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Greetings to all SAMANTICS readers.



Culture and tradition have varied and sometimes 

controversial meanings, especially in our South African 

context. Both concepts are often used to divide and 

compartmentalise us into different groups, sometimes giving 

more importance to one culture. The so-called rainbow 

nation was an attempt at political level to create a South 

African culture with diverse traditions. Is this possible, or 

are the contributors to this diversity going to attempt to 

advance their own interest at the expense of others? Is 

it possible for us all to feel like South Africans? Evidence 

from Europe suggests that creating a community of diverse 

people is challenging and that many communities simply 

retreat reasons into their own isolated geographical 

suburbs for various reasons. I think that culture is the 

paradigm in which we exist and operate and that tradition is 

both a tangible and intangible manifestation of this paradigm. 

Culture and traditions are not static but are changing 

continuously, subject to massive unconscious collective 

effort, influenced by political factors, the environment and 

technology. They are in flux and cannot be fixed to a time. 

It seems that successful communities have found a way to 

recognise diversity, allowing people from different histories 

space to live and create their own micro-cultures and 

traditions. It therefore important for museums to be places 

that inform about cultures and their traditions. Especially in 

South Africa museums need to be safe places where people 

from various cultural groups can learn from each other and 

discuss their differences openly and honestly. This will help 

South Africans to know and understand each other better. 

Museums should be the platforms where people of South 

Africa can acquire a sense of belonging to this country with 

its diverse cultures. By doing so will we could help to unite 

the people of South Africa.

I am sure that papers at the upcoming conference in 

October will tackle these issues and am looking forward to 

fruitful and professional discussions. 

Hope to see you there.

 - Regina
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The South African Museums Association invites the 

submission of abstracts for its 2019 conference that will be 

held from 21 to 24 October at the Msunduzi Museum in 

Pietermaritzburg. The theme is:

This theme is in line with that of the 2019  

ICOM International Museums Day, ‘Cultural hubs’.  

The conference aims to highlight two key concepts.  

Firstly, that our museums perform the role of cultural  

hubs as ‘networks’, in other words supporting collaborative  

partnerships with one another. Secondly, when  

museums function as hubs they are also ‘cores’ of local 

communities, serving to invigorate the cultural life of  

the communities that surrounds them. 

ICOM has provided a sub-theme in addition to ‘Cultural 

hubs’, namely ‘The future of tradition’, which provides 

a particularly useful focus for South African museums 

to consider during the year in which the twenty-fifth 

anniversary of democracy is celebrated. For both good and 

bad reasons the place of tradition in our various expressions 

of cultural heritage is undeniable, but since 2015 an urgent 

new phase of debate concerning the past has emerged. The 

opportunity for professionals in the museum and heritage 

sectors to engage in thoughtful discussions on how our 

institutions represent tradition whilst looking towards the 

future is most fitting. The emphasis on the past often belies 

the many ways in which museums can act as bridges between 

local communities and other stakeholders. 

This conference allows us to consider how best to 

nurture unique traditions or cultural resources and pass 

them on to future generations. As cultural hubs, museums 

could also consider what they can do in relation to tackling 

key such as conflicts, environmental issues, globalisation, 

unemployment and social and economic inequalities.

The South African Museums Association invites papers 

that explore and develop these concepts and ideas and their 

applicability and significance in the South African context. 

Abstracts of no more than 300 words should be 

submitted to Steven Kotze (Chair: SAMA KZN and Chair: 

Organising Committee) at steven.kotze@durban.gov.za.

Deadline for submission of abstracts: 31.07.2019

Papers should be twenty minutes in duration. 

Discussion will follow each paper or session.

Please note the following: 

•	 All	presenters	must please still register and pay for 

the conference (at least to attend their presentation 

day) to allow the opportunity for one-on-one 

engagement between delegates and presenters and  

to make the conference financially viable. Unfortunately, 

you will not be put on the programme if you have not 

paid your conference fees by 30 August 2019.

• If your abstract is accepted, you will be notified by 

end of July and you have to commit to presenting at 

and attending the conference (or part thereof). If you 

cancel later than 1 September, your conference fees 

will not be reimbursed.

• All proposals submitted will be considered but the final 

choice rests with the organising committee.

• SAMA publishes conference editions of Samantics, 

our electronic newsletter, and we invite presenters 

to submit articles electronically for publication by 

31 October 2019. These papers can be written in a 

conversational tone, and are not peer reviewed.

• Papers can also be submitted to SAMAB, SAMA’s 

accredited journal. These papers must be formatted 

according to SAMAB guidelines and will undergo  

peer review.

SAMA CONFERENCE 2019

MUSEUMS AS  
CULTURAL HUBS  
THE FUTURE OF  
TRADITION

  First conference circular and call for papers 
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In January 2018 I had an opportunity to 
visit Sweden whilst my wife was working at the 
Karolinska Institute. Set on a collection of pretty 
islands where the freshwater Lake Mälaren flows 
into the Baltic Sea Stockholm is surrounded by 
water and many examples of the particular design 
sensibilities for which Nordic culture is famous.  
This includes the museums of Stockholm of which 
there are a wonderful variety as one would expect 
of a capital founded in 1252. I spent a great deal  
of my time wandering among the different 
museums, including a few days spent on the island  
of Djurgården which has the largest collection  
of museums and heritage sites. 

The most impressive exhibition in Stockholm  
is located on Djurgården, a maritime museum dedicated 
to a single topic an almost fully intact 17th century naval 
ship named the Vasa. Scandinavian history is generally 
associated with Vikings and not with events that 
took place in the past few hundred years. I found the 
approaches taken by Swedish curators around how to 
present the complex and difficult content from over  
a thousand years ago quite eye-opening, particularly in 
the light of recent debates about decolonising South 
African museums.

Only a few hundred meters from the Vasa Museum 
is another institution dedicated to older Scandinavian 
seafaring heritage, ‘Vikingaliv’, where visitors are invited  
to ‘come eye to eye with the Viking Age’.  This recently 
completed museum, which opened in April 2017, is more  
 

of an interpretation centre. It does not have a large 
collection of artefacts, relying instead on reproductions 
of objects, illustrations and mannequins in Iron Age 
outfits. It was created to address stereotyped views of 
the region’s history during the first millennium CE.  

At both ‘Vikingaliv’ and the nearby Nordic Museum 
it is clear that Swedes are proud of their pre-Christian 
heritage, but are eager to engage with the manner in 
which this has been appropriated and misrepresented 
outside Scandinavia. ‘Vikingaliv’ allows visitors to 
see a representation life in Iron Age Sweden which 
tries to separate history and heritage from fiction 
and mythology. The displays engage with the creation 
of popular views of Vikings as sea-going raiders and 
pirates, ideas which date from the early 19th century 
and which have more to do with emerging nationalist 
ideas at that time than the actual lives and livelihoods 
of Iron Age communities in Scandinavia. Instead of 
the traditional depiction of Vikings in horned helmets 
(apparently another myth created by opera designers) 
who engaged in widespread ‘rape and pillage’ while 
sailing around in their famous long boats, the museum 
presents a very different image of Vikings.

RE-INTERPRETATION  
OF SWEDISH HISTORY IN 
STOCKHOLM MUSEUMS:  

A TEMPLATE FOR DECOLONISATION 
IN SOUTH AFRICA?

Steven Kotze  
Durban Local History Museums

ADDRESSING  
APPROPRIATION AND 
MISREPRESENTATION 
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Although the ‘Vikingaliv’ displays do concede that 
plunder, which included abduction of people into slavery, 
was a common activity among Vikings at certain times 
and that their name literally means ‘pirate’, this was not 
their main occupation. Instead, Iron Age communities in 
Sweden were farmers for many hundreds of years before 
an intensive period of raiding which lasted from 793  
to 1066. In order to illustrate this alternative view of their 
history, ‘Vikingaliv’ chooses to focus on what is known of 
daily life for children and women, as well as men, on farms 
throughout the longer Iron Age era, which incorporates 
the life of a female slave. With the help of DNA evidence 
and facial reconstruction of first millennium skulls the 
mannequins have uncanny life-like appearances. Dressed  
in home-spun woollen clothes and long hair they look  
more like hippies than fearsome Vikings.

The museum is making an argument for an 
alternative, subjective view of history, which is backed 
up by an impressive list of academic readings provided 
on a panel at the end of the exhibition. The names of  
all researchers, writers and artists who contributed  
to ‘Vikingaliv’ are also credited on the same panel, which 
is rarely seen in South African museum displays. The 
overall impact of the museum is that this approach felt 
more honest to me, an effort to present an alternate 
perspective on a challenging historical topic without 
making claims that their approach is ‘the truth’, and 
rather to invite discussion and public debate. There is  
a thought-provoking parallel in the history of KwaZulu-
Natal, specifically the history of the Zulu kingdom in 
which African history during the late 18th century  
and most of the 19th century is regarded mainly as  
an account of warfare. From the period of conflict 
often referred to as the mfecane, which gave rise to 
the Zulu kingdom in around 1816, to conflicts between 
the kingdom’s warriors and various invaders, among 
them Voortrekkers and the British, as well as among 
each other, military combat is seen as central to 
many exhibitions of African history in KwaZulu-Natal 
museums. Yet throughout this long period, every single 
year African families planted and harvested crops  
upon which they depended for survival. wondered 
what type of debate would ensue if an exhibition on 
the Zulu kingdom’s history gave equal standing to 
agriculture and war?

OPINION

Top Reconstucted Viking man at the Vikingaliv.  
© Heidi Vandenbussche Bottom The salvaged Vasa  
which sank in 1628. © www.nordicexperience.com
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Another interesting exhibition I visited on 
Djurgården Island also engaged with another sensitive 
question for museums, the treatment and depiction  
of indigenous ethnic communities in national 
collections. The Nordic Museum is the most significant 
institution of this kind in Stockholm. It was founded  
in 1873 by Artur Hazelius who is considered the 
founder of a Scandinavian movement that sought 
to preserve the cultural heritage and history of the 
region. This museum was originally established as 
the Scandinavian Ethnographic Collection and has 
over 1.5 million objects in its collections. These 
include entire wood buildings such as the Julita farm 
in Södermanland, Tyresö Palace in Tyresö, and the 
chaplain farm at Härkeberga near Enköping. Their 
archive houses an extensive collection of documents 
as well as books from the 16th century onwards, 
and approximately six million photographs from 
the 1840s until the present. Hazelius bought or 
obtained donations of objects representing material 
culture such as furniture, clothes and toys from all 
over Sweden and the other Nordic countries. He 
emphasised the peasant culture, but his successors 
increasingly collected objects reflecting middle class 
and urban lifestyles as well. 

The permanent exhibitions of the Nordic  
Museum depict the evolution of many different styles 
of domestic design and household goods as well  
as examples of material culture from the indigenous 
communities who live above the Arctic Circle. 

The Sámi people are a Finno-Ugric people 
inhabiting Sápmi, a region which includes large parts  
of Norway and Sweden and northern parts of Finland. 
The exhibition of Sámi artefacts explicitly recognises 
the historically insensitive manner that much of  
their material culture was collected and displayed by  
former curators and contains a section which asks 
visitors the question ‘What makes us different?’ 
Once again I found myself questioning why this type 
of reflective process is rarely found in KwaZulu-
Natal museums despite frequent public debates 
about transformation and decolonisation, and how 
valuable it is for visitors to consider how objects 
from one culture end up in institutions of another. 
The exhibition also engaged with how the Sámi have 
conventionally been portrayed in Swedish culture 
and consciously avoided repeating any of those  
tropes. One panel in the exhibition drew attention 
to an issue that South Africa is currently addressing, 
colonial-era names of places and features on the 
landscape. A large map indicated places which were 
previously given Swedish names and are now once 
more being renamed with older Sámi names. The 
fascinating visit to the museums of Stockholm was 
truly eye-opening and a privilege that has allowed  
me to think about how lessons from these exhibition 
techniques and approaches could be applied in the 
South Africa.

Top A view of the Sápmi exhibtion at the Nordic 
Museum. © www.nordiskamuseet.se

OPINION
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London | The Rosetta Stone
In 2008 whilst attending a course in London I was fortunate 

to pass by the British Museum on my way from the hotel to  

the venue where the course was taking place. This museum is 

huge and very interesting so I had to choose which sections 

to visit. I visited many interesting sections and ended at the 

Rosetta Stone which I will visit again when I return to London.

Siberia | A Shot of Vodka
In November 2012 during a visit to Siberia and Moscow  

I re-visited the Vodka Museum – one of my favourite museums. 

It tells the fascinating story of the origins of vodka and its 

importance to Russian society. In the interest of scientific 

research I of course had to sample in the vodkas on offer.

Shandong | It is1421
In July 2013 during a visit to the Chinese province 

of Shandong we travelled via Beijing which gave me the 

opportunity to visit to the Chinese National Museum.  

There are several floors below ground as the museum  

houses 5 000 years of Chinese history. As a result of time 

pressure I could not complete the entire tour so I decided  

to end in the year 1421 when the Chinese sailed around  

the Cape of Good Hope. Whenever I am next in Beijing I  

will start in the year 1422. 

Tromso | From Polar Ice to Board Games 
In August 2014 I visited Tromso, one of the northern- 

most cities in the world as captain of the South African  

Protea chess team. I visited the Polar Museum in Tromso  

that was opened in 1978. This was the fiftieth anniversary  

of Roald Amundsen’s fateful flight aboard the Latham. The 

building dates back to 1830 and was previously used as a 

warehouse by customs officials. The museum has permanent 

and temporary exhibitions. It is a three-storey building 

and houses the achievements of other great explorers in 

particular those that explored the North Pole. I was in awe 

as these guys literally spent months researching the fauna 

and flora as they had to stay there when it was winter and 

temperatures plummeted. 

Lyndon Bouah
Chief Director for Sport and 

Recreation, Western Cape

MUSEUMS AS A  
REFLECTION  

OF HUMANITY

I have always been fascinated by museums.  
Whilst at primary school in Nelson Mandela  
Bay we were often taken to the Port Elizabeth  
museum complex which consisted of the  
oceanarium and the museum. The dinosaurs  
and other artefacts were very interesting. 

Years later, as a frequent traveller for sport,  
work and leisure, visiting museums is still one  
of my first stops when I arrive in different cities.  
I started travelling internationally in 1992 and  
one of my first memories of overseas museums  
were the ones in Moscow which I visited in 1994.  
The museums were exquisite and it was clear to  
me that the Russian people took great pride in  
their history. 

This article has been written in Bouah’s personal capacity.
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The first room depicted winter trapping in the Arctic. 

Norwegians started very early in their history hunting 

walruses, seals and reindeer. The Arctic life was hard 

in the harsh cold temperature but it seems that many 

enjoyed nature and did not hesitate to go on these hunting 

expeditions. The second room showcased the geographical 

area. The area depicted is Svalbard which means ‘the land 

with the cold coast’. It appears for the first time in Icelandic 

writings in 1194. In the early 17th and 18th centuries the 

English and Dutch started walruses and bowhead whales 

hunting on a large scale, which necessitated land based 

stations where the whale blubber could be boiled and 

barrelled. The third room depicts how sealing was carried 

out in the Arctic. Each boat had a crew of three or more. The 

rower sat aft, the rifleman sat in the bow and in the middle 

was the man who pushed the ice away and the one who killed 

the seals. There are 32-two species of seals, seven of which are 

found in Norwegian waters, namely the walrus and the grey, 

harbour, harp, hooded, bearded and ringed seals. Skins and 

stuffed animals of all seven species are shown. My favourite 

room was room six which featured probably the most famous 

Norwegian at that time, Roald Amundsen who was the first 

man to reach the South Pole. The room chronicles his life. He 

was indeed a man’s man as he was constantly on the lookout 

for new things to explore and do. 

My next stop on this trip was the Tromso City Museum. 

The first thrill was seeing a display of the various board games, 

including chess that was played in Norway throughout the 

ages. It seems the seafaring people invented many games 

to while away the winter and the sea journeys. The next 

wonderful surprise was seeing the Anatoly Karpov stamp 

collection. Many countries around the world have issued 

chess stamps. In Africa Mozambique, Madagascar, Mali, 

Gambia, Congo and a few others Africa have issued chess 

stamps but not South Africa.

Baku | Miniature Books 
In September 2016 I visited Baku, the capital of 

Azerbaijan, which is located on the Caspian Sea and was  

part of the former Soviet Union. It has a rich history as the 

land of fire. I visited one of their museums, the Museum of 

Miniature Books. The books are replicas of normal books 

which were popular in Soviet times. The Baku Museum of 

Miniature Books, founded in 2002, is the only museum of 

miniature books in the world. In 2015 Guinness Book of 

Records gave the museum a certificate for being the largest 

private museum housing miniature books.

Lausanne | Faster, Higher, Stronger 
In November 2016 when travelling to Switzerland to 

address the International Olympic Committee I took the 

opportunity to visit the Olympic Museum in Lausanne.  

They had many fascinating tales of Olympism that showed  

the Olympic cities and the modern-day Olympics. There  

were South African artefacts in the museum which I was  

very happy to see. 

REFLECTION

A GLIMPSE INTO THE 
LIFE OF A COUNTRY 

AND ITS COMMUNITY 
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Zambia | Dr Livingstone, I presume? 
In June 2017 I visited Livingstone in Zambia and of course 

had to visit the Livingstone Museum. It was nice seeing 

references to South Africa and other parts of southern Africa. 

We saw how important fauna and flora are to Zambians. It 

was believed that an elephant is made out of different animals 

such snake, dog, lion, chameleon, owl, baboon, mouse and 

other animals and therefore was not eaten for fear that one 

may end up eating one of these animals. In this way elephants 

were protected but occasionally the chief gave permission 

to kill an elephant for special ceremonies or rituals. Only the 

elders could eat the meat of the elephant. 

I found the David Livingstone segment of the museum  

very interesting. He was an explorer, missionary, doctor  

and an anti- slavery advocate. He was born in England on  

19 March 1813 and died on 1 May 1873 in Zambia. He was 

also the first European to explore the Zambezi and to see 

Lake Malawi. He spoke several African languages and suggested 

that there is a link between malaria and mosquitoes. He 

was outspoken against slavery and his letters, journals and 

books stirred up public support for the abolition of slavery. 

Livingstone lost contact with the outside world for six years 

and when journalist Henry Stanley located him in late 1871 

he uttered the famous words ‘Dr Livingstone, I presume?’. 

The phrase may be a fabrication because neither Stanley nor 

Livingstone confirmed it. The words are famous because of 

their tongue-in-cheek humour: Dr Livingstone was the only 

white person around for hundreds of miles. His heart is 

buried in Africa and the rest of his remains in Westminster 

Abbey in London. The Livingstone room shows his journeys 

journeys throughout South and Central Africa. It shows Port 

Elizabeth and Cape Town with both leading to Kuruman. He 

had three journeys: the first the missionary and Trans-Africa 

journey from 1841 to 1856, then the Zambezi expedition 

from 1858 to 1864 and finally the search for the Nile from 

1866 to 1873. After visiting the museum I understood the 

role that Livingstone played throughout the missionary and 

exploration periods. I was glad to see that he was an anti-

slavery advocate, and that he was real person of religion. It 

has his hymn book that that was captured during one of the 

South African Wars.

Venice | City of Water and a Libertine
In May 2018 I visited Venice with my wife Denise. While 

we were meandering through the streets of Venice we came 

upon the newly established Casanova museum. Everyone of 

course has this notion of Casanova being very fond of woman. 

Casanova was born in Venice on 2 April 1725. The museum 

pamphlet describes Giacomo Casanova as being ‘bold 

and dissolute, hungry for culture, beauty and all that life 

could offer’. The museum chronicles his life and numerous 

amorous adventures and explores fashion and his writings.  

The Casanova Museum makes use of interactive audio  

in ten languages and also VR 360 (it has a Samsung cellular  

phone and a virtual reality headset so certainly has many 

modern features that we could learn from).

Murau | Wood, You Know
Whilst in Europe, we also visited Austria where we visited 

the Wood Museum in Murau. The area is famous for its trees 

and wood. This museum, which opened in 1988, chronicles 

the importance of wood. We travelled to Vienna where we of 

course had to visit the famous Museum Quarter. The quarter 

has many different museums and you really need to have 

time to explore all of the interesting museums. We chose 

to visit the Museum of Natural History. It has over thirty 

million objects that catalogue history and life. At first I wasn’t 

impressed as I didn’t realise that it was dedicated to science 

but then I came across artefacts relating to Africa and South 

Africa in particular. I now had a huge interest in the museum 

and took a number of pictures that illustrated South Africa. 

Singapore | Trade Routes and Exploration
In November 2019 I visited Singapore as part of the team 

bidding for the Netball World Cup, which we won. After the 

presentation I stayed on for a few more days and visited some 

of the musuems. The Asian Civilisations Museum is located  

at 1 Empress Place on the foreshore next to the statue of 

Sir Raffles. I decided to visit the museum because I wanted to 

know more about Asia. As I had time I waited for the guided 

tour. We started the tour by looking at different religions 

in Singapore. All the world’s major religions have found 

resonance in Singapore through the ages. Fascinating statues 

and paintings adorn the various rooms of the museum. The 

most fascinating discovery was the Tang shipwreck which was 

discovered in 1998 just off the Beitung Island on the edge of 

the Java Sea. It contained a remarkable cargo of more than 

60 000 ceramics produced in China during the Tang Dynasty 

(618–907) as well as luxurious objects of gold and silver. The 

ship was bound for Iraq and Iran and provides early proof of 

the strong commercial links between China, South East Asia 

and the Middle East. The guide explained what the ceramics 

and porcelain meant at that time. One of the important 

discoveries for me was that there was a maritime Silk Route 

as well as an overland one. We always associate the overland 

Silk Route with China and Central Asia. The Tang shipwreck 

provides evidence of the important role of the sea route as 

REFLECTION
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IT IS ONLY BY VISITING MUSEUMS 
THAT WE CAN SAFELY NURTURE  
AND PROMOTE OUR HISTORY  

REFLECTION
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early as the 9th century.  The sheer scale of the cargo 

aboard the shipwreck shows the great popularity of Chinese 

ceramics in foreign lands, the ability to mass produce 

thousands of nearly identical ceramics, an internal shipping 

network that gathered products from all over China at one 

port and a financial system that invested and shared profits 

from the cargo. The guide then showed that the cups had a 

straw-like feature which was used to drink wine through the 

nose. Chinese poets and writers wrote about this:

Su, oh Su

Sing me the Song of the Willow Branch,

And I will pour you wine in that golden cup,

And take you with me to the  
Land of Drunkenness.

- Bai Juyi, Song of Past Feelings (circa 840)

The museum showed the various countries in South East Asia. 

It also has a brief history of the Dutch East India Company 

which flourished for nearly two centuries (1602–1795). A 

commercial venture, given free reign by the Dutch government, 

the VOC developed into one of the biggest and most powerful 

trading and shipping firms of the 17th and 18th century. 

My last day in Singapore left quite an impression on 

me when I visited Sentosa Island where there is a myriad 

of activities ranging from Universal Studio replicas to the 

Maritime Museum. I visited the Maritime Experiential 

Museum and S.E.A. Aquarium. When entering the museum I 

was greeted by four larger than life characters, Ibn Battuta 

from Morocco, Zheng He from China, Marco Polo from 

Italy and Sang Nila Utama from Indonesia. Now I was 

very excited because almost everyone knows Marco Polo, 

but the other three characters are largely unknown.  The 

museum states that it believes that ‘Maritime history refers 

to the study of human activities at sea from past to present. 

These activities include fishing, designing and building sea 

vessels, developing tools and methodologies in the fields of 

navigation, oceanography, cartography and hydrography; naval 

engagements, sea explorations and the development of trade 

and sea related communities. By knowing maritime history, 

one learns about the progress of humankind, the rise and fall 

of civilisations, how different cultures and people interacted 

with one another, and the origins of many of the things, we 

eat and use today. Most of all maritime history tells us more 

about who we are as a species’.  The museum journey starts 

with holograms where the four explorers telling us about 

their journeys. San Nila Utama (ruler from 1299 –1347) 

was a Srivijayan prince from Palembang who is said to have 

founded Singapura in 1299, Marco Polo, a merchant of 

Venice released a book about his travels and life in China, Ibn 

Battutua (1304–1369) is an African Berber Muslim seafarer, 

scholar and explorer who travelled widely in the medieval 

world. Over a period of thirty years, Ibn Battuta visited most 

of the Islamic world and many non-Muslim countries including 

Central Asia, South East Asia and China. The fourth explorer 

Zheng tells us about his journeys and I was intrigued when 

I explored the maps in the surrounding rooms. He was 

a Chinese mariner, explorer, diplomat, fleet admiral during 

China’s early Ming Dynasty. The map shows Zheng travelling 

to Mogadishu (Somalia) and no other journeys. I knew this 

couldn’t be correct because I have a copy of the book 1421 

by Gavin Menzies in which he writes: ‘On 8 March 1421, the 

largest fleet the world had ever seen set sail from China. 

The ships, some nearly five hundred feet long, were under 

the command of Emperor’s Zhu Di’s loyal eunuch admirals. 

Their orders were to “proceed all the way to the end of the 

earth”’. Admiral Zheng He sailed on this day as well. Menzies 

found a map drawn in 1459 by Fra Mauro that showed the 

Cape of Good Hope (Cap de Diab). The author goes on to 

show that Admiral Zheng he travelled all the way to the Cape 

Verde Islands. This is of course astounding because of course 

we only learnt about Dias and Vasco Da Gama at school and 

yet in 2021 the 600th anniversary of China rounding the Cape 

will be upon us. I enjoyed the museum because it showcased 

the Maritime Silk Roads of the oceans and they had many 

references to Africa. The Chinese National Museum in Beijing 

also has references to Zheng He rounded the Cape in 1421.

Museums are indeed an important reflection of humanity. 

It does not matter where you travel, museums allow a 

glimpse into the life of a country and its community. People 

have established museums ranging from wood to maritime 

matters to natural history. We need to protect and nurture 

our history, traditions and customs. It is only by visiting 

museums that we can safely nurture and promote our history. 

Humanity is reflected in museums whether you are in Beijing, 

Venice or Livingstone. We are all connected to one another. 

The maritime museum in Singapore showed that they are 

connected to the Diaz museum in Mossel bay as that museum 

also speaks about the trade route to the east that was so 

important as well. Thank you to the museum community for 

protecting our treasures.

REFLECTION
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In April 2019 the Premier of the Western Cape, 
Helen Zille, inaugurated the Cradle of Human 
Culture. This project is a collaboration between the 
Department of Economic Development and Tourism, 
the Cape Town and Western Cape Tourism, Trade 
and Investment Agency (Wesgro) and the Cradle of 
Humankind in Gauteng. The Cradle of Humankind  
aims to showcase how the Western Cape, and South 
Africa more generally, holds some of the earliest 
evidence of evolution of modern human behaviour.  
The sites included in the Cradle of Human Culture 
show how human behaviour has evolved over the last 
100 000 years. It displays the biological development 
that led to the emergence of anatomically modern 
humans whilst the Cradle of Human Culture bears 
evidence of the cognitive development that led to the 
emergence of behaviourally modern humans.

There are three main sites: Diepkloof Rock Shelter, 
Pinnacle Point Site Complex and Blombos Cave,  
which are currently included in the UNESCO list to 
become World Heritage Sites. The nomination is named 
‘The Emergence of Modern Humans: The Pleistocene 
Occupation Sites of South Africa’. Three other sites, 
Klasies River in the Eastern Cape and Sibudu Cave 
and Border Cave in KwaZulu-Natal, are also included 
in the nomination for their role in understanding the 
development of modern human behavior during the 
Pleistocene. Whilst the current nomination dossier 
only includes the three Western Cape sites, the other 
three sites, possibly along with others, will be added at 
a later stage. 

The importance of these three sites, along others  
in the archaeological record, lies in them providing 
evidence of how anatomically modern humans (Homo 
sapiens) who had been occupying the landscape for 
at least 250 000 years became behaviourally modern. 
Modern human behaviour includes the ability for 
complex cognition, a proclivity to cooperate at large 
scales with kin and non-kin and a unique form of social 
learning. The evidence of this development of modern 
human behaviour lies in the technological advancement 
recorded from 100 000 to 50 000 years ago and in the 
use of symbolism which is first recorded during this time.

THE CRADLE 
OF HUMAN 

CULTURE

Mariagrazia Galimberti 
Project Champion,

Western Cape Department of  
Cultural Affairs and Sport
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Amongst the most important discoveries at these 
three sites are engraved ostrich eggshells at Diepkloof 
Rock Shelter, showing, possibly for the first time, 
the intent ownership. These ostrich eggshells were 
probably used as water containers. Archaeologists 
at Blombos Cave uncovered and engraved piece of 
ochre dated to 77 000 years ago, an ochre drawing on 
a silcrete flake (referred to also as ‘the first hashtag’) 
dated to 73 000 years ago and a series of shellfish 
drilled and strung together is the first evidence of  
body decoration. 

At Pinnacle Point scientists have uncovered some 
of the oldest regular consumption of seafood and 
shellfish, which suggests that the people at Pinnacle 
Point understood the tidal cycle and learned to 
schedule their visits to the coast accordingly. All three 
sites also contain some of the oldest evidence for the 
use of fire as an engineering tool. Pyro-technology was 
used to improve the fracturing quality of stone for the 
production of tiny stone artefacts that were used in 
the manufacture of composite tools.

CRADLE OF CULTURE
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14



Top Left West Coast Fossil Park  
Top Right Engraved ostrich eggshells  
from Diepkloof Rock Shelter.  
Scale 1cm © Pierre-Jean Texier 

Bottom Cave 13b at Pinnacle Point

CRADLE OF CULTURE
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Although Blombos Cave and Diepkloof Rock 
Shelter are currently not open to the public, some 
archaeological and palaeontological sites in the Cradle 
of Human Culture can be visited. 

Fourteen archaeological sites are currently part 
of the Cradle of Human Culture. Seven of these sites 
are located on the West Coast and in the Cederberg, 
whilst another five are on the southern Cape coast. 
One site is in Cape Town. The West Coast and 
Cederberg sites include the Artist’s Journey Route, 
which encompasses rock art sites such as the Sevilla 
Rock Art Trail, Truitjieskraal and the Stadsaal Caves. 
Also included are the West Coast Fossil Park, !Khwa 
ttu, the San heritage centre, and Eland’s Bay Cave and 
Baboon Point, which date back to the Middle and 
Late Stone Age. Peers Cave in Cape Town leads to the 
Coastal Journey along the southern Cape coast and 
includes Klipgat Cave, Phillipskop rock art site, Pinnacle 
Point, St Blaize Cave in Mossel Bay, the tidal fish traps 
at Still Bay, the Cango Caves which has an exhibition 
on the Middle and Late Stone Age sites excavated 
in the area and Nelson Bay Cave on the Robberg 
Peninsula. Modern sites such as Zeitz MOCAA, the 
Norval Foudation and the Donald Greig life-size 
bronze sculpture contribute by showing more recent 
expressions of art and creativity. 

By increasing awareness and education about our 
history and developing cultural tourism in the province, 
the project also aims to boost social cohesion by 
presenting a common ancestry and aims to ensure 
that communities around the sites benefits from the 
project. 

The launch of the Cradle of Human Culture is a 
starting point and the beginning of a longer journey. 
The project aims to include more sites to the two 
routes and additional routes are being considered to 
expand the coverage to the entire province. To achieve 
this goal the Department of Cultural Affairs and Sport 
needs the support of communities, local government, 
civic organisations and conservation groups. 

Right Nassarius kraussianus shell beads from 
Blombos Cave strung together to make a necklace.  
© Francesco d’Errico

 

 

CRADLE OF CULTURE
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The Liliesleaf  Trust was selected as a 
Humanities Hub Pilot Project  

with the objective of developing a programme  
that focuses on the history of South Africa’s 

liberation movement and, crucially,  
the preservation of memory and the struggle 

against forgetting and in so doing  
helping learners and students to  

access and understand some of the tools that 
are needed to develop a deeper engagement and 

understanding of our world then and now.   
The project is a collaboration between the  

National Institute for Humanities and  
Social Sciences and the Liliesleaf Trust. 

    

The space between the ‘irrecoverable past’ and the 

‘intractable present’ is where, as South Africans, we shape  

our collective understanding. We cannot afford to ‘remain 

caught’. We need to give our children the tools to understand 

this complex world, to use the lessons from the past to 

become deeply engaged, compassionate, active citizens who 

are able to recognise opportunity and to be innovative in 

order to embrace the future. 

This programme was designed and implemented by  

Totem Media and targets secondary institutions through an 

education outreach programme, and tertiary institutions 

through mobile exhibitions. It is by remembering and making 

sense of the past that we come to terms with our present and 

can imagine and construct our future, as such memory and 

history underpinned the development of a bespoke education 

outreach programme – Top Secret for school learners, and two 

mobile exhibits – The Thatched Cottage and Umkontho We Sizwe. 

Both Top Secret and the mobile exhibits share the story 

of the liberation struggle, but in a fresh and appealing way, 

and moved away from old tired struggle rhetoric. The key 

objective in both instances was to provide opportunities for 

learning, conversation, reflection and engaging the past, and 

also for looking forward, critical thought, and for imaginative 

and creative responses to our history. 

Learners and students grapple with the challenges 

associated with participating in the decisions that are made 

about their lives. They are faced with this in the choices their 

parents make for them, in the school rules imposed on them, 

in the dynamics of friendship, in the process of fitting in with 

what is most valued by their peers, in the self-image pressures 

of advertising and social networking media, and in the conflicts 

between the different cultures they belong to (science and 

religion, traditional and modern, sports and academics, etc.). 

How could we take these dynamics and use them in 

exercises about the memory against forgetting – exercises  

in democracy?

THE  
HUMANITIES  

HUB PILOT  
PROJECT 

@ LILIESLEAF

Samantha Horowitz
Totem Media
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When developing the exercises for school learners we 

wanted to avoid the usual clichés. Learners and students have 

no living memory or understanding of the struggle against 

apartheid. They do not necessarily appreciate the significance 

of days like Human Rights Day and Youth Day. They have 

also been regularly bombarded by information on Mandela, 

human rights, the constitution and racism in a way that has 

de-sensitised them to that material. To offer content and a 

learning experience that is stimulating we needed to present 

themes in a new and relevant way. 

Top Secret is comprised of an envelope of clues which 

learners must solve in small groups of up to five in order to 

appreciate what happened on 11 July 1963 and its significance 

today. Learners then share their findings in a larger group 

discussion followed by a ‘Conversation with a Stalwart’. While 

the clue hunt is an engaging and fun activity, the opportunity 

to hear first-hand accounts from the likes of Mosie Moola, 

Denis Goldberg, Sophie de Bruyn, Prema Naidoo, Ilse Wilson, 

Ramie Dinat, Norman Levy and Denis Kuny is undoubtedly  

the highlight – an experience that visibly shifts events from  

the past to events that are still relevant today. The grade  

7 to 9 leaners take home their own beautiful colour copy of  

A Quest for Freedom which is an overview of all they learned  

at Liliesleaf. The grades 10 to12 learners each receive a copy 

of Investigating the Past – a detailed illustrated guide on how  

to plan and complete a succesful research project.

Weeks prior to their visit each school is issued with a 

letter providing information on Liliesleaf, the purpose of the 

day and a briefing note for teachers detailing the outcomes  

of the activities and how these align with the requirements  

of the school curriculum.

Time Activity
08h30 Welcome on behalf of Liliesleaf and NIHSS

09h00–10h30 Activity

10h30–11h00 Snack  

11h00–11h45 Discussions and Film

12h00–13h00 Talk with a stalwart of the struggle

HUMANITIES HUB

LEARNERS HAVE  
NO LIVING MEMORY  
OF THE STRUGGLE  
AGAINST APARTHEID

D
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Top Learners from St Vincents school for the Deaf  
with Denis Goldberg. Middle Top Secret Clue Pack.  
Bottom Letsibogo Girls searching for clues in an  
interactive exhibit at Liliesleaf. All images © Totem Media
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Mobile exhibits are powerful ways to get people to 

engage with our history, especially people who may not have 

the means or opportunity to visit museums like Liliesleaf. 

That said, university students are not an easy audience and 

if we were to capture their attention we needed to offer 

something intriguing and engaging enough to draw in passing 

students as they walk past. 

The Thatched Cottage is a stylistic representation of the 

Thatched Cottage covering the period 1952 to 1966 in 

South African history. This was a time of intense repression 

and intense resistance: the escalation of draconian apartheid 

legislation, the Defiance Campaign, the Congress of the 

People, the launch of the Freedom Charter, the Treason Trial, 

Sharpeville, the birth of MK, the raid on Liliesleaf, the Rivonia 

and Little Rivonia trials and the sentencing of Bram Fischer. The 

exhibition highlights these ‘moments of reckoning’ in such a 

way that students are drawn in, intrigued, excited and inspired. 

To create a link between the Thatched Cottage at 

Liliesleaf and the Humanities we used different physical 

display devices linked to objects and images from Liliesleaf  

like the ‘Freedom Charter Table’. Here visitors can listen  

to an audio track on the writing of the Freedom Charter  

and are invited to write their thoughts on freedom and  

post them in a dedicated slot in the table. 

Umkontho We Sizwe takes note of Ronnie Kasrils’ concern 

that MK’s legacy will be lost if nothing is done to popularise 

it. This exhibit focuses on the role of the military wing and 

the recruits who left the country for military training in 

the 1960s and 1970s, played. It is more modular in design 

with three films that share insights into military train in the 

former German Democratic Republic and personal stories 

from cadres at the coalface. Actual artefacts from this 

period have been included to draw visitors in and to make 

the experience more immediate and tangible.  

HUMANITIES HUB

Left A panel from the Umkontho We 
Sizwe mobile exhibition. © Totem Media
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Both The Thatched Cottage and Umkontho We Sizwe 

exhibits demonstrate specific skills sets associated with 

the humanities like investigation, explanation, innovation, 

communication and activation. They are also the skills  

sets that our country needs in order to facilitate the 

collaborative effort of all its citizens towards the creation  

of a sustainable, equitable and meaningful future.

Workshops using The Thatched Cottage as a device to 

spark dialogue and discussion were hosted at universities 

around the country.

‘On behalf of the school, SGB and learners, want take 
this opportunity to thank you and your team for such 
wonderful exposure to our learners. You have touched 
the hearts of parents and learners, and for that we are 
greatful. Please include us in your other programs... 
we want to expose as many learners as possible’
- MP Kgalapa, Principal, Lebohang Secondary School

A total of 24 schools, 1689 learners and  
69 teachers benefited from the programme. 

The outreach programme has been a resounding 

success. Not only do the learners and teachers have fun 

and actively engage with the rich history detailed in the 

Liliesleaf exhibitions, but most discovered for the first time 

that Sweden and Norway played critical and significant roles 

in the liberation of South Africa. Although international 

solidarity forms part of the Grade 12 history curriculum it 

is very poorly covered. Teachers commented that Liliesleaf 

offered a rich resource for this aspect of the history 

curriculum. Teachers also noted that the ‘Top Secret’ activity 

offered an opportunity for learners to develop skills sets 

required for all subjects through Grades 7 to 12. What was 

very apparent is that under-resourced and/ or more remote 

schools and schools with learners with disability are seldom 

approached or have the funds available to participate in 

programmes such as this. 

HUMANITIES HUB

Above Learners from Greyville Primary exploring the 
exhibition, “Norway’s Role in the Liberation Stuggle” at 
Liliesleaf. © Totem Media
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André van Ellinckhuyzen, a historian based in Vryheid, 

contacted me about a rusted cannon that he found in a refuse 

dump in Paulpietersburg and asked me what to do with it. I 

wondered whether this was the cannon that had for many 

years stood in the town gardens, but nobody could confirm 

this. My biggest concern was that the bits and pieces would 

disappear and be sold as scrap metal. André arranged for the 

cannon to be moved to the local museum where it would be 

secure. Once there, he negotiated that the cannon would be 

sent to the Talana museum where it would be restored.

Two days later, not knowing too much about military 

cannons, I took Pat Rundgren and Mike Nel to look at the 

cannon. Once at the museum, with all the requisite paperwork 

done so that it could be signed over to the Talana museum, we 

had a good look at this 900 kilograms of rusted twisted metal. 

The cannon is a German Krupp Field Gun, manufactured 

between 1901 and 1910 and bears the imperial emblem of 

Kaiser Wilhelm II and numerous other stamped marks. Bob 

Bentley, one of the Trustees of the museum, arranged that the 

workshops on Aviemore Mine to do the restoration. When 

the cannon arrived at the mine Bob’s reaction was ‘Do you 

really think that this is worth saving?’. There were grunts of 

disbelief and concern that anything could be done about the 

rust and damage. We found that the axles still turned, but there 

were no wheels, just two bent metal rims. The cannon was 

restored and when it arrived at the museum in time for Talana 

Live, albeit without the restored wheels that needed more 

work. The comments ranged from ‘This is not the same cannon 

we saw on the photographs’ to ‘Absolutely amazing what has 

been done to restore this cannon’. It is indeed a tribute to the 

men on the mine who took on this project. Ivan van der Stok 

undertook the fetch and carry whilst Soppies Ackerman saw to 

the refurbishment, a monstrous and delicate job. 

The cannon is now in its permanent home on the 

verandah of the First World War exhibition hall at Talana 

Museum. Now everyone in northern KwaZulu-Natal believes 

that Talana Museum is in the business of collecting and 

restoring military hardware. The number of phone calls and 

photographs of rusting scrap lying around in fields that now 

come our way needs to be seen to be believed. But then again 

if we don’t look after this heritage, who will?

For	more	information	about	the	story	behind	
this	cannon,	see	https://www.facebook.com/
KZNBattlefieldsRoute/posts/

PAULPIETERSBURG 
CANNON

Pam McFadden  
Talana Museum
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THE KAISER’S CANON

Left The rusted relic. Bottom After restoration -  
the German Krupp Field Gun in the grounds of the  
Talana Museum.
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THE  
BIRTH AND GROWTH  
OF CREATIONS
Pam McFadden
Talana Museum

During the last century we decided to showcase local 

talented craftspeople and the products they produced. This 

show, Creations, is a two-way project. For the museum it is 

an annual fundraising event and for five local crafters it is an 

opportunity to produce, sell and make public aware of their 

products. At the same time funds are raised for the museum. 

Each year different crafters are sourced so that the 

products remain different, highly individual, good quality and 

a visual feast for locals and visitors alike. There are many 

talented people who are producing interesting and innovative 

products who either don’t have a market for their goods, 

don’t know how to enter the market or in many cases 

are unknown and don’t realise their potential. Many of the 

exhibitors are from upliftment projects started in the area by 

farmers’ wives. Crafters who have participated in the show 

have found other markets as a result of the exposure at 

Creations and have gone on to expand a small interest into a 

small business and now supply shops around the country and 

even overseas. 

This show has become well known and is eagerly 

anticipated by both exhibitors and the public. Quality 

goods include hand sewn products, woodwork, metalwork, 

furniture, embroidery, beadwork, basketry, clothing, 

paintings, toiletries and food items. In 2015 we added  

a plant section as well as a collectables section which has 

proved enormously popular. The collectables section is for  

items people want to sell such as the tea set inherited from 

granny that you don’t like, want or know what to do with. 

Museum staff value the items and recommend prices.

Crafters in Dundee area are given first opportunity  

to participate but they may not bring the same product 

 each year. This encourages them to expand the range of 

their products. It also ensures that we don’t lose our buying 

public with comments such as ‘We have seen it all before  

so why go back again’. The only products allowed to be 

shown again with variations and different exhibitors are  

the food related products.  When you have eaten the 

products you need different items such as tablecloths,  

pieces of furniture or jewellery.

Once we have given all local crafters an opportunity  

we extend the range to the rest of KwaZulu-Natal. First 

time exhibitors are asked to show us samples of their  

work before being accepted. This ensures that standards  

are maintained and duplication avoided. Between thirty  

and forty-five exhibitors participate each year.

Since 2005, we started to give each year a specific theme. 

Themes over the years included: Down to Earth, Traditions, 
All things bright and beautiful, ABC, absolutely, beautiful 
creations, Inspired by nature, Grandmother’s cupboard 
colour burst.

One of our conference rooms is used to host the exhibits 

and a special temporary exhibition space is built for the 

duration of the show. By being hosted on the museum premises 

the exhibits are protected by the museum’s monitored 

alarm system and the museum undertakes to ensure that 

any damages or missing items are covered. Museum staff and 

volunteers create the exhibit and the volunteers ‘man’ the 

show and handle all sales.

INTERESTING  
AND INNOVATIVE  
PRODUCTS  
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The museum earns a 15% commission on the sale of the 

items and the rest goes back directly to the crafts person. 

In this way a lot of tourism Rands find their way into our 

local community. The crafter delivers their goods (including a 

detailed invoice) and returns at the end of the show to collect 

unsold items and payment. During show, we keep exhibitors 

advised of progress of sales and if we require additional 

stock. The exhibitors do not have a say in the arrangements 

and display of items. Items from different crafters can be put 

together in an exhibit.

Some of the lessons learnt over the past 33 years are  

that organising the Show takes a lot of planning, hard work 

and commitment and that one needs to build relationships 

and a level of trust between crafters and the museum  

staff so that they are comfortable with entrusting their items  

to us. To build a project of this nature does not happen 

overnight, but is an accumulation of years of commitment, 

building relationships and being able to provide references  

to new exhibitors so that they may be confident in allowing 

the museum to exhibit and sell their products.  

CREATIONS

Above Examples of products developed for Creations.
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The Stars of Sandstone events have a worldwide 

reputation as does Sandstone Heritage Trust which has 

the largest private collection of two-foot narrow gauge 

locomotives and rolling stock in the world. The 2019  

Stars of Sandstone event was bigger and better than ever.  

The fifth running of the Stars of Sandstone in April had an 

added attraction as the iconic Blue Train offered a four-day 

excursion to the event for the fifty-two passengers which 

included two days’ attendance at the festival.

The Blue Train excursion departed on 3 April from 

Pretoria after a reception in the Blue Train lounge at the 

station. The run to Sandstone was a leisurely affair as befits 

travel on the Blue Train with lunch, high tea and dinner  

served on board before arriving at Sandstone. The train  

was staged for two days in Vailima siding next to Sandstone  

and close to Sandstone’s narrow gauge line at Vailima. 

A highlight of the event complementing the presence  

of the Blue Train was the return to service of the 1915 

Baldwin which has been worth waiting for 57 years to see  

the 104-year old locomotive steam again. This restoration  

and the arrival of the Blue Train were major highlights.

Other attractions included military displays, vintage 

aircraft displays (with the option of flips), agricultural 

machinery and tractor displays, tours of the Sandstone 

farming operation, classic cars and trucks as well as a  

slow trip back in time in a vintage ox wagon hauled by 

Sandstone’s twenty-four Afrikaner oxen. Sandstone’s  

26km two-foot narrow gauge railway was in operation 

throughout the event with short trips to the Lesotho 

Border and a full tour of the line each afternoon with  

the Mountain Wanderer special. 

STARS OF SANDSTONE 2019  
WELCOMES THE BLUE TRAIN

David Richardson

Above The Stars of Sandstone notice for  
the Blue Train excursion in April 2019.
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SECOND TRAIN-THE-TRAINER 
WORKSHOP

Catherine Snel 
Sanlam Archivist and SAMA Council

The second train-the-trainer workshop on works on 

paper, books and photographs took place during the week of 

25 to 28 March at the Western Cape Archives and Records 

Services. Conservation specialists, collection managers, 

curators and archivists from across the country attended 

this high level and very intense preventative conservation 

workshop. Alexandra van Kleef from the Dutch Cultural 

Heritage Agency and Bas van Velsen, senior lecturer in paper 

conservation at the University of Amsterdam were the 

presenters. This training aims to increase the knowledge and 

strengthen the skills of museum specialists and to enable 

them to pass on their knowledge to their peers through of 

constructive preventative and active courses. 

The focus of this hands-on-training was on: 

• The understanding of paper 
• Materials applied to paper and how  

it can damage paper
• Understanding the use of adhesives  

in repair and conservation work
• Caring of photographic material:  

storage and handling 
• How to clean and repair paper safely  

and a practical work session on how  
to make paper repairs with repair  
tissue

SAMA NEWS

Right Delegates at the Train-the-
Trainer workshop, March 2019.

Delegates also presented case studies of problems 

occur in their collection. The workshop was well received 

and delegates were geared up to go back to work with 

new renewed knowledge and excitement. Conservation 

and collection manager specialist, June Hosford, found the 

workshop extremely useful in terms of the practical and 

simple solutions. Dimitri Abrahams, archivist at the South 

African Holocaust and Genocide Foundation found the 

workshop interesting and believes that he can apply this 

newfound knowledge in his daily museum activities.  

All the delegates agreed that Bas and Alexandra are true 

professionals with expert level knowledge in their respective 

fields. With our Dutch partners we are very happy about 

the impact these workshops have as it is important for all 

partners to assist in the professional growth of our members. 

The next train-the-trainer workshop will be in November 

2019. The focus will be on textiles. Please save the date. Hope 

to see our textile specialist at this workshop. 
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SAMA WESTERN CAPE 
DIGITISATION WORKSHOP:  
10 STEPS TO CREATING  
A DIGITAL ARCHIVE 

Natasha Schermbrucker 
SAMA WC Committee Member and  
Centre for Conservation Education & 
Education Museum

An extremely successful workshop, facilitated by David 

Larsen of Africa Media Online, was held in the new visitors 

centre at the West Coast Fossil Park on 16 April. Participants 

had an early start and long drive from Cape Town, but this 

was immediately forgotten as we were greeted by the 

beautiful, panoramic view overlooking the fossil excavation 

site and a hot cup of coffee.

The 38 participants came from a range of institutions 

which included school-based museums, small town and 

city museums, heritage organisations, an environmental 

organisation, Cape Town Archives as well as private archivists 

and heritage consultants.  At the start of the workshop 

a representative from each organisation was asked to 

introduce themselves and to share their requirements with 

regards to digitisation. Some participants were there to 

learn about building a digital archive for the first time and 

others had come to learn how to refine and improve their 

existing digital archiving systems. 

What followed was a presentation of a ten-step process 

that David Larsen recommends each institution follows 

when considering building a digital archive: scoping, screening, 

selecting, preparing, capturing, describing, loading, storing, 

accessing and using. The workshop gave us an overview of the 

lifecycle of a digital archive and gave participants insight into 

what must be considered in its successful creation.  

In the first session we were asked to think through our 

reasons for starting a digital archive (scoping and screening). 

Common reasons for starting an archive are to help preserve 

original artefacts and to make artefact collections more 

accessible. Importantly, David argued that our physical 

presence as a museum is no longer enough. If we wish our 

institutions to have the same authority in this digital age we 

must also build a digital presence in the virtual world.

We were then made to think about how to begin  

tackling an archiving project by targeting smaller projects 

that can be completed in a reasonable time frame (selecting). 

Too often archives have failed either by being too ambitious 

in their scope or because of a lack of forward planning. 

Participants were asked to consider the life cycle of the 

archive and the importance of setting aside resources  

(time, money and staff) not only for its immediate creation 

but also for its future upkeep. In other words, our decisions 

regarding what to archive should also be based on the 

resources we have available.

After a lovely lunch the second session began. It is 

here that we gained more detailed knowledge about the 

digitisation procedure (preparing, capturing, describing, 

loading). We were given an overview of the latest equipment 

and techniques used to digitise artefacts. We were then 

walked through methods of saving and organising digital files 

and introduced to some of the software programmes that 

can be used to store and organise them (storing, accessing 

and using).  Participants were given opportunities to ask 

questions and seek clarity on some of the issues that had 

arisen in their archiving processes. Lastly we saw that if we 

store and organise our archives correctly, it is easier to share 

them on a digital platform such as a website.

Workshop participants left with a complete picture of  

the archiving process and a realistic understanding of some 

of the limitations and rewards that building a digital archive 

entails. It also left us excited about the possibilities of creating  

a digital archive that, with careful curation, we may be able  

to share with a broader and digitally conversant public.
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RE-FRAMING SS MENDI CURATING 
AND COMMEMORATING A ‘MISSING’ 
MEMORY IN SOUTH AFRICA  
by Susanne Holm

Commander Leon Steyn 
Curator SA Naval Museum

‘We are all in a state of trying to remember…  
If the body heals, but the spirit doesn’t, you’ve got  
a problem… And when it comes to inter-generational 
traumas that involve loss of identity and memory,  
it is only art that can help us to excavate lost aspects  
of history and go beyond the literal, beyond facts.  
Those men that were swallowed, we do not remember 
their names. Like it or not, we remember ‘Mendi’ in the 
singular. They have become Mendi. So too, Mendi is 
becoming us. We are Mendi – we are the commemoration 
of that memory’. – Mandla Mbothwe, artist 

These powerful and true words encapsulate the ‘effort  

of memory’ 102 years after the sinking of the SS Mendi.  

Mendi Day, renamed Armed Forces Day, is celebrated on  

21 February. This year’s event, hosted by the South African 

Navy, was held in Cape Town from 16 to 21 of February. 

New books dealing with the exploits of the SA Native 

Labour Contingent (SANLC) during the First World War  

and the tragedy of SS Mendi were published in 2017. They 

include Dancing the Death Drill by Fred Khumalo, Troopship 

Mendi: the Black Titanic by Nick Ward, We Die Like Brothers 

– the Sinking of the SS Mendi by John Gribble and Nick Scott, 

Men of the Mendi – South Africa’s Forgotten Heroes of World 

War I by Brenda Shepherd and Black Sacrifice – the Sinking  

of the SS Mendi by Sandi Baai. Earlier books include Norman 

Clothier’s Black Valour (1987), Albert Grundlingh’s Fighting 

Their Own War (1987) and War and Society (2014).

Re-framing SS Mendi – curating and commemorating a 

‘missing’ memory in South Africa by Swedish photographer 

and visual researcher Susanne Holm is different to these 

publications. Holm’s work is a rich and meaningful visual 

ethnography that investigates Mendi ‘behind-the-scenes’.  

Mainly through photography Holm examines the dilemma  

of ‘how to visually and materially reconstruct a memory from  

a history that was largely “forgotten”’.  Re-framing SS Mendi 

is the culmination of work for Holm’s Masters degree in  

visual ethnography at Leiden University. 

Re-framing SS Mendi recounts story of the SS Mendi  

and the men of the SANLC. What is perhaps most striking 

about the book is the way in which critical legacies that 

pertained to Mendi (1917–1919) are juxtaposed with  

current legacies (2017–2019). This is vividly illustrated 

throughout the book, especially in a poignant image of the  

SA Naval Museum and the SAS Mendi. 

The book was reprinted for the SA Naval Museum in 

January 2019. The author travelled to Simon’s Town to sign 

copies for the museum. A limited number of signed copies  

are available from the museum. 

The museum can be contacted at 021 787 4622/4686.  
Copies are also available from the author at  
https://www.shphotography.org/
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Representing the San over time: Iziko 
South African Museum – 1911 to the 
present, by Medee Rall, is based on 
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vol.40, December 2018.

SAMA Western Cape Digitisation Workshop delegates, April 2019.


