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We are in the midst of a significant 
historical event. The Covid-19 pandemic 
does not only impact on everyone’s  
work and private life, but will potentially 
change our world forever. 

On the one hand, as museologists, it is an exciting 
time. We can collect history as it happens. Many museums 
are collecting photographs, memories, memes and objects 
related to the pandemic and the lockdown period. Most of 
us can already see in our minds the Covid-19 exhibition in 
20, 50 or 100 years’ time. 

On the other hand, we have to deal with the tragic 
impact of the pandemic on livelihoods and mental health. 
The pandemic impacts disproportionately on those who 
do not have a regular income or savings to survive the 
lockdown and/or struggle to practice social distancing 
in congested living spaces. However, everyone has been 
impacted in some way. Even for those who do not have to 
struggle for survival, basic human needs such as socialising 
and human contact are restricted or not possible at all. 

Thinking about the implications for the museum 
sector a number of questions come to mind. Museums 
are about social interaction and authenticity. Their 
existence is based on the assumption that interaction 
with the real object and sharing experiences with others 
in a socially interactive environment are different from 
digital interaction and satisfy different human needs 
than mere access to knowledge. With Covid-19 we 
have to reflect on what museums are about. Though 
very few deny that digital media can be used effectively 
to convey knowledge and to market museums, does 
that mean that interaction in 3D space between people 
and between people and objects is not essential to 
the museum experience anymore? During this period 
we spend a lot of time on how to use digital media, 
including social media and virtual tours, to continue 
delivering public services. But is also a time to reflect on 
what makes us different and what human needs  
are satisfied by museum visits in addition to knowledge 
dissemination.

PRESIDENT’S COLUMN
August 2020

Helene Vollgraaff
SAMA President
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A second thought is around questions about the 
role of collections. Many, if not most of us, do not have 
access to our collections during the lockdown period. 
The response to Covid-19 requires us to move away from 
the emphasis of feet through the door once we open 
to maintain social distancing to an emphasis to more 
focused and engaged experiences. Is this period not the 
time to spend more on backroom activities and to make 
knowledge and experiences available to the public that 
cannot be obtained through an internet searches? Another 
question is about museums being identified as high risk 
areas to be opened at Level 2 only. Does this qualification 
imply that museums are seen in terms of exhibition spaces 
and public programmes only? What about the work in 
the background such as preventive conservation that is 
neglected during lockdown processes and research? 

Asking questions about the physical access to objects 
and people does not mean that the digital world cannot 
enhance the museum space. My concern is that the 
emphasis on digital media during lockdown negates 
museums to becoming another digital source that 
provides superficial knowledge and amplifies information 
already available on the internet. Digital media does 
open up national and international audiences through 
online exhibitions and webinars. It also enables joint 
projects on collecting and collection research whether 
with other museums, research institutions or the public. 

We can use digital networks to deepen our knowledge  
and understanding of collections and to make new 
knowledge available. Some of the highlights of museum 
activities during the lockdown period include in-depth 
discussions of works of art and objects.

The emphasis on ‘feet through the door’ necessitates  
a focus on tourism, whether international or national.  
With the tourism industry on hold my impression is 
that the museums that focused on the local population 
and their needs found it easier to play a role during the 
pandemic. That raises the next question: For whom do  
we exist? Are we there for the tourist or do we exist for 
the local population? And if the latter, what are the needs  
of that population? 

This issue of Samantics focuses on South African 
museums during Covid-19. We are publishing a few 
contributions on how museums experience the impact  
of Covid-19. Please note that some of these contributions 
were submitted in April when we had little understanding  
of how the response to Covid-19 was going to evolve. 

SAMA also had to adjust its programme to the 
restrictions on travel and the reality of budget cuts.  
Two major events, the National Conference and AGM  
and the International Workshop on Decolonising 
Collections, will continue as webinars. We hope that you 
will engage with our online programme and activities.

PRESIDENT’S COLUMN

Does the emphasis on  
digital media negate 

museums to becoming  
yet another digital source  

of information already  
available on the internet?
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DECOLONISING COLLECTIONS
Joint webinar series with ICOM COMCOL  
and ICOM-SA

Two webinars are planned for November around 

the theme ‘decolonising collections’. The objective of the 

webinars is to explore current trends and to exchange ideas 

around collecting and collections within the context of the 

decolonisation of collections and to promote south-south 

and north-south networks around the re-interpretation 

of collections as well as collection sharing. Through this 

collaboration we hope to engage on the theme from the 

perspective of both previously colonised and colonising 

societies and to propose guidelines based on the reaching  

of common ground for future museum practice. 

In the past few years museums across the world have 

been trying to tackle the challenge of decolonisation in their 

institutions. However, the meaning of the term is fluid and 

there are different understandings of the practical implications 

thereof. Colonisation has been defined as ‘a process that 

institutions undergo to expand the perspectives they portray 

beyond those of the dominant cultural group, particularly 

white colonisers’. Whereas others take a stronger approach 

by incorporating it into the strategic plan and defining it as 

‘at a minimum, sharing authority for the documentation 

and interpretation of indigenous culture’. In South Africa 

the emphasis is on finding ‘our own voice’ by critiquing 

how knowledge is produced and for who it is produced. 

Decolonising concerns the language used, the categorisation, 

the representation of what is in the collection and the way 

topics and objects are researched. 

SAMA and ICOM-SA are working with COMCOL, the 

ICOM Committee for Collecting as decolonisation includes 

new collecting practices. Furthermore, sharing of curatorship  

of collections between museums and communities locally  

and internationally provides opportunities to re-interpret 

existing collections, address gaps within these collections  

and add new perspectives. 

The webinar will take place on 25-26 November 2020. 

This year the SAMA Conference will take  
the form of a webinar around the theme:  
INTERACTING AT A DISTANCE. 
 
The webinar will be followed by an online  
AGM. The webinar replaces the planned 
conference in Thswane.

In the webinar themes such as digital inclusion, 
museums and virtual audiences and practising 
social distancing in museums will be explored. 

SAMA North will host the 2021 National 
Conference and SAMA Western Cape the  
2022 conference.

SAMA 
NATIONAL 

CONFERENCE  
& AGM

Interacting  
at a Distance 

28 October 2020
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CLICK HERE TO DOWNLOAD  
SAMA’s Recommended  

Covid-19 Museum Protocols

https://www.dropbox.com/home/Totem%2520Media/Current%2520Projects/SAMANTICS%2520June%25202020/Covid-19%2520SAMA%2520Protocols%2520LINK


COVID-19: 
Echoes of the  
Spanish Flu Epidemic  
of 1918

Lindinxiwa Mahlasela 

The current Corona virus reminds us of earlier 

pandemics such as the Spanish flu of 1918 to 1920. 

Historian Professor Howard Phillips observed that the 

Spanish Influenza was “the single most devastating episode 

in South Africa’s demographic history” (H. Phillips, 1984). 

He estimates that 500 000 South Africans died during the 

pandemic. This made the country the fifth hardest hit by the 

pandemic worldwide. (https://www.health24.com/Medical/Flu/

The-1918-epidemic/1918-South-Africas-death-toll-2012072). 

Sixty-two per cent of the dead were from the Cape Province, 

one of the four provinces that made up the Union of South 

Africa. The death rate was higher in rural areas; approximately 

100 000 people died in the Transkei alone (H. Phillips, 1984). 

This was largely due to the fact that medical practitioners and 

other health services were scarce and help was slow to arrive. 

Some districts didn’t even have a district surgeon. Similarly, 

Africans who lived in cities were seriously affected by the 

flu due to poor health services and poor standards of living 

(Eastern Cape Herald, 1918). 

THE SPANISH FLU

Despite being known as the Spanish flu the virus started  

in Etaples, France, where more than 100 000 men lived in 

close proximity with pigs and poultry. The flu spread to Kansas 

in the United States in March 1918 among troops who were 

awaiting shipment to Europe to fight in the First World War.  

By June of that year around 43 000 US troops had died from 

the disease. US army officers deliberately misled their nation 

and pointed to the origin of the flu in Spain because the 

Spanish media was the first to report on the virus. Other 

European countries allegedly censored news about the virus 

as it would have disrupted the war effort. As a result, the 

epidemic became known as the Spanish flu (J.B. Gewald, 2007). 

The politics of naming a pandemic is again under scrutiny with 

US President Donald Trump accusing the Chinese government 

and the World Health Organisation (WHO) of deliberately 

concealing the outbreak of the virus in Wuhan and allowing it 

to spread throughout the world. He has repeatedly called it 

the ‘Wuhan virus’ (Cable News Network, 2020).

Fever, as the Spanish flu was called in South Africa, made 

its first appearance in September 1918. The South African 

Army and the South African Native Labour Contingent 

(SANLC) were returning from the First World War.  Two ships 

in particular, the Veronej and Jaroslav had individuals that had 

contracted the disease. Dr Wilmot in Cape Town determined 

that the infected individuals must have contracted the virus 

in Sierra Leone where the two ships first docked en route 

to Cape Town. However, due to lack of or limited knowledge 

about the virus at that stage the infected individuals were 

kept for examination (in quarantine) for a few days and later 

released. From Cape Town, using the relatively extensive 

rail network, the returnees took trains to their respective 

destinations around the country (H. Phillips, 1984).
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500 000 DIED – 
SPANISH FLU WAS 
THE SINGLE MOST 
DEVASTATING EPISODE 
IN SOUTH AFRICA’S 
DEMOGRAPHIC  
HISTORY



In Port Elizabeth the virus came via a train from 

Cookhouse on 4 October 1918. Within a period of three 

days sixteen cases of the virus were authenticated by the 

Medical Officer of Health, Dr John Galloway. In his address 

he stated that “the source of the infection is clear, either 

they (the infected individuals) are people who have just 

arrived ill from the infected towns in the Union, or those 

who have been in contact with others who have travelled 

through the infected areas, who have themselves been 

suffering from the disease” (The Eastern Province Herald, 

1918). Moreover, he advised people to suspend travelling, 

avoid visits and public gatherings (The Eastern Province 

Herald, 1918).

Dr Kay, the Port Elizabeth district surgeon, advised citizens 

to ensure that their servants “do not visit New Brighton”, 

a township that was started in 1903 and had a population 

of more than five thousand (The Eastern Province Herald, 

1918). Dr Galloway’s counterpart in Uitenhage, Dr Diermont, 

advised citizens to ensure that their servants remained on 

their premises at night. He went further and advised the 

council to disinfect the townships in order to ensure that they 

were “thoroughly cleaned” (Eastern Province Herald, 1918). 

His colleague in the council, Acting Mayor F.T. Couldridge 

concurred with his sentiments and further suggested that 

attempts must be made to “get the government to fumigate 

the railway carriages (because) they are the one of the worst 

places of infection” (The Eastern Province Herald, 1918). The 

deputy mayor of Grahamstown was more emphatic with 

regard to avoiding contact between Africans and people of 

European descent. He observed that “it was easy to ascertain 

whether Europeans were suffering from the disease, but not 

the wandering natives. Natives’ movements should therefore 

be restricted in epidemic times” (Grocotts Mail, 1918).

There were similar comments elsewhere in the Union and 

they were a clear indication of “renewed sanitation syndrome 

fears by white residents that infection was spread by black 

inhabitants” (J.B. Gewald, 2007). At this point I’m reminded of 

Zelda de Lange, former President Mandela’s personal assistant. 

In a Facebook post Zelda advised her friends to teach their 

helpers how to wash hands forgetting that cleaning has been 

their role long before the outbreak of Covid-19. Indeed, a 

video of a white elderly lady teaching black employees how to 

wash hands went viral on social media. The outcry over the 

video evoked Dr Rubusana’s response to the citizens in 1918: 

“why, whenever there is sickness of any kind a native has to 

suffer. We suffered during the rinderpest, bubonic plague, East 

Coast Fever, etc. and now we have to suffer for somebody 

else’s neglect… when anyone falls into sin or commits 

an offense is it right to attribute it to the Prince of Darkness 

because he is the hated one? I think not” (H. Phillips, 1984). 

As it is the case today cities were the epicentres of the 

Spanish flu in 1918. This prompted migrants to flee to the 

countryside. One young man from Cape Town went back 

home to Tsolo. Upon his arrival he attended Intonjane (girl 

initiation). Unbeknownst to him he had the virus and passed 

it on to twenty-seven others who attended the event. All of 

them died. The hundreds of minibus taxis from the cities that 

were transferring migrants to the Eastern Cape to attend 

funerals and other ceremonies are a reminiscent of this story. 

As a result, forty villagers in Port St Johns of people who 

attended a funeral became Covid-19 positive.

MITIGATING SPANISH FLU

Henry Forbes, mayor of Port Elizabeth in 1918, called 

upon citizens to volunteer their services and save the city’s 

citizens from the epidemic. Volunteers, some of whom were 

qualified health professionals, worked in temporary hospitals 

that catered for white patients. Makeshift hospitals included 

the Old Provincial hospital in Richmond Hill, Lazaretto in 

Humewood, Feather Market Hall, Village Hall in Red House, 

New Provincial Hospital in Gabson Street, Seaman’s Institute 

South End, Russel Road Fire Station and North End Library. 

A depot was set up in New Brighton to dispense free 

medication (Eastern Province Herald, 1918). 

ECHOS OF 1918
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“WHY, WHENEVER  
THERE IS SICKNESS OF 
ANY KIND A NATIVE  
HAS TO SUFFER.  
WE SUFFERED DURING 
THE RINDERPEST, 
BUBONIC PLAGUE,  
EAST COAST FEVER.  
AND NOW WE  
HAVE TO SUFFER FOR 
SOMEBODY ELSE’S 
NEGLECT…”



Patients were given a whole lot of concoctions. E.W. Wells 

& Co. Chemist in Makhanda offered ‘Well’s Influenza Mixture’. 

Needham Chemist in Port Elizabeth had its own influenza 

mixture. The ever reliable umhlonyane, chamberlain, Epsom 

salts, quinine, BOSS, German cure, and Iyeza lefiva mixture 

from Mthatha chemist were some of the popular medications. 

Commando brandy was recommended in some quarters. Red 

House makeshift hospital in Port Elizabeth gave its patients 

champagne and did not record a single death! (Herald, 2005).

Unfortunately, some volunteers contracted the virus and 

died from it. They included the wife of Port Elizabeth district 

surgeon, Dr Kay, who himself was infected. In 1923 the Council 

honoured them by unveiling a plaque that was designed by Mr 

Pickford Marriot. Schooling, church services, theatres, and all 

activities that brought large groups of people together were 

suspended (Eastern Province Herald, 1918). Lockdown!

District surgeons advised people to ensure that they 

have enough fresh air in their houses. They also advised 

people to enjoy sunlight. Township dwellers were not able 

to practice some of the advices due to the structural issues 

in the township. For instance, New Brighton houses were 

made of zinc and extremely hot in summer. Inhabitants 

were unable to enjoy the fresh air just like social distancing 

is proving to be impossible in many townships today 

(Eastern Province Herald, 1918). 

Although there was no vaccine, the Union government 

dispatched the army to vaccinate people in rural areas of 

the Transkei. This was rejected in most parts on the basis 

that the government was actually injecting the people with 

the virus in order to kill them (H. Phillips, 1984).

WHAT WERE THE EFFECTS  
OF THE SPANISH FLU?

• Just over 2 000 citizens died in Port Elizabeth.  
The number of Africans who died is unknown.  
However, the Eastern Province Herald on  
8 October 1918 stated that ‘as was only to  
have been expected, its (Spanish flu) greatest 
ravages have been at New Brighton’. This  
indicates that the number of Africans  
was higher than those of European descent. 

• In Makhanda Grocotts Mail reported a ‘rough 
estimate’ of 1 000 casualties at the height of  
the epidemic in October 1918.

The Mayor of King Williamstown said that 7 000 people 

died in his district (Union of South Africa: Report of Influenza 

Epidemic Commission, 1919)

The total number of South Africans who succumbed  

to the disease had since been a matter of interest to 

historians. The census of 1921 reported that the population 

was 500 000 less than expected from the last census in 

1911. They attributed the shortage to the fever of 1918  

to 1920. 

The report of the commission of inquiry to investigate 

the effects of fever in 1919 would help to shed more light 

on the effects of the flu. Sadeck Kemal Casoojee, the man  

in charge of the retrieval of parliament’s archival material 

offered a lot of assistance during the writing of this article. 
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A cartoon by DC Boonzaier about the Spanish Flu that appeared in De Burger, 16 October 1918.   
https://theconversation.com/



MEMORIALISING THE SPANISH FLU

R. Caluza composed a choral music song. “In the year of 

1918 we were wiped out by a disease which they call influenza. 

It took friends which we loved, mothers, fathers, sisters and 

brothers” served to memorialise the destruction of 1918  

(J.B. Gewald, 2007).

Izithwalwandwe – President Mandela and Albertina Sisulu 

– were born ‘ngonyaka wefever’ (the year of the influenza). 

Amongst the AmaXhosa years are marked by iziganeko (great 

events). We have Unyaka Weenkumbi (year of insects), Unyaka 

Wesimnyama (lunar eclipse) and many other events.

Names and nicknames were used to preserve historical 

events. For instance, an old man in my village was nicknamed 

‘Ngowawufile’. His response would be ‘Ngo 1918 Enyubrayithi’.  

I never got to interview the old man about this. However,  

I assume that ‘Enyubrayithi’ is New Brighton and 1918 is the 

year which I assume was the year of his birth. It has since 

been confirmed that he had a connection with New Brighton. 

Similarly, the virus was given many IsiXhosa names such 

umbathalala, ifiva and umalaleveva.

The tradition of washing hands after the burial is said to 

have emerged during the Spanish flu epidemic. It is said that 

after the burial of the influenza victim people were required  

to wash their hands to curb the spread of the virus because  

it was as contagious as the Covid-19.

ECHOS OF 1918
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REFLECTIONS ON  
MUSEUMS AND COVID-19

The Impact of  
Covid-19 Towards  

Marketing and Clientele  
of Museum Services:  

The future museum project

Lebohang Nyenye
FS Provincial Museums Services &  

Chairperson of SAMA-FS

COVID-19 PANDEMIC, THE UNEXPECTED ORDEAL!

The unexpected Covid-19 pandemic has affected society 

in many ways; our social life and the economy which resulted 

in job losses is unbearable. Over and above, this pandemic 

has affected many cultural practises and ceremonies, such 

as funerals, weddings and other gatherings. The World 

Health Organization (WHO), the National Institute for 

Communicable Diseases has issued guidelines for the handling 

of Covid-19; incubation period ranging from two to fourteen 

days, self-quarantine and a number of restrictions aimed to 

prevent the spread of the virus as initially outlined by the 

President of the Republic of South Africa, Mr MC Ramaphosa, 

on 23 March 2020. Following the Presidential address, various 

Ministers, together with the National Coronavirus Command 

Council, guided and announced bans such as on travellers 

from Covid-19 high risk countries and further regulated that 

South African citizens and refugees of South Africa returning 

from these countries will be subjected to extensive screening 

and quarantine on arrival. The 5 levels lockdown regulations 

were introduced as the government strategy to prevent the 

spread of the virus. According to these strategies, museums 

will open to the public at level 2, however they will, continue  

to render administrative services when deemed necessary.

Many if not all sectors were caught up in the difficult 

situation of having to close businesses and later to adjust or 

review policies in order to contribute towards the call to 

‘flatten the curve’ and fight the spread of the Corona virus. 

The Covid-19 restrictions had to a large extent affected 

the biggest industry, which is the tourism sector, whereby 

all tourism facilities and other public attractions had to be 

shut down. The tourism economy is driven by a number of 

categories, for example, accommodation, airlines, tourism 

products, especially SMMEs and attractions including museums 

are widely affected by the pandemic.

This led to the postponement and cancellation of 

conferences such as the South African Museums Association 

conference which was scheduled to be held in Pretoria and 

hosted by SAMA-North.  

10



The 18th of May marks the International Museum Day annual 

celebrations which could not be hosted by Provincial Museums 

Services. However, other museums afforded to communicate 

with their audiences over online media. Furthermore, public 

exhibitions, workshops and many other platforms that museums 

play a pivotal role in to exchange knowledge with their audiences 

have been affected, thus impacting on service delivery. One of 

the internationally acclaimed, the International Tourism Indaba, 

later known as Africa’s Travel Indaba which is annually held at the 

Inkosi Albert Luthuli International Convention Centre in Durban, 

had to be cancelled. 

MUSEUMS AS TOURIST ATTRACTIONS PLAY A PIVOTAL 

ROLE IN THE TOURISM INDUSTRY. 

The Department of Sport, Arts, Culture and Recreation 

through its Provincial Museum Services in collaboration with the 

Free State Gambling, Liquor & Tourism Authority (FSGLTA) annually 

attend the Africa Travel indaba which is one of the largest tourism 

expos in Africa showcasing Africa’s various tourism products. This 

event brought together the biggest names in the travel industry, 

both from Africa and the world. More than 6 500 delegates – which 

included 1 033 exhibitors and 1 502 buyers attended. 

Throughout the duration of the tourism indaba, Museum 

Services marketed its services through selling its museums 

packages to the continent. Exhibitors had an opportunity to meet 

both domestic and international buyers who will be exploring 

the Free State’s beautiful heritage and museum attractions. 

The inclusion of Free State Museum Services to Africa’s 

Travel Indaba contributed towards increasing numbers of both 

domestic and international tourists fascinated by museums, 

hence marketing opportunities like Africa’s Travel Indaba are 

targeted, to maximise the value of both city based and small town 

museums as institutions mandated to satisfy interest to different 

audiences, since they portray heritage buildings which depict the 

architecture through different epochs, they are also storytellers 

which depict the  distinctive forms of inspiration and information 

through their collections, exhibitions and events.

REFLECTIONS

11

Engaging with other museums to form 
partnerships and selling museum packages to 

delegates at the Africa’s Travel Indaba, May 2019



 

COVID-19 & MUSEUM CLIENTELE.

The general public and sectors such as the Department of 

Education through schools and institutions of higher learning are 

one of the potential clients for museums. Going forward it will be 

difficult for museums to render services to schools, as they need 

to catch up with time lost and most of the time spent will be 

towards teaching and learning and ensuring the safety of learners 

and educators. It is in the light of the Corona virus outbreak and 

restrictions in place, that museums are obliged to look at new 

ways of attracting audiences in order to remain relevant and 

recognised as a viable sector.

In the absence of public access museums can continue to 

render services through both administrative and technical 

functions, such as conducting research, conservation of heritage 

assets and use of audio visuals and social media platforms to reach 

its clientele.  Museums’ educational programmes should continue 

to be aligned with the curriculum and be communicated through 

media such as online presentations, social media, through emails, 

WhatsApp groups and many other possible interactive ways. This 

situation compels museums to review its communication policies, 

allocate budgets to improve, amongst others, the IT infrastructure 

to afford museum professionals the opportunity to work 

effectively and efficiently to cope with the changing times which 

are also informed by the advent of the Fourth industrial revolution.

 

On a positive note, museums should take advantage of 

the Covid-19 pandemic as one of the museum projects to be 

executed across the world; the research should be conducted, 

documented and interpreted into exhibitions for the memories  

of future generations regarding this unbearable event.

CONCLUSION

The museums and heritage sector is obliged to come up 

with protocols which will inform future policies through its 

professional bodies ICOM-SA and SAMA for the handling of 

pandemics, such as, Covid-19.

One can conclude without a doubt that the Corona virus 

pandemic has affected museums in many ways. However, I 

strongly believe that this too shall pass and we will overcome 

and continue to pursue our social responsibilities, building 

society including previously marginalised communities through 

our various interventions.

REFLECTION

The school groups visiting the Queen’s Fort  
Military Museum in OR Tambo Road, Bloemfontein.
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MUSEUM COMMUNITY
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The outbreak of Covid-19 has presented the modern world 

with some unprecedented circumstances and challenges. In 

an age where we supposedly belong to a global village and 

where people travel around the world, some had already had 

the foresight to realise that climate change and impact from 

wayward asteroids are not the only potentially catastrophic 

circumstances that we face; a highly contagious airborne virus 

also poses a serious threat to humanity. We are now finding 

out just how serious that threat can be.

Like many other museums around the world our 

museum was forced to close its doors to the public in early 

March. Our staff continued to work for a short while until 

circumstances dictated that in order to slow the spread of 

the virus, we should remain at home until such time that the 

country was better prepared for the inevitable increase in 

infections. This has caused major hardships for many people, 

depriving some of their means to make any sort of living 

and feed themselves and their families. For others, the lack 

of freedom and isolation from friends and family has been 

difficult to come to terms with. There are various telephone 

help lines, trauma counselling and webinars available aimed  

at helping people through this difficult time.

But it is not all doom and gloom. From a personal 

perspective my extremely fortunate circumstances, thus far 

at least, have helped me not just to cope but even benefit 

from such serious circumstances. I have many blessings to 

count that have made this possible. Firstly, I have, so far at 

least, been able to continue to make a living. Secondly, I have 

a fairly comfortable place to stay and the company of my 

other half, which makes it considerably easier to remain at 

home. Thirdly, I have sufficient work and the means to carry 

it out, which has allowed me to remain focused and relatively 

productive during the lock down period. My work does not 

revolve around public engagement so having a more limited 

connection with the public, through on-line media, has not 

presented a major problem.

The enforced isolation has allowed me to focus more 

on my core functions, albeit without being able to spend 

time on the curation of our collection of bird skins, with few 

interruptions and without the need to keep to strict working 

hours, although I have tried to maintain the normal routine 

as much as possible. My ‘study’ looks out on our small, walled 

townhouse garden, a far more pleasant view than that from 

my office window at the museum. The main interruptions 

have been caused by an unusual bird flying over, the amazing 

variety of butterflies that visit the garden that I was, until now, 

blissfully unaware of, and chasing a neighbour’s cat out the 

garden before it lays waste to the aforementioned wildlife. 

The occasional sight of a crowned eagle flying by or a fish 

eagle calling as it circles over towards the Nahoon River have 

indeed been welcome interruptions.

I have been able to use the time at home to review 

various articles, complete a number of administrative reports 

and catch up on a long backlog of data input, the latter having 

been put on the back-burner on numerous occasions in order  

to deal with more short term priorities.

Although I have missed being able to walk in the nature 

reserve or along the river and have missed my usual diet 

of live sport on the television, the circumstances we find 

ourselves in have allowed me to appreciate my home 

environment and I think I am more likely to be thinking  

about trauma counselling if and when normality returns.

COPING (OR NOT) WITH LOCKDOWN

Phil Whittington
Ornithologist, East London Museu

Common terns resting on a river bank. 
Photo: Phil Penlington. https://faansiepeacock.com
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The Chief of the South African National Defence Force 

(SANDF), General Solly Shoke, has described the fight against 

Covid-19 as akin to World War III. Covid-19 has certainly 

seriously affected the world with far-reaching consequences. 

The nationwide lockdown has also affected the South African 

Naval Museum and like many other museums we had to close 

our doors to the public. Our museum resorts under the 

control of the Flag Officer Fleet (Naval Base Simon’s Town) 

who ultimately reports to the Chief of the Navy and in turn to 

the Chief of the SANDF. The President is our Commander in 

Chief. The SANDF was extremely pro-active in its contingency 

planning and as a result the Naval Museum was one of the first 

to close its doors to the public on 16 March.    

The closure has affected our business and momentum in a 

big way but we are determined to support the steps taken by 

government to safeguard all South Africans. Members of the 

Department of Defence (SA Navy) have continued to receive 

their salaries, while the day-to-day running of the museum 

(support services) has not been interrupted. The SA Navy 

initially provided full support to provide extra cleaning gear 

and material, while other support services (medical) were at 

our disposal during this time. However, curatorial museum 

work (especially display and exhibition projects) is financially 

supported by means of voluntary donations received from the 

public. This important means of income generation came to a 

grinding halt when the doors were closed on 16 March.  

Supplementary funding initiatives also came to a halt.  

The sale of a recently published book (The South African Navy 

– 25 Years of Democracy) suffered when the book launch and 

garden concert, planned for 15 March, had to be cancelled, 

leaving us with a huge amount of unsold stock.

With the lockdown only essential workers were allowed to 

work and as a result all museum personnel were instructed to 

remain at home (on special leave) with the understanding that 

they need to remain on standby to be recalled for special duties 

as and when required (uniform personnel). It goes without 

saying that no work could physically continue at the museum. 

THE EFFECTS OF THE COVID-19 ON 
THE SOUTH AFRICAN NAVAL MUSEUM

Commander Leon Steyn
Curator, South African Naval Museum

Arrival of the 1918 Spanish flu virus in Africa – army troops returning from World War One travelled home on 
the HMS Mantua, an incubator for the virus. Once docked in Freetown, Sierra Leone, the virus spread rapidly.

https://www.hakaimagazine.com/features/from-berth-to-death/
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With the lockdown only essential workers were allowed to 

work and as a result all museum personnel were instructed to 

remain at home (on special leave) with the understanding that 

they need to remain on standby to be recalled for special duties 

as and when required (uniform personnel). It goes without 

saying that no work could physically continue at the museum. 

Thankfully the age of the digital revolution, hyper-

connectivity and the availability of a host of social media 

platforms have made it so much easier to communicate  

with our museum audiences. The curator, Commander  

Leon Steyn, packaged a number of virtual museum tours. 

Taking the museum into the home these videos have been 

streamed through our facebook page during the past four 

weeks with good effect, with one or two more to follow.

If one looks at the analytical statistics and response,  

one could argue that we have received more ‘visitors’ during 

this month of lockdown than when normally ‘open’. The 

museum averages around 1 200 real-time visitors per month, 

while the virtual tours and posts on facebook had a total 

reach of 5 253 with a total of 1 482 active engagements 

between 26 March and 22 April. Not too bad for a small 

museum that is closed. This proves that there is connectivity 

between the museum and the public. 

Other work such as historical research and writing could 

continue from home as long as the necessary archival sources 

could be retrieved from the museum and this was the case 

during this time. One could be more productive working from 

home without the interruptions of meetings and staff (admin) 

work.  Click HERE to read a bit more about that.

We do, however, look forward to the day that we can 

open our doors to the public again and especially to our 

school groups that we miss so much. Virtual reality will never 

match the real thing. After all, a visit to the museum is a real 

life experience.

VISIT US:

WEBSITE

www.sanavymuseum.co.za 

FACEBOOK 

https://web.facebook.com/SANavalMuseum/  

@SANavalMuseum

YOUTUBE 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/

UCFNx6Qf9g48dGER3wVewBYQ/

Who would have imagined the impact that the 

announcement of a National State of Disaster due to the 

Covid-19 virus and its presence in South Africa would 

have on us all and on our daily lives. Not only did we have 

to close our schools, but we also had to close various 

businesses, including our museums and exhibition spaces, to 

the public.

The closure of these public spaces was the first of a 

number of responses to try and minimise exposure to and 

the spread of the novel Corona virus. We were, however, still 

able to continue with our normal internal operations, apart 

from not being able to receive any visitors as exhibitions 

and other public spaces had to be closed. As the Corona 

virus spread through our country, more stringent measures 

had to be taken to curb the spread of the virus, which 

eventually led to a national lockdown, as announced by 

President Cyril Ramaphosa on 23 March. This was followed 

by further announcements of an extension and later of 

varied alert levels. These range from level 5 to level 1, the 

aforementioned being the highest level and referred to as 

hard lockdown.

STATE OR IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON MUSEUM EXHIBITIONS
Craig Barlow
 
Museum Exhibition Designer 
Free State Provincial Museums Services 

https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3DTTYn_JUODzk
www.sanavymuseum.co.za
www.sanavymuseum.co.za
https://web.facebook.com/SANavalMuseum/
https://web.facebook.com/SANavalMuseum/
https://web.facebook.com/SANavalMuseum/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCFNx6Qf9g48dGER3wVewBYQ/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCFNx6Qf9g48dGER3wVewBYQ/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCFNx6Qf9g48dGER3wVewBYQ/
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DEALING WITH COVID-19  
IN LESOTHO

Stephen Gill 
Curator, Morija Museum & Archives

Though I reflect on the Morija Museum & Archives, I 

believe these remarks are applicable to Masitise Cave House 

Museum, the Royal Archives & Museum (Matsieng) and other 

major heritage sites such as Thaba-Bosiu National Monument 

and Sehlabathebe National Park.

All public services at heritage institutions and sites have 

been completely suspended since the lockdown began in 

Lesotho on 30 March. The Lesotho Department of Culture 

is keeping  minimum numbers of staff working on a rotating 

basis to ensure the most basic tasks are performed. All 

heritage research in the field, for example for the Lesotho 

Highlands Water Project and the Lesotho Lowlands Water 

Project, has been suspended until further notice. This also 

applies to other field research like the Seriti sa Makhoarane 

Heritage & Tourism Initiative in the Morija-Matsieng area and 

research by students and faculty at various levels as well as 

that of full-time heritage personnel. Our institutions and sites 

are officially closed but some archival research, translation 

work, various administrative tasks and planning in some of our 

institutions continues discretely, taking into consideration the 

requirements of hygiene and social distancing. 

All services that support or are complementary to  

our institutions in terms of sales of books, craft, art, 

tourism and hospitality have also been shut down. Though 

our institutional overheads have been reduced there is 

no revenue and our budgets will have to be redrawn. It is 

difficult to predict the impact throughout the rest of this 

year and when school visits, tourism and consultancy work 

commences again, but the numbers of visitors and income 

are likely to be greatly reduced. Though we hope to be 

able to revive some of our services, consultancy work and 

projects, more emphasis will have to be placed on digital 

platforms, speeding up what was already in the pipeline. 

Having said this, such platforms, though quite important in 

terms of public programming, may not necessarily generate 

any significant ongoing revenue for our institutions.

MUSEUM COMMUNITY

Hard lockdown meant that various industries, including 

our suppliers, along with ourselves as Museum Services, 

had to close as only a limited number of professions and 

industries were deemed to be essential services. Not being 

able to work on-site posed quite a number of challenges 

as much needed maintenance and scheduled upgrades of 

our museum exhibitions could not take place. A further 

result of this was that daily exhibition condition checks and 

maintenance could not take place. However, the electronic 

design of new exhibitions and proposed upgrades could still 

be done but the challenge still remains how these will be 

manufactured and installed.

This has also led to the identification of gaps within the 

manner and way which the public access our exhibitions. 

One of these gaps is the need to digitise collections and 

exhibition spaces to allow the public access via online and 

other digital platforms which many museums have resorted 

to doing, this as museums closed across the country and 

the world. Another important aspect which needs to be 

considered is what the impact on the preservation of our 

collections and exhibition spaces would be, should these 

all have to be sanitised before re-opening them for public 

viewing. Further considerations will also have to be made 

about how often sanitisation of exhibition spaces will  

be required.

As part of our planning and discussions surrounding new 

museum exhibitions interactivity has always been a keyword. 

However, with this pandemic we would have to revise what 

the impact of possible transfer would be on museum visitors 

and also whether we would be able to offer new interactive 

displays and exhibitions in a safe manner which limits the 

risk for transfer of the virus. This adds tremendously to the 

list of limitations on what new exhibitions could look like 

and what materials would be needed and used in the design 

and installation of these types of exhibitions.

Although these are challenging times for us all I believe 

that this pandemic has created the perfect opportunity for 

museums to create new exhibitions documenting the effects 

of this virus, not only on our museums and their exhibitions, 

but also the effects on the community which our museums 

serve and on South Africans at large.
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SUBCOMMITTEE OF  
SAMA COUNCIL
Professionalism In Museums

Regina Jansen van Vuuren

The current Covid-19 crisis demonstrates perfectly why 

it is important to make decisions in a professional manner 

and  to take into account the advice of professional scientists 

in various fields. Organisations and governments are not 

taken seriously if operating procedures, policies, regulations 

and public information are published in an unprofessional  

manner. The example of the regulation controlling the 

purchase of only closed top shoes as a restriction to the 

sale of winter clothing during the lockdown demonstrates 

this issue perfectly. From a scientific perspective this does 

not make sense and the reasoning was not explained. This 

example eroded public trust in what was a fairly good 

response to the Covid-19 pandemic. Negatives such as this 

persist in the public mind long after the positives.

Museums are sources of information which are used 

by students, scholars and the general public. Museums 

specialise in ‘authenticity’ and their employees are perceived 

as trustworthy experts who can assist people to find the 

truth, i.e. a museum guide will be seen as the expert on the 

narrative told by the displays in the  museum. It is therefore 

imperative that museums employ professionals who have the 

necessary training  and capacity to fill these roles/posts.

In her document, Museum Training Framework, SAMA & 

ICOM-SA 2012, Helene Vollgraaff argued that defining the 

standards of your sector is an important step towards 

professionalism. Stephen Weil (1990, Rethinking the museum, 

Washington & London, Smithsonian Institution Press) 

identified the criteria to be considered as a profession as:

However, one should remember that the museum sector 

provides a wide range of career groups and  not all of these 

would be considered as professionals. At the same time  all 

careers in the museums sector can be considered as skilled or 

semi-skilled and standards should be set for all these careers.

The SAMA strategic plan highlighted that professionalism 

is a critical matter to be addressed. SAMA and museum 

employees have been discussing the issue of professions 

and professionalism in museums for many years.  Unlike 

other organisations and associations, such as those to 

which archaeologists or architects are affiliated, museum 

professionals are not registered and are not required 

to belong to a professional body. Museum posts are not 

defined or designated and are therefore not being accepted 

for SAQA registration, which causes serious problems in 

the museum sector. A simple example is that there is no 

standard set for requirements for the post of a curator 

or collections manager. Salaries of museum workers differ 

vastly from one organisation to another. Where museums 

fall under the control of departments or municipalities these 

employers most often do not understand the requirements 

for the posts in the museum sector.

As a result of discussions with members, which clearly 

indicated the problems noted above, SAMA Council decided 

to form a subcommittee that will deal with the registration  

of museum professionals and SAMA as an organisation.  The 

committee was established 2018 and has the following 

members: Regina van Vuuren (chair), Mary Minicka, Maggie 

Loubster and June Hosford.

Practitioners prescribe and monitor  
the preparatory training of the field

Practitioners control entry  
of new practitioners

Practitioners promulgate standards  
of achievements and conduct

Practitioners enforce standards and impose 
sanctions upon those who violate them.



618

To start the process the chair attended a SAQA 

workshop in November 2018 in Pretoria. In this workshop 

SAQA representatives explained the requirements for 

registration, including the long and arduous process and 

conditions under which an organisation such as SAMA 

could be accepted for the registration process. It became 

clear that we need to lay some groundwork before the 

registration process can start.

• SAMA has to be registered as NPO (Non-Profit 
Organisation). 

• Museums professions need to become ‘designated 
museums professions’. Designated professions 
are those which can be obtained by qualifications 
which are listed in SAQA and are linked to the 
NQF (National Qualification Framework). Apart 
from professions in the field of natural science 
and archaeology, none of our museum professions 
are registered with SAQA or are on the NQF list. 
Therefore museum professions need to be added  
to the SAQA database.

Members of SAMA, notably Helene Vollgraaff, our 

current President, have laid the groundwork by designing a 

list of museums professions as well as the training needed 

for these professions.

PROGRESS AND FUTURE TASKS

• REGISTRATION AS NPO: Marianne Gertenbach (SAMA 

office assistant) has contacted SAMA’s tax consultant 

who advised her on the adjustments which had to be 

made to SAMA’s constitution to bring it in line with an 

NPO constitution. She submitted the criteria to a Council 

meeting of SAMA in July 2019. Councillors discussed 

the document and made further changes. The revised 

constitution will be forwarded to SAMA members for 

comment and approval and we hope to have a revised 

constitution adopted at the 2020 Annual General Meeting. 

• DESIGNATED PROFESSIONS: The committee is 

currently busy with reviewing the museum professionals 

list. At a later stage professional help will be sought 

to assist us with the design of training needs for each 

profession in the museum sector. 

• After registration as an NPO SAMA (committee) has to 

contact SAQA and start the official registration process.

In terms of the SAMA strategic plan this is by no 

means a low hanging fruit. We are informed that this will 

be a fairly long process but since the ball is now rolling we 

are much further along the line than we have ever been 

before. As promised SAMA Council is keeping its members 

informed as we make progress towards fulfilling the 

actions recommended by the strategic plan process, which 

commenced a few years ago.

SAMA NEWS
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DUTCH CULTURAL HERITAGE 
AGENCY SHARED HERITAGE 
PROGRAMME

The Netherlands sponsored the SAMA Train the Trainer 

Programme over the last three years as part of their Shared 

Heritage Programme. Shared cultural heritage is one of the 

priorities of the Netherlands’ international cultural policy and 

is a responsibility of the Ministry of Education, Culture and 

Science and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

According to the Cultural Heritage Agency Dutch 

shared heritage consists of remnants of the age in which the 

Dutch East India Company (VOC) and the Dutch West India 

Company (WIC) travelled the world as the representatives 

of a maritime trading nation, and of our colonial history in 

Asia, Africa and South America. This heritage also includes 

traces from other periods during which the Netherlands kept 

close relations with other countries, or the cultural exchange 

resulting from migrating Dutch citizens. Shared cultural 

heritage also includes traces left by other countries and 

cultures in the Netherlands.

The objective with this programme is to create favourable 

conditions for the sustainable conservation of shared heritage 

in an ever-changing society. The Shared Cultural Heritage 

Programme promotes international cooperation and the 

exchange of knowledge. It includes collaboration with experts 

and organisations to expand the pool of knowledge on the 

topic of shared cultural heritage. We find these partners both in 

the Netherlands and further afield, varying from international 

networks, governments and heritage experts to universities, 

local businesses and private citizens. South Africa is one of ten 

countries within the shared cultural heritage network. The 

others are Australia, Brazil, India, Indonesia, Japan, Russia,  

Sri Lanka, Suriname and the United States.

With the Train the Trainer programme the Netherlands 

funded conservation experts to run workshops on the 

conservation of museum objects. In addition they made grants 

available to support participants attending these workshops.

Unfortunately the fifth and final workshop planned for 

November may have to be cancelled due to the Covid-19 

pandemic.

SAMA NEWS

VOC ships in Table Bay
https://sahistory.org.za
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