according to the New York newspaper. ‘‘I can go have a great coffee,
eat healthy food, buy clothes I want to wear, drink good spirits,’’ a Capetonian is quoted as saying (Khan 2014b).
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Source: Cape Town Design NPC (2014)

In 2014, Cape Town is celebrating its design in all its forms, having been
voted the World Design Capital (WDC). The hopeful rhetoric of the city as
ultimate holiday destination, African creative metropolis, prime global-events
location or city of freedom indicates powerful cultural discourses at work.
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In this paper, I will give a series of insights into the links between colonial modernity, on the one hand, and the origins of contemporary discourses of urban design and heritage in Cape Town, on the other. I intend
to discuss the function of official discourse concerning the design of the
city as well as the sudden eruptions that disturb these constructs. I point
to the recurrent patterns and moments in which design is made plain and
unspoken. I will trace the genealogy of official or top-down design and
heritage discourses as well as the moments or movements that are at odds
with or embarrass this official discourse.
Earlier attempts at writing about the spatial tropes of Cape Town and
their contestations draw attention to the dream topography, the hidden
transcripts and the desire-lines of the Cape landscape (Coetzee 1988; Hall
2000; Murray et al. 2007). In response I suggest here that a modern history
is inscribed in space and time with words and then with brick and mortar
and thereafter again uncovered from a site with the trowel. Subsequently,
its artefacts are collected in archives and as such they form the basis for a
continuation of historical and stylistic narratives. Indeed, my point is here
that the official inscribed history is performative and repetitive; in fact, it
transcribes a foundation of the future of the city and its inhabitants’
behaviour. Importantly, this concerns only the appreciation of history and
design in colonial time—that is to say, it is part of an official discourse of
landscape. I am interested in this essay to come to a different understanding of style and story-telling with regards to time and place in Cape Town.
What could have been a relatively simple exercise in mapping layers of
spatial influences and styles in the city now becomes a complex challenge.
Instead of pointing to the Khoi, the Dutch, the British, the nationalist, and
the post-apartheid design layers, I intend to sketch out when the design of
the city became relevant for an understanding of its past. The leading question in this paper is: what were the moments and spaces in Cape Town’s
past in which the official design of the city became poignant?

What If?
As a point of departure for this design history of Cape Town, I wish to
turn to three theoretical concepts for guidance on writing against a colonial archive. I use these concepts with the aim to produce a constructive
understanding of a messy set of fragments, agencies, tropes, counter-discourses and memories.
In ‘‘Ruin memory’’ (2013), Nick Shepherd presents the concept of a history of fragments of the city—a history of bits and pieces, a history based on
the counter-archive of sub-alternised voices and bodies. Instead of the desire
for a convincing narrative, this approach entails a work of collage using
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‘‘traces, fragments, fugitive materialities, embodied experience, bodies of
memory and the performativity of the past/present.’’ The archaeologist suggests a way of thinking about the material presence of the dead in the city
and the ways in which it conditions the present moment (Shepherd 2013).
As such, I suggest, the archaeologist offers a methodology for an ‘‘offmodern’’ imagination of the landscape of the Cape, a contemporary detour
from modern memories into a different way of grasping pasts. Literary scholar Svetlana Boym claims the off-modern project to be ‘‘a performance-inprogress, a rehearsal of possible forms and common places […] it explores
interstices, disjunctures and gaps in the present in order to co-create the
future’’ (Boym 2010). Boym is in favour of asking more often: What if?
Aligned to Shepherd, I would ask, then: what if Cape Town’s dead
could speak? Interestingly, anthropologist Tim Ingold proposes something
of a methodology to answer this question. Hunters and gatherers, the focus
of his scholarly career, follow in the footsteps of their dead ancestors and
as a result memories are generated. As such, Ingold argues that knowing
the world is the result not of a construct of the mind but of a bodily
engagement. He writes that ‘‘the forms which people build, whether in the
imagination or on the ground, arise within the current of their involved
activity.’’ In other words, only because someone dwells in a world can he
or she think the thoughts he or she does (Ingold 2000:60 and 186–189).
Ingold’s concept of dwelling provokes a wide range of potential strategies
for engaging with the design of Cape Town. I would like to focus here on the
performative act of following in the footsteps of the dead in Cape Town’s
presence. In what comes next I intend to map the ancestors on and off the
grid as a rehearsal for a different sort of history writing. As such I attempt to
constitute a speculative archive. I will zoom in on the design history of six
spatial moments of contemporary Cape Town: namely, the fort, the garden,
the grid, the slum, the ruin and the cemetery. These are features of an aspirational future of this city. With this essay I intend to set the stage for a discussion of Cape Town’s contemporary transformations, which I believe resonate
with the 2014 World Design Capital context.

Fort: Fearing the Future
As a first footstep, I will quote, in accordance with literary scholar Hedley
Twidle, a dramatic scene from Dan Sleigh’s Eilande (2002).
One red dawn, ten or twelve years before the Dutchman started building this
place, Autshumao became leader of the Goringhaicona. He walked across the
dunes to the sea as if he’d never known the dead or the living behind him.
He was covered in blood, robbed, humiliated, as he walked in the half-dawn
from the smouldering stubble of burnt grass beside a vlei, under the bitter
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smoke of charred matting and cattle hides, followed by five children, five
women and two old men. Behind them in the smoking rubble were their
dead, ahead was the sea (Sleigh 2004:3).

Autshumao in Sleigh’s historical novel understood the benefits that the arrival of the Dutch East India Company (VOC) could bring for him. Twidle,
who I believe is interested in an off-modern reading of the colonial archive,
calls Autshumao the Khoi captain ‘‘who guarded, then traded, then manipulated the colonial missives and messages’’ (Twidle 2013:132 and 151).
The colonial inscription of the landscape of the Cape, as well as the
dominant historical narrative, begins with the arrival of the ship of Jan van
Riebeeck in 1652. As we know from Sleigh, the Cape was no empty land.
Yet the men of the VOC had a rather thwarted idea of the place. Africa,
according to them, ‘‘was replete with legends of cannibals and one-footed
creatures,’’ writes archaeologist Martin Hall (Hall 2007:288). The local
Khoi society, made up by the Gorachoqua and the Goringhaicona groups,
was aware of the explorers and traders from Europe long before the Dutch
arrived (Worden et al. 1998).
The Dutch called the Goringhaicona—who lived in the vicinity of the
coast—‘‘Strandlopers,’’ and Autshumao was their leader. Historians who
studied Van Riebeeck’s journal, a central part of the colonial archive, conclude that the VOC settlement intersected with a seasonal herding route of
the Khoi and, thus, led to regular contact (Worden et al. 1998:16). Yet the
Company, often considered the first multinational, ordered only a fort and
a fruit-and-vegetable garden to be built; it had no real interest in the Goringhaicona or the Gorachoqua (Worden et al. 1998:17). The Dutch commanders, as Europeans elsewhere in the ‘‘New World,’’ believed in their
right to rule. Their authority was initiated through ceremonial practices—enactments of possession that stemmed from the everyday gestures
and law codes of the European states (Seed 1995:2–7).
The Castle of Good Hope replaced the company’s first makeshift fort in
1699, and the new structure is closely associated with both the VOC’s conquest and its growing military authority (Barker 2003; Malan 2012:3). Interestingly, all buildings of the Cape settlement were strictly managed and
controlled in order to facilitate the VOC monopoly. Moreover, ‘‘[i]ts residents were […] firmly under the control of the Company,’’ write historians
Nigel Worden, Elizabeth Van Heyningen and Vivian Bickford-Smith. They
point to the orderly image of the hamlet at the African frontier that the commanders intended to engineer (Worden 1996:33). The settlements of the
Khoi were characterised and categorised in relation to the early colonial
buildings. As such, Nick Shepherd and Noeleen Murray speak of ‘‘the first
trope in South African space-making, the idea of the ‘primitive’, ‘indigenous’
or vernacular’’’ (Shepherd and Murray 2007:2).
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Influenced by James C. Scott, archaeologist Martin Hall argues that in
the context of this neat official picture the Khoi woman Krotoa represents
a counter-memory or a hidden voice. The VOC’s journal gives an account
of how Van Riebeeck relied on Krotoa for regular supplies of meat. Indeed,
Krotoa was a go-between the Dutch and the Goringhaicona. Her role as
translator gave her authority and, baptised as a Christian, she became the
first to be buried in the new castle. Novelist Karel Schoeman points to the
biographies of another six Khoi: namely, Doman, Sousa, Oudasoa, Ngonnermoa, Sara and Dorha. All of them were individuals who familiarised
themselves with a foreign culture and a changing reality. Their everyday
misbehaviour challenged the official authority.
Hall concludes that these Khoi’s performances unsettle the racial stereotype. More importantly, they reveal that the need for ‘‘a repetitive insistence on the superiority of European civilization […] represents the
nervousness among colonizers of the potential for failure in the outrageous
enterprise of conquering the world’’ (Hall 2000:16–17 and 97–124; Schoeman 2009). Aligned to this view, Schoeman suggests that the more potent
images of the first 154 years of European presence at the Cape relate to
issues of ‘‘shelter, enclosure, keeping together, shutting out, protecting,
defending, establishing presence and ensuring its survival.’’ Dutch rule
amounted to continuous and desperate improvisation. While mapping and
claiming the Cape peninsula with names such as Liesbeek, Bosheuvel,
Houtbaai, Tygerberg and Bergrivier, the Dutch anxiously awaited new
interactions with the Khoi (Schoeman 1998:34–35).
Against this backdrop, Sleigh presents Autshumao as a somewhat
ambiguous character. Autshumao negotiates the presence of the fort and
the customs of the Europeans and, eventually, fools Van Riebeeck. I propose that Sleigh tilts the colonial archive here; he turns the fort into a
structure that performs desperation. More importantly, the novelist makes
us think about the paths, the routes and the sites that held significance
beyond the fort. In so doing, he draws our attention to the frontiers of the
colonial archive.
A deeper discursive exploration of the workings of the archive is offered
by J. M. Coetzee in his seminal work White Writings (1988). The renowned
writer addresses the Cape settlement as a garden or place for refreshment
in relation to notions of time. In the next section, I will explore the garden
as a second feature of Cape Town’s urban design.

Garden: Dreaming History
The VOC’s focus on a fort and a garden ‘‘was to provide the basis for
Cape Town’s later physical layout and the key symbols of its early func-
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tion’’ (Worden et al. 1998:17). The Amsterdam gardener Hendrik Boom,
who came to Cape Town with Van Riebeeck’s ship, helped establish what
was to become the Company’s Garden west of the fort (Murray 2001:26).
As such a myth of origin became physically constituted. Coetzee begins to
unpack this dominant narrative of the Cape.
He explains that while the Atlantic colonial exploration became ‘‘a voyage in the future of man,’’ ‘‘the Cape, by contrast, belonged not to the
New World but to the farthest extremity of the Old.’’ Crudely put, ‘‘the
future promised by the Cape seemed to be less of the perfection of man in
a recovered innocence than of the degeneration of man into brute.’’
Instead of being imagined as a New Amsterdam, early Cape Town figured
as a counter image to Renaissance civilisation, a place of degeneration for
the white colonist. This constituted the first discursive theme in the discourse of the Cape, according to Coetzee (Coetzee 1988:1–3).
As such, a garden myth with a racial undertone became embedded in
the genre of the pastoral in South Africa. Coetzee writes that the calm stability of the gardens or of the freeburgher farms was an idealised and utopian moment between ‘‘the wilderness of lawless nature and the wilderness
of the new cities.’’ It was a moment outside of history (Coetzee 1988:1–3).
This myth proved influential in social histories of how the establishment of
farm households extended the frontier of the VOC settlement into the
Liesbeek valley and further.
Indeed, archaeologist Antonia Malan describes how there was a ‘‘general
Eurasian flavour to all ordinary freeburgher house layouts and their contents,’’ inhabited by whites, free blacks and slaved inhabitants (Malan
1998:66). The thatched and gabled manor houses with their ‘‘whitewashed
walls, sash windows, inner shutters, floor of flagstones or broad yellow
planks and exposed beams […] preserve memories of the seventeenth-century Netherlands’’ (Schoeman 1998:36). ‘‘The farms marked out neatly
rectangular blocks, in a further mapping and naming of the landscape that
would become ‘‘the basis of suburban expansion in the nineteenth century’’ (Malan 2012; Worden et al. 1998:20).
A second spatial trope—the Cape Dutch style—resonates with this garden myth. Cape Dutch signifies VOC rule at the Cape as well as the most
authentic form of South African architectural heritage (Shepherd and Murray 2007:2–4). In fact, architect Nicolas Coetzer traces the appreciation and
preservation of this style back to the process of engineering a common
white heritage after the Anglo-Boer wars (1879–1915) as this heritage was
open to mutual claims by the British and the Afrikaner alike (Coetzer
2013:21).
In response, Hall and Schoeman point to the deeper complexities at
work beneath the relative stability of the freeburghers’ lives in their Cape
Dutch mansions. In 1658, the first two ships with 228 slaves arrived, and
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many ships followed. Indeed, freeburgher life was based on intensive use of
slave labour. The slave owners at, for example, farms as Groot Constantia,
Rustenburg or Vergelegen, as well as other members of the colonial elite,
‘‘were scared to the point of paranoia about the possibility of rebellion
against their domination.’’ Yet, Hall highlights the inadequacy of archaeology of tracing acts of resistance (Hall 1992, 1993, 1994; Schoeman
1998:35). The violent undercurrent of the garden utopia appears hard to
tap into.
The resurfacing in 1991 of the remains of Flora, a slave woman at the
Vergelegen farm, and the contestations surrounding her reburial and its
representation are perhaps an entry point for an off-modern reading of the
archive (Malan and Worden 2011:405). What if we try and give a voice to
Flora as an ancestor? With respect to free black women, Malan raises the
issue of solidarity: did these women liberate other slaves like Flora? (Malan
1998). Schoeman focusses attention on the presence of slave lodges at the
Cape Dutch farms (Schoeman 1998). Where did slaves, like her, run off to
once they had escaped from the lodges? Did they find shelter with the
Khoi? How to appreciate a slave’s time at the Cape?
This exercise is speculative and feels quite strange. I would like to suggest though that Flora’s remains, previously buried under the tiled floor of
the slave lodge, challenge the historical value of official records of the Cape
farms, such as household inventories, maps, charts, plans, panoramas, tax
returns and census. They raise the question: how can Cape Dutch life be
understood if not in relation to historical slavery?
Coetzee remarks how the time of the freeburghers’ farm was ‘‘an exemplary age when the garden myth became actualized in history.’’ As such,
the Cape Dutch style points to the robust silences, the disavowed violences
embedded in this colonial archive. It points to the construction of colonial
time and racial categories. Cape Town’s garden narrative is a simulacrum,
and a motive for dreaming up a landscape in the future—a future that is
blind to the colour black (Coetzee 1988:4–6). Coetzee’s concept of a
‘‘dream topography’’ is illustrative of the powerful attraction of this imagination. He concludes that the Cape has a spatial reality and history in
which language, consciousness and landscape have above all a poetic relationship (Coetzee 1988:4–6). Its colonial archive, I propose, has a strong
fictional dimension.
I have described how the garden narrative of the Cape is highly seductive and how it alludes to an aspirational timeless zone. Here I would like
to argue that these acts of dreaming up exemplary places are also closely
associated with imposing a strict topography on the city. In the following
section, I will explore a third feature of the genealogy: the grid.
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Grid: Performing Empire
A representation of orderly colonial authority was established via the military geometry of the grid. Moreover, the regular blocks were replicated in
the Company’s Garden. Worden, Van Heyningen and Bickford-Smith
describe how ‘‘[m]ountain streams were channelled into watercourses
alongside the Company gardens, down the main ‘Heerengracht’ (currently
named Adderley Street) and around the parade into the sea, in an imitation of the Dutch urban canals’’ and of the high culture of Amsterdam
and the Hague. The outer limits of the city were marked by street names
as Buitengracht, Buitenkant and Buitensingel [‘‘Buiten’’ in Dutch means
outside] (Hall 2006; Worden et al. 1998:40).
Hall argues that, through naming, a nascent culture of public spaces,
ascribed value and intensified authority was established. Moreover, VOC or
Batavian regulations (since the Dutch invented them in present-day
Jakarta) applied to the Cape; its clauses sought to regulate everything from
the use of carriages to the use of parasols, from men and women’s clothing
to ‘‘the number of slaves permitted in a retinue.’’ The grid of streets is
according to Hall a system of spaces that coded power set against the backdrop of the wild and threatening landscape of Table Mountain and Africa
(Hall 2006:193–194). He writes:
This system of spaces in turn served to articulate expected public behaviour,
strongly directed by status and gender […] Behind this landscape, enabling
and enforcing its imprint, was the violence of colonization and the direct
imposition of physical compulsion (Hall 2006:195–196).

The grid represented a spatial, cultural and sensorial system, which enabled
the grooming of the colonial city. Public presence in the official city was
regulated not only for the living, but also for the dead. Citizens of Cape
Town—Christians, freeburghers or whites—would be buried within the
city’s limits; the not-registered others found their final resting place in the
informal burial places situated mostly on the outside of Buitengracht.
From 1795, British rule slowly perfected the formal aspects of society by
means of ornaments, rituals and regulations and subsequently degraded the
informal. The rules of colonial society, its ideas and styles, became connected with industrialising England. Worden, Van Heyningen and Bickford-Smith describe this as a substantial transformation:
For reformist British residents this project of rebuilding the city acquired
great symbolic significance, for what they envisaged was a town in which ‘the
old Dutch city was to be reincarnated as the city of rational British commerce’’’ (Worden et al. 1998:168).
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Aligned to this view, Hall writes the following, with reference to James
Ford’s artwork ‘‘Holiday in Cape Town’’:
The future was imagined as overwhelmingly neo-gothic, its people clothed in
contemporary styles: tight-waisted, high-collared dresses, sailor suits and buttoned boots. This future was also one of triumph for British colonialism
(Hall 2006:197).

Empire is the spatial trope for this period, according to Murray and Shepherd (Shepherd and Murray 2007:2–4; Murray 2010). With Victorian
buildings, botanical gardens, monuments, Anglican churches and schools
and public buildings, the British systemically reinforced the colonial geometry of power-coding.
Indeed this colonial geometry constructed social spaces in which citizenship was rehearsed, performed and copied, and the public behaviour of
others was simultaneously disabled and discredited (Coetzer 2013:74; Murray 2010:52). Yet these constructed colonial spaces proved difficult to control. Historians Andrew Bank and Robert Ross refer to urban slaves
actively protesting though physical escape and organised attacks on the
property of the city’s elite. Hall speaks in this context of the ‘‘desire lines,’’
the purposeful violations of the coded spaces (Bank 1994; Hall 2007; Ross
1983).
After the abolition of slavery in 1834, counter-practices take on a different, perhaps more ironic, character. Denis-Constant Martin, for example,
describes Cape Town’s Coon Carnival. A contested figure, the coon
embodies, for Martin, the acts of breaking with conventions, community
building and associating with overseas cultures. The festival, also known as
New Year’s Carnival, represents a moment of ridiculing and challenging
power and order. On several occasions, the Carnival has literally resulted
in riots (Martin 2000).
Interestingly, the intensification of the grid seems to have produced its
own counter-archive. These social practices challenged constructed imperial
places, codes, fashions and public order through alternative bodily performances, a celebration of identities and burials. Obviously these eruptions
strengthened the feeling of discomfort among members of the colonial
elite. Their response, which I will introduce in the following section, was
rooted in recurrent fears of degeneration. A fourth feature of the genealogy
is the slum.
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Slum: Locating Contamination
Fear of the protests, revolutions and violence incited by the urban poor
formed the backdrop of the public-health debates around 1900. In combination with nationalist sentiments, these debates gave rise to racial anxieties. Worden, Van Heyningen and Bickford-Smith describe how British
middle-class citizens became alert to problems of poverty in their midst:
‘‘Poverty destroyed basic family life and opened the way to crime and degradation.’’ Maynard Swanson described this ideology as ‘‘the sanitation
syndrome.’’ He writes:
[E]quating black urban settlement, labour and living conditions with threats
to public health and security became fixed in the official mind, buttressed a
desire to achieve positive social controls, and confirmed or rationalized white
race prejudice with a popular imagery of medical menace (Swanson
1977:410).

In Cape Town, this led to a municipal and media focus on the impoverished suburban quarters close to the harbour and bordering the colonial
grid. District One (around Chiappini and Rose Street), District Two (on
the slopes of Signal Hill) and District Six (on the slopes of Table Mountain
and Devil’s Peak) were increasingly referred to in connection with the
influential public-health service and sanitation discourse and were subjected to building regulations and bylaws (Coetzer 2013:4; Worden et al.
1998:218–225).
The cosmopolitan communities of these districts, which were mostly
inhabited by European immigrants and mixed-race descendants of the
Cape’s slaves, were considered as slum hotspots. Their buildings were
standing in the way of progress. Discourse on the architecture and the
inhabitants of the slums ‘‘became a key founding layer in the construction
of apartheid,’’ writes Coetzer. The garden-city ideal was a design scheme
based on the mediaeval English village, which was hoped to ‘‘induce inhabitants to become their better selves, to duly perform assigned roles on the
perfect stage-set of a happily settled community.’’ As such it inspired South
African architects to design the first racially segregated housing projects
(notably Ndabeni, Langa, Pinelands and Maitland).
Coetzer describes how through a series of professional and media representations the idea was expanded to include the threatening, contaminated
presence of the slum dwellers. Visual otherness, which was regarded undermining, was both the presence of black people as well as residual urban
Cape Dutch structures. The architect speaks of ‘‘the expedient use of ‘ugly’
materials, the re-used flotsam of capitalism or in the recurring material sig-
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nifiers of pre-settler ‘Africa’—the detourned off-cuts and off-casts of industrial waste, or, mud and thatch’’ (Coetzer 2013:81 and 116–118).
A rising interest in heritage coincides and is intertwined with an increasingly functionalist approach to the design of the build environment. Shepherd and Murray argue that the Union of South Africa in 1910 symbolises
the beginnings of the tropes of nationalism and apartheid. Aligned to
Swanson, Susan Parnell points to the metaphor of sanitation that was
invoked to justify first efforts to segregate the city (Parnell 1993). Indeed,
in this period, a growing governmental power of controlling and conserving a spatial and cultural order was established via a myriad of urban and
heritage legislation (Shepherd and Murray 2007:4).
Within 25 years, the following eight acts were conceived: the 1911 Bushman Relics Protection Act, which would transform Bushmen in living prehistory; the 1913 Natives Land Act, which determined that only certain
areas (in total 13%) of the Union of South Africa could be owned by
natives; the 1919 Public Health Act No. 36 and the 1920 Housing Act,
which provided for the adoption of international planning principles on
overcrowding, housing funding and slum removals; the 1923 Native Urban
Areas Act, which provided the solution to the growing problem of disease
among Africans in ‘‘white’’ urban area through territorial segregation; the
1923 National and Historical Monuments Act No. 21, which extended legislative protection to monuments, built structures and areas of land with a
distinctive character, and which also established the Historical Monuments
Commission; the 1934 Slums Act, which extended the government’s
options for slum clearance; the 1934 Natural and Historical Monuments,
Relics and Antiquities act, which further asserted heritage as the domain of
archaeologists and prehistorians (Parnell 1993; Shepherd 2008).
I argue that these acts provide a modern technology of time and place that
dissociated official Cape Town from its suburban districts. In other words,
they present a language, incubated in the disciplines of architecture and
archaeology, which coded power into a landscape as well as into people’s
bodies. These exemplary spaces and bodies, which were previously written
into the past, now enabled slum clearance and racial segregation in the future.
Protest against these increasing sophisticated forms of exclusion became
more and more organised. Worden, Van Heyningen and Bickford-Smith
make mention of so-called cemetery riots at end of the 19th century. The
British legislator decided for public-health reasons to close Cape Town’s
run-down burial grounds. Yet the Muslim, as well as the Dutch, community was unwilling to abandon its traditional practices and so protested.
The community challenged the official codes for treating human bodies. In
the first decennia of the 20th century, emancipatory organisations such as
the African People’s Organisation and the Industrial and Commercial
Workers’ Union produced a more institutional version of resistance (Wor-
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den et al. 1998:211). Spontaneous outbursts that challenged the discriminatory spatial and heritage politics of Cape Town are the fragments that
make up Cape Town’s ruined counter archive.
Indeed the ruin is Cape Town’s fifth feature, which I will introduce in the
next section. I will describe how Afrikaner nationalism flourished on the
foundation of English imperialism with its technologies of time and place.

Ruin: Engineering Apartheid
The 1948 whites-only election won by the National Party gave rise to an
increasingly combative and heritage-conscious municipality in Cape Town.
The 1952 Van Riebeeck Tercentenary, a festival that took place at the recently
reclaimed foreshore, the new gateway to Africa, was a historical re-enactment
of unseen proportions. It offered a window into Cape Town’s near future.
The spectacle portrayed Van Riebeeck as the single founding father and
symbol of white rule. Moreover, it modelled Cape Town as the founding
city of a white nation. A procession through the city’s streets told how
dark Africa had benefited from Western civilization (Bickford-Smith
1999:164). Shepherd describes how the tercentenary tied notions of landscape to conceptions of heritage. From a field of scientific endeavour, it
switched to the sacred landscape of Afrikaner political mythology (Shepherd 2008:120). Leslie Witz and Ciraj Rassool argue that the festival asserts
political control over non-whites in a period of emerging resistance. As
such, these historians point to a more militant ANC and to the Non-European Unity Movement that mocked the tercentenary and called it a Festival
of Hate (Rassool and Witz 1993; Witz 2003).
The festival juxtaposed the performance of civilisation—the industrial and
scientific might of the white settlers’ society that started with Van Riebeeck—with the presentation of the primitive—a Bantu pavilion and a display of the South West African Bushman. According to Rassool and Witz
(1993:449–450), the manifestation functioned as a way to legitimise the
implementation of the 1950 Group Areas Act as an evolutionary consequence. The design of history and a history of design are here evidently parallel processes. The tercentenary not only enabled policies of forced removals;
it also projected a particularly strong desire for the future onto the city.
Indeed, through the racialised legislation of the National Party—administrating and controlling non-white people’s movement in urban space—in
combination with an assertive town-planning, an apartheid city came into
existence. In fact, social engineering in the Cape took a particular form: it
attempted to construct a region with only whites and coloured, and with
no permanent African population. It thus formed the physical realisation
of the pastoral dream-topography of the Cape.
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The racially mixed suburbs such as District One and District Six were
declared White Group Areas, but individual families living in other suburbs were also targeted through the 1950 Group Areas Act. The Bo Kaap
was declared a Malay Group area (Robins 2000). ‘‘Legal’’ Africans were
removed from mixed communities to live in Langa, Nyanga or Gugulethu;
migrant workers were housed in hostels (Fullard 2000:16). Cape Town
would become a city ‘‘marked by a pattern of separation of land uses,
urban elements, races and income groups,’’ writes Edgar Pieterse (Murray
2010:108). Shepherd and Murray (2007:6) point to the township as the
most significant trope of space.
As a mirror image, these two scholars describe how one of the key features of the apartheid state was the appropriation of forms of international
architectural modernism to express the modernity of the state (Shepherd
and Murray 2007:5). Traffic circulation became a key spatial trope. The
opening in 1959 of De Waal Drive and the Table Bay Boulevard as well as
the 1968 opening of Eastern Boulevard and the buildings of foreshore reclamation, notably the 1970s Civic Centre with such intimidating streets as
Herzog Boulevard, and finally the Western Bypass penetrated into innercity streets, communities and vistas (Bickford-Smith 1999:152).
These violent high-modernist interventions where officially accorded by
the 1969 National Monuments Act, which formalised the influence of Afrikaner folk historians, architects and town planners on conceptions of heritage. Shepherd points at the highly selective purview in which notions of
heritage operated (Shepherd 2008:121). Indeed, these urban projects were
impossible without the technocratic approach that allowed for property
destruction following forced removals. The apartheid state consciously targeted communities and buildings that did not sit well with its vision of the
white settlers’ history and future society. As such, I argue that its heritage
and spatial-design politics were deliberate and sophisticated acts of urban
ruination or urbicide (Herscher 2006).
Forced removals, policies of influx control, the migrant labour system, the
Immorality Act—the apartheid state used a variety of technologies that were
only implemented in a fragmented manner to minimise the risk of resistance.
As such, the apartheid state effectively extended and intensified the colonial
spatial inscription on the city and its inhabitants. Its devastating legacies are
impossible to ignore: urban ruins, spatial fragmentation, memories of terror
and dysfunctional communities (Robins 2007:28). The foreshore area became
a ‘‘dehumanised cityscape,’’ the literal ruin of District Six became of a spatial
monument to social engineering and the townships of the Cape Flats became
sites of black resistance (Bickford-Smith 1999:159).
Indeed, the demise of the apartheid state happened alongside and as a
result of growing mass street protests and community actions. Besides the
African National Congress, the Black Consciousness Movement and the
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United Democratic Front organised marches as well as demonstrations,
consumer and school boycotts, work stay-aways, street barricades and the
stoning and petrol bombing of vehicles, properties and persons (Fullard
2000:26; Hall 1985). These acts provoked different imaginations of places
and persons as well as practices that constituted a counter-discourse of the
Cape. The demonstrations of the 1980s effectively used segregated spaces
and bodies to disrupt colonial technologies and eventually led to a retreat
from apartheid policies (Bickford-Smith 1999:214).
The performativity of the politics of the streets became an important
tool for the reconstruction of space, identity and citizenship. Moreover,
District Six’s protest organisations and especially the Hands of District Six
campaign developed ways of establishing a counter-discourse through oral
histories and stories of community protest and celebration (Jeppie and
Soudien 1990; Rassool 2001; Soudien 1990). Through the District Six
Foundation and the museum, the memories of racial slavery and forced
removals and other historical injustices became part of the future of a
post-apartheid city. A leap beyond the colonial discourse of the Cape landscape seemed possible: a time for the ancestors, and for places of sacred
significance and sites of memory to be actively curated.

Cemetery: Designing Gateways
In post-apartheid Cape Town, when issues of restitution and reconciliation
became a central part of the official discourse, the disassociation from the
colonial archive is a key challenge. In this section, I will argue that the
cemetery is the sixth feature of this city’s genealogy.
The wild backdrop of Table Mountain functions once again as a signifier after 1994, argue Jean and John Comaroff. A fire on the mountain of
apocalyptic proportions threatened the city just after the millennium. Crucially, here is a key feature of national heritage and a potential world heritage site. The fire was supposedly started as ‘‘a result of invasive alien
plants that burn more readily and fiercely than do native flora.’’ The fear
of the burning apocalypse in relation to alien vegetation caused a media
hype and public outrage. Dissecting these events, the two scholars propose
to understand the anxiety about foreign fauna at this national heritage site
as one of the deep-seated questions involving place, identity and belonging
in the post-apartheid Cape (Comaroff and Comaroff 2001:235).
The multicultural ideal of the Rainbow Nation, which was widely promoted by the ANC, was one of the responses to these issues. For the postapartheid period, then, Shepherd and Murray (2007:7) refer to the spatial
trope of national unity. This ideal focused on laying the past to rest and
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finding new ways into a unified future. This future came with managed
entry points into the heritage and the spatiality of the colonial past.
Heritage has been reconceptualised around notions of redress, according
to Shepherd. The adoption of a heritage-management discourse enabled recognition of previously marginalised narratives and categories of heritage. The
National Heritage Council Act of 1999 positioned heritage within the framework of a process of socio-economic development (Shepherd 2008:121). Heritage projects at the Victoria and Albert Waterfront (Worden 1996; Worden
and Van Heijningen 1996) and at the Grand West Casino and Century City
(Hall and Bombardella 2005, 2007) are case studies of what Shepherd refers
to as ‘‘heritage tourism in the context of globalization, (hyper-) modernity
and the construction of post-apartheid identities’’ (Shepherd 2008:122).
Coetzer points to the N2 Gateway project. This housing scheme intends
to transform shacks into neat cottages along the N2 highway, also known
as the Settlers Way, leading from the airport to the inner city. Part of a
beautification process, the project involved forced evictions and relocation
(Newton 2011). The architect argues that ‘‘it illustrates […] the aesthetics
of order that played out in the imperial Cape Town and their longevity in
post-apartheid Cape Town’’ (Coetzer 2013:219–220). It illustrates the
power of the colonial archive in the post-apartheid presence.
Interestingly, recent urban-renewal projects in the former District One and
District Six have produced counter-memories. Taking place in the context of
global events such as the FIFA World Cup as well as the World Design Capital,
these contributions to Cape Town’s gentrification have led time and again to
the unearthing of forgotten or silenced pasts of racial slavery and forced removals. The memories of these suburbs link into every moment of this genealogy
nevertheless they are not (yet) officially recognised as significant national heritage. The contestations concerning the unearthing of the informal slave-burial
place at District One’s Prestwich Street functions as a palimpsest of the postapartheid urban problematic (Shepherd 2008:122). The management of this
heritage characterises Cape Town as an emerging global capital.
In fact the resurfacing of the human remains challenge the trope of
national unity and alert us to the failure of urban transformation. With reference to Mike Davis, social anthropologist Steven Robins refers to post-apartheid Cape Town as ‘‘Fortress LA at the tip of Africa.’’ A new economic reality
causes a proliferation of gated communities in the historically white inner
city and the southern suburbs, on the one hand, while the black and coloured
townships remain no-go zones, on the other (Robins 2007:32).
As a mirror image to the World Design Capital an increasingly fierce set
of counter-practices address the long overdue issues of historical and social
injustice. Interestingly, Cape Town’s ghosts of the past are literally turned
into what Robins coined in the Cape Times as the city’s ‘‘Great Stink.’’
Targeting the Western Cape province, sanitation-policy activists flung
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human faeces at Western Cape Premier Helen Zille’s convoy, on the N2
highway, on the steps of the Western Cape Legislature, in the Cape Town
International Airport and at the Bellville Civic Centre. Robins writes that
‘‘[b]ecause of the spatial legacies of apartheid urban planning, these activists had to make their point about poor sanitation in informal settlements
by transporting the smell of the slums on the urban periphery to the sanitised city centre and seat of state power’’ (Robins 2013).
I suggest here that the wish to bury the past only reinforces the violence of
the colonial archive of the city. Moreover, this wish perpetuates the same way
of story-telling about this city with its colonial features. Instead I think we
should, like Autshumao, manipulate, bend and ironise the colonial messages.

Following the Ancestors
In this essay, I have tried to map some of the important colonial inscriptions of Cape Town. I spoke of poignant moments or features that are visible, contested, deeply invested in the everyday life of Cape Town and its
struggles. I suggested that the fort, the garden, the grid, the slum, the ruin
and the cemetery are six such moments. They condition this city’s transformation, as they provide a vehicle for ideas, images and the praxis of colonial power. These poignant moments are the backdrop against which Cape
Town presents itself as World Design Capital.
I have shown how, through acts of top-down spatial coding, a coloniality of time and place is demarcated. I addressed the myth or the dream of
the Cape landscape and how gave content to the colonial archive. Historical narratives as well as citizenship, public spaces and performances are
engineered in opposition to the unruly, savage, unsanitised or black outside
world. I have pointed out the inherent violence incubated through disciplines of architecture and archaeology and embedded in spatial and heritage legislation. Moreover, I have indicated the ways in which this
epistemological violence affected non-white persons, bodies, communities,
practices, imaginations and memories.
Following the ancestors, I have tried to approach the question: what is
Cape Town’s future beyond colonial time and beyond colonial place? I have
pointed to the counter-voices, counter-discourses and counter-practices of
the ancestors of the city. These were acts of translation, play, irony, destruction, obstruction and memorialisation. As such, these sub-alternised voices
co-designed the city or at least the imagination of its landscape. Their bodies
performed, rehearsed different worlds, beyond colonial time and space.
Reiterating Ingold, their songs, stories and designs should redirect our
attention away from the colonial archive, towards a history of place that
does not reinforce Cape Town’s repetitive features or re-evoke them for a
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future time. Instead, I have tried to hint at narratives that contain angles,
routes, subjectivities, styles and an appreciation of time outside the realm
of colonial re-enactment.

Source: Cape Town Design NPC (2014)

Following the Ancestors

127

References
Bank, A.
1994. The Erosion of Urban Slavery at the Cape. In Breaking the Chains. Slavery
and Its legacy in the Nineteenth-Century Cape Colony, edited by N. Worden and C. Crais, pp. 79–98. Witswatersrand University Press, Johannesburg.
Barker, B. J.
2003. The Castle of Good Hope from 1666. Castle Militairy Museum Foundation,
Cape Town.
Bickford-Smith, V.
1999. Cape Town in the Twentieth Century: An Illustrated Social History. New
Africa Books, Cape Town.
Boym, S.
2010. The Off-Modern Mirror. E-flux journal 19:1–9.
Cape Town Design NPC.
2014. World Design Capital Cape Town 2014. Cape Town Design NPC, Cape Town.
Coetzee, J. M.
1988. White Writing. On the culture of letters in South Africa. Yale University
Press, New Haven.
Coetzer, N.
2013. Building Apartheid. On Architecture and Order in Imperial Cape Town.
Ashgate, Farnham.
Comaroff, J., and J. L. Comaroff
2001. Naturing the Nation: Aliens, Apocalypse and Postcolonial State. Social
Identities 7:233–265.
Fullard, M.
2000. The State and Political Struggle: Strategies of Repression and Resistance in
the Greater Cape Town Area from 1985 to 1989. Institute for Social Development, University of the Western Cape, Belville.
Hall, M.
1985. Resistance and Rebellion in Greater Cape Town. Western Cape roots and
realities. University of Cape Town, Cape Town.
1992. Small Things and the Mobile, Conflictual Fusion of Power, Fear, and
Desire. In The Art and Mystery of Historical Archaeology, edited by A. E.
Yentsch and M. C. Beaudry, pp. 373–400. CRC Press, Boca Raton.
1993. The Archaeology of Colonial Settlement in Southern Africa. Annual
Review of Anthropology 22:177–200.
1994. The Secret Lives of Houses: Women and Gables in the Eighteenth Century
Cape. Social Dynamics 20:1–48.

128

CHRISTIAN ERNSTEN

2000. Archaeology and the Modern World. Colonial Transcripts in South Africa
and the Chesapeake. Routledge, New York.
2006. Identity, Memory and Countermemory. The Archaeology of an Urban
Landscape. Journal of Material Culture 11:189–209.
2007. Afterword. Lines of Desire. In Desire Lines. Space Memory and Identity in
the Posta-apartheid City, edited by N. Murray, N. Shepherd, and M. Hall,
pp. 299–308. Routledge, New York.
Hall, M., and P. Bombardella
2005. Las Vegas in Africa. Journal of Social Archaeology 5:5–24.
2007. Paths of Nostalgia and Desire Through Heritage Destinations at the Cape
of Good Hope. In Desire Lines. Space, Memory and Identity in the Postapartheid City, edited by N. Murray, N. Shepherd, and M. Hall, pp. 245–
258. Routledge, New York.
Herscher, A.
2006. American Urbicide. Journal of Architectural Education 60:18–20.
Ingold, T.
2000. The Perception of Environment. Essays on Livelihood, Dwelling and Skill.
Routledge, London.
Jeppie, S., and C. Soudien
1990. Introduction: Hands off District Six. In The Struggle for District Six. Past
and Present, edited by S. Jeppie and C. Soudien, pp. 12–16. Buchu Books,
Cape Town.
Khan, S.
2014a. 52 Places to Go in 2014. http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2014/01/
10/travel/2014-places-to-go.html?_r=1. Accessed 24 Jan 2014.
2014b. In Cape Town, Fashion With a Side of Fries. http://www.nytimes.com/
2014/01/26/travel/in-cape-town-fashion-with-a-side-of-fries.html?hpw&rref
=travel&_r=1. Accessed 27 Jan 2014.
Malan, A.
1998. Chattles or Colonists? ‘Freeblack’ Women and Their Households. Kronos
25:50–71.
2012. The Cultural Landscape. In Cape Town. Between East and West, edited by
N. Worden, pp. 1–25. Auckland Park, Jacana Media.
Malan, A., and N. Worden
2011. Constructing and Contesting Histories of Slavery at the Cape. In Slavery
in Africa Archaeology and Memory, edited by P. J. Lane and K. C. Macdonald, pp. 393–420. Oxford University Press, Oxford.
Martin, D.-C.
2000. Cape Town’s Coon Carnival. In Senses of Culture. South African Culture

Following the Ancestors

129

Studies, edited by S. Nuttall and C.-A. Michael, pp. 363–379. Oxford University Press, Oxford.
Murray, N.
2001. The Imperial Landscape at Cape Town’s Gardens. Engineering and the Built
Environment. University of Cape Town, Cape Town.
2010. Architectural Modernism and Apartheid Modernity in South Africa. A Critical Inquiry into the Work of Architect and Urban Designer Roelof Uytenbogaardt 1960–2009. African Studies. University of Cape Town, Cape Town.
Murray, N., N. Shepherd, and M. Hall
2007. Desire Lines: Space, Memory and Identity in the Post-apartheid City. Routledge, New York.
Newton, C.
2011. The N2 Gateway Project in Cape Town: Relocation or Forced Removal?
http://www.ids-uva.nl/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2011/11/the-N2-Gate
way-Project-in-Cape-Town-Relocation-or-Forced-Removal.pdf. Accessed
21 Jan 2014.
Parnell, S.
1993. Creating Racial Privilege: The Origins of South African Public Health and
Town Planning Legislation. Journal of Southern African Studies 19:471–
488.
Rassool, C.
2001. Introduction: Recalling Community in Cape Town. In Recalling Community in Cape Town. Creating and Curating the District Six Museum, edited
by C. Rassool and S. Prosalendis, pp. 7–9. District Six Museum, Cape
Town.
Rassool, C., and L. Witz
1993. The 1952 Jan van Riebeeck Tercentenary Festival: Constructing and Contesting Public National History in South Africa. The Journal of African
History 34:447–468.
Robins, S.
2000. City Sites. In Senses of Culture. South African Culture Studies, edited by S.
Nuttall and C.-A. Michael, pp. 408–425. Oxford University Press, Oxford.
2007. Planning Frictions: The Limits of Spatial Engineering and Governance in
a Cape Flats Ghetto. In Desire Lines. Space, Memory and Identity in the
Post-apartheid City, edited by N. Murray, N. Shepherd, and M. Hall, pp.
21–34. Routledge, New York.
2013. How Poo Became a Political Issue. Cape Times, Cape Town, 9.
Ross, R.
1983. Cape of Torments. Slavery and Resistance in South Africa. Routledge and
Kegan Paul, London Boston.

130

CHRISTIAN ERNSTEN

Schoeman, K.
1998. ‘Fort ende Thuijn’: The Years of Dutch Colonization. In Blank_architecture, Apartheid and After, edited by H. Judin and I. Vladislavić, pp. 33–
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