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prologueprologue

In recent decades, the concept of heritage has moved from covering only major monuments and ob-

jects of historical-artistic interest to covering architecture, industry and vernacular objects, anthropized 

territory and the most diverse cultural manifestations. This broader concept allows us to identify any 

signs which appear to be a natural part of the landscape but constitute extraordinarily valuable herit-

age, both tangible and intangible. This holistic approach to heritage provides us with a better under-

standing of the cultures of individual peoples in all their complexity and of the way in which these 

relate to the environment. This book examines this exact type of heritage, shifting between nature and 

its subtle transformation by human hands. Through manipulation, this heritage is adapted for human 

survival, creating a symbiosis with its natural surroundings: this coast shaped by the sea.

This volume is also of major importance for its examination of a highly valuable and unique primeval 

culture, which dates back to the origins of humanity. This culture has unfortunately also been mistreat-

ed and repressed for a long time, like many other archaic cultures of hunter-gatherers which have been 

replaced by the prevailing agricultural sedentary cultures. This book paves the way for further study of 

a topic until now unexplored in South Africa, and also to the recognition of the identity of the KhoiSan 

peoples who, to date, have not received the attention they deserve.

The fish traps created by the KhoiSan peoples on the coast near Port Elizabeth, as they have been ever 

since these peoples arrived at the southern point of the African continent, are the subject of study, local-

ization, documentation, cataloguing and valorization. They are not the only fish traps, as there are ex-

amples scattered around the world and cited by the author, proving the importance of water as a means 

of survival in these cultures.

The architectural structures studied in this book are simultaneously tangible heritage, as they are 

made of rocks, and intangible heritage, able to recount the history of the survival of these peoples 

from remote antiquity. The cultural landscape of this anthropized coast is in such a gentle and del-

icate equilibrium with virgin nature that it is almost impossible to distinguish the faint brushstrokes 

made by the human hand.

However, the author has not limited herself to an aseptic study of these historic structures, but rath-

er has expounded on the KhoiSan culture, working with the community, talking to the chiefs of in-

dividual tribes and setting up a participatory project, which even further adds to the value of this 

research. The greatest contribution of this study is its unusual access to the cultural heritage of the 
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KhoiSan, revealing their ancient secrets. Most important of all, she was able to gather the tribes, cre-

ating a feeling of unity despite their apparent diversity.

The author’s multifaceted background as both architect and artist has resulted in this unique approach 

to the object of study, merging art, architecture, performance and tangible and intangible heritage. As 

an outsider, not only to the KhoiSan culture but also to South Africa, she has been granted a freedom, 

perspective, and vision untainted by prejudices or commonplaces greatly benefiting the final result, 

one we hope readers will enjoy.

•
Fig. 2
The KhoiSan Chiefs and 
members of the community who 
took part in the project “The 
Spirit of Water” and the research 
that followed

introductionintroduction

This publication was commissioned by the KhoiSan1, the First Indigenous Peoples of Southern Afri-

ca, resident in the metropolitan area of Nelson Mandela Bay who represent the greater part of the geo-

graphical area of the Eastern Cape2. 

The Chiefs, a group of colleagues and students from Nelson Mandela University, and I formed a re-

search group shortly after my arrival in Port Elizabeth (South Africa) from Italy in 2015. The interna-

tional art performance and ritual “The Spirit of Water”, which was held on the fifth and sixth of May of 

2017 at the site of some precolonial fish traps3, was the first project resulting from this collaboration. It 

gave rise to a travelling exhibition composed of photographs and a short film produced by the Nelson 

Mandela University, which documented the experience. 

While viewing these photographs, the Chiefs asked me if we could go further and produce something 

tangible, a publication, to represent a sort of milestone of the experiences and the journey along the 

coast we had shared: something that could remain as an indelible trace of the experience for future gen-

erations. It would be a testament, among many others, to their efforts and commitment to the struggle 

to be recognised as the First Indigenous Peoples of South Africa, including by the South African Gov-

ernment and as a people who survived the colonial encounter, with a unique identity which should 

be free to express itself as a sense of ownership of important sites of their cultural heritage and preco-

lonial memories. The traces of their history as the First Nation on the land are scattered everywhere 

and are irrefutable. However, owing to the long history of oppression and territorial marginalisation of 

1 The decision to use the term “KhoiSan” in this research project was taken after an internal discussion among the Chiefs who are part of 
the research group. The discussions that took place at the time of the project were based on the need to find an adequate term that could 
represent the entire group concerned in this research. We settled on the official term used by the South African Government, “Khoisan” 
but we chose to substitute the “s” in San with a capital letter. The change from a small to a capital letter was proposed on the basis of the 
word’s visual impact which highlights, in their view, the equal importance of Khoi and San people. The change was positively embraced 
by everyone. The author of this text did not take part in the above discussion but simply made note of the decision of the working group. 
The discussion illustrated the controversy and difficulty of defining two groups which, in precolonial times had overlapping subsistence 
patterns and use of the territory, and which, from the arrival of colonistsuntil the present, have been fighting for the recognition of their 
identity and heritage. In this regard see: Besten M. 2013, “We are the original inhabitant of this land: Khoe-San identity in post-apartheid 
South Africa”, in M. Adhaikari, Burdened by Race: Coloured identities in southern Africa, UCT Press, Cape Town.
2 The precolonial subdivision of the land according to the location of the various tribes is a particularly important issue for the KhoiSan be-
cause it is closely linked to the political issue of land claims. During discussions with the research team it emerged that while they have an 
idea of “territories” under the influence of different clans and tribes, and of the natural borders that limited them, they are trying to validate 
these claims by relying on the written reports of the first Dutch explorers sent on missions in the area. It is also important to note that the 
territorial control of the various groups was fluid and often overlapped where the borders were not clearly demarcated (De Jongh 2016:7).
3 These Mesolithic traps were constructed by precolonial hunter-gatherer communities. The Dutch settler colonists called these peoples, 
whom they thought were a single community, “Strandlopers” which means people who walk on the beach.


