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Abstract 

A landscape is not just a physical place; it is also a many-layered reflection 

of what the viewer experiences on the inside - a merging of memory and 

history to create a landscape of the mind (Cosgrove).  

My practice focuses on the changes that have occurred over the last 200 years 

in an area of the Eastern Cape of South Africa formerly known as the Zuurveld, 

which is of personal significance. In 2020, it will be the bicentennial of the 

arrival of the 1820 British settlers in South Africa. Promised “a land of flowing 

milk and honey”, the reality was much different: a semi-arid territory that was 

difficult to farm and prone to attacks by the Xhosa, who had been forced back 

beyond the Fish River by the British. As a first generation South African born to 

British parents, my identity has been partly formed by the British influence. 

However, I also have a half-sister who is of Khoisan heritage - the first people of 

the land who were displaced by the Xhosa. As such, I am particularly aware of 

the cycles of colonisation and the way this has impacted the landscape over 

time. Working on the ground with descendants and establishing a relationship 

of trust has ensured that a lens of honesty overlays the work.  

This means not shying away from the deep-seated cruelty that pervades the 

postcolonial landscape; the prolonged experience of violence has left people 

in a state of disgust, wanting to eradicate a history that they see as so 

distasteful that they can give it no credence. What was once so important is no 

longer; some of the settler constructions have been actively dismantled or 

allowed to crumble and reform into something new as the Xhosa return to the 

land. By finding these points of intersection between the personal and political, 

the seen and unseen, I explore the tension between different ideas of what 

land is or does; how loss of control can also become a means of regeneration. 
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Introduction  

           “If a child’s vision of nature can already be loaded with complicating memories,   

 myths and meanings, how much more elaborately wrought is the frame through      

            which  our adult eyes survey the landscape… Before it can ever be a repose for  

            the senses, landscape is the work of our mind. Its scenery is built up as much from  

            strata of memory as from layers of rock”.  

                            (Schama, 6) 

Within all landscapes, there is an aspect of the visible and the invisible; the seen and the 

unseen. A landscape is not just a physical place; it is also a many-layered reflection of 

what the viewer experiences on the inside - a merging of memory and history to create a 

landscape of the mind. To what extent can the artist, in the process of capturing a 

landscape, rewrite that interior narrative, creating an alternative way of looking? This 

essay will explore the historical, political and social changes that have occurred over the 

last 200 years in an area of South Africa formerly known as the Zuurveld, and consider 

whether art has a role in reshaping the ongoing dialogue between the people and 

communities who live there. Specifically, it will consider the impact of human 

intervention on an environment, how it can affect a landscape over time, and the various 

ways in which the artist represents this change. By identifying shared moments of 

significance between the native Xhosa tribes and the incoming 1820 British settlers, it 

will discuss how a narrative of suffering, cruelty, abuse and uncertainty has created a 

history and a present in which neither party is seen as victorious. 

Although we tend to consider history as a series of facts, it is a far more fluid concept. 

When exploring the history of a place, it is important to acknowledge the possibilities of 

abstract historical fact and accept the introduction of an alternative history (Lowy and 

Turner 107).  Three theorists form an inextricable part of this conversation: Walter 

Benjamin, Bernard Stiegler and Maggie Nelson. Each offers a different perspective on 
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how the elements of history, politics and human analysis contribute to a greater 

understanding of a particular period of time, and the role of landscape and art therein. 

Further to this, it is important to consider to what extent a people’s identity is wrapped 

up in the landscape in which they inhabit. Richard Muir’s theory on how the historical 

aspects of landscape combine with the aesthetic and topographical elements is of 

relevance here. “Landscape becomes, therefore, a significant component of the overall 

heritage which endows communities and nations with their identity” (37). Writing from a 

geographic perspective, Denis Cosgrove describes how the notion of landscape 

“denotes the external world mediated through subjective human experience in a way 

that neither region nor area immediately suggest. Landscape is not merely the world we 

see, it is a construction, a composition of that world. Landscape is a way of seeing the 

world” (13). The historian Simon Schama sees landscape as a bridge that connects 

nature and culture, creating a landscape of the mind. 

As an artistic genre, landscape is endlessly broad-reaching, encompassing notions of 

power, history, memory and aesthetics. Photographers like Timothy O'Sullivan and Mark 

Klett melded nature and documentary photography to create beautiful recordings for 

the purposes of historical preservation. Then there are historical artists like Thomas 

Pringle, Charles Davidson Bell, Frederick Timpson I’Ons and Thomas Baines, who 

painted stylised scenes of British settlers in South Africa in very theatrical poses. But it is 

the shift of landscape photography into a more honest (some would say banal) way of 

seeing which is of particular interest here. With the advent of The New Topographics: 

Photographs of a man-altered landscape, a seminal exhibition by a group of American 

photographers which included Robert Adams and Lewis Baltz, the genre took on a 

wholly different direction, focusing on the matter-of-fact and the man-made within a 

landscape. In his introduction in the catalogue of the exhibition, curator William Jenkins 

wrote: “The pictures were stripped of any artistic frills and reduced to an essentially 

topographic state, conveying substantial amounts of visual information but eschewing  
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entirely the aspects of beauty, emotion and opinion” (256-269). This deliberate starkness 

revealed a natural world eroded by industrial development, exposing the uneasy 

relationship between man and nature.  

The work of the New Topographics is now considered part of the canon of landscape 

photography, an important bridge between the traditional fine art world and the world 

of conceptual art; their influence can still be seen in the work of contemporary 

photographers who use their art to convey both personal and political messages. 

German photographer Elisabeth Neudörfl, for example, takes a topographic approach 

while incorporating aspects of documentary photography. Her method is one of 

exclusion - showing spaces, streets, street names and landscapes in such a way that we 

are left to make our own associations in her images: filling in gaps that have been 

deliberately left unseen. In this sense, the viewer becomes an accomplice in her work, 

bringing their own story to the landscape. This sense of complicity becomes particularly 

pertinent when one considers the way in which history, memory and personal 

experience shape ways of seeing in the realm of postcolonial discourse. To 

photographers like New Zealanders Mark Adams and Natalie Robertson and South 

African Cedric Nunn, who all bring attention to the relationship between coloniser and 

colonised in their work, landscape becomes a way to highlight the unseen stories within 

the dominant colonial narrative - to bring to the fore aspects of local history, culture and 

knowledge that has been suppressed or lain hidden. As Ross Gibson has said, “They 

evoke the feeling of ‘unsettled settledness’ that is popular in descriptions of the 

postcolonial condition of countries, including New Zealand and Australia, where one 

can imagine being ‘in place’ or at home only through the recognition that one is also 

‘out of place’ or unfamiliar with it” (qtd. in Message 451). 

As a first generation South African born in the Eastern Cape to British parents who 

immigrated in 1968, I share this sense of both belonging and not belonging to a place. 

While my identity has been partly formed by the British influence on the Eastern Cape, I 
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also have a half-sister who is of Khoisan heritage - the first people of the land. As such, I 

am particularly aware of the dynamic between the Xhosa, the 1820 settlers and the land 

which has both driven them apart and drawn them together. In South Africa, land 

ownership has created a passage of privilege which spans hundreds of years - it has 

become a tool with which to impress the dominance of the few over the majority, 

allowing a mass subconscious imprint to occur. To what extent can the artist recognise 

this reality, capturing how the changes in physical geography have influenced the 

personal history of the people who live there, engaging with the present and defining 

the future? This essay, and indeed my practice, both attempt to answer this question. 
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South Africa: The shifting sands of history 

In most postcolonial countries, history is not immutable fact but more a shifting debate, 

which is actively discussed between historians and politicians from both ends of the 

colonial and indigenous spectrum. It could be considered the responsibility (or indeed 

the calling) of the artist to draw attention to this dichotomy. As Jeanne-Marie Gagnebin 

commented on philosopher Walter Benjamin’s essay The Concept of History: 

 “The concern is to rescue the past in the present, thanks to the reception of a   

 resemblance that transforms them both: it transforms the past because the past  

            takes on a new form, which could have disappeared into oblivion; it transforms  

            the present because the present reveals itself as being the possible fulfilment of  

            the earlier promise - a promise which could have been lost for all time, which can  

            still be lost if it is not discovered and inscribed in the lineaments of the present”                                                                                                  

                                                                                                                           

                                                                                                                               (qtd. in Lowy 41) 

Historian-editors Hermann Giliomee and Bernard Mbenga’s The New History of South 

Africa provides a fresh insight into the country’s past, with the writers sharing research 

and constructing a narrative that had lain suppressed for many years. According to this 

text, in the late 1700s and early 1800s, the local Xhosa tribes and a few Afrikaans 

burgher families lived together fairly peaceably in the Eastern Cape, rotating their 

livestock between the Zuurveld (sour veld) in the summer and the sweet veld in the 

winter. But as the area became more densely settled, territorial disputes between the 

different communities intensified, with the burghers complaining that the Xhosa 

overgrazed, and the Xhosa struggling to understand the burghers’ need for exclusivity 

and ownership. The so-called cleansing of the Zuurveld took place from about 1811, 

when a colonial force of regular soldiers and settler militias displaced and destroyed the 

homes of some 20,000 Xhosa people, forcing them from their lands and across the 

Great Fish River. For the Xhosa, this was a declaration of war, etching out the ‘otherness’ 

of Africans and Europeans in the starkest possible way. To extend firmer control over the 
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zone, the British created a series of garrisons that ran the length of the frontier. Back in 

England, the British government was facing mounting political pressure at the end of 

the Napoleonic wars. A growing population and an increase in unemployment led to the 

government’s colonisation scheme, which enabled them to relocate the surplus 

population to the colonies. Maintaining the boundary between the Xhosa and the British 

in the Cape colony was proving a costly exercise, so the Governor of the Cape, Lord 

Charles Somerset, proposed that the settlers be allocated strategic sections of land 

along the eastern frontier. These farms formed the boundary, thus creating a human 

shield to keep the Xhosa tribespeople at bay (Hockley 23). From 1820 onwards, 4,000 

British settlers from England, Wales, Scotland and Ireland were balloted and offered the 

opportunity to farm 100 hectare plots along the border. Promised “a land of flowing milk 

and honey” by Lord Somerset’s propaganda, the reality was much different: a semi-arid 

territory that was difficult to farm, and prone to regular attacks by the Xhosa. Today, the 

land reform programme run by the South African government means the area is slowly 

being repopulated by Xhosa land owners and farmers.  

To South Africans like myself who grew up in the Eastern Cape, the evidence of British 

dominance was in plain sight: from the names of small towns like ‘Queenstown’, ’East 

London’, ‘Port Elizabeth’ and ‘Somerset East’ to the 1820 Settlers Monument, shaped like 

a ship to celebrate the arrival of the British settlers by sea. In Grahamstown, a university 

town which saw scores of students come and go each year, there were numerous 

statues lining the high street that recognised the defeat of the Xhosa. Indeed, the 

colonial narrative was so dominant that only a particular version of history was taught in 

schools - one which claimed that the land was ‘empty’ when the British arrived. Today, 

memorials are being removed, sanitised or repurposed, places are being re-named and 

the evidence of the British is slowly being eroded. I am very aware of this as I regard the 

new direction my work has taken over the past twelve months, shifting from a highly 

personal to a more politically conscious space. I am fascinated by the way land and land 

ownership has informed my personal sense of self, and how this is developing over time 

as the political landscape in South Africa changes.  As Bernard Stiegler observes, life is 
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in a constant state of flux and one’s personal relationship with one’s particular past will 

direct future outcomes. This state of flux throughout life from birth to death could be 

aligned with politics and the development of a country and its people (18). This sense of 

‘the other’, or as Stiegler would have it  “creating disgust” with anything less than the 

destruction of the other, is another key theme in my work.  

Stiegler encourages the artist to take on the role of political commentator and allow this 

to influence their art practice. In Stiegler’s view, it is the artist’s responsibility to ask the 

viewer questions that they are no longer willing to discuss because of their pre-

conceived ideas on the subject. He offers the suggestion that in spite of having 

educated cultural thinkers who are well informed, there is still a lack of understanding 

towards the majority of society who live in a state of symbolic misery marked by 

humiliation and insult (4). 

                    “I maintain that we need to return to the question of aesthetics, particularly  

                     regarding its connection with the question of politics, in an appeal to the art-  

                     world to recover a political understanding of its role. The abandonment of  

                     the question of politics by the art-world is a catastrophe” (1). 
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Landscape and photography: New Topographics 

A discussion on landscape and its tropes could not begin without referencing the 

exhibition New Topographics: Photographs of a man-altered landscape, still regarded as 

the seminal turning point in the evolution of photographic thought and practice; where 

a theoretical approach to landscape broke past conventional aesthetics which 

expressed a narrative of beauty (Nordstrom 69). It is important to acknowledge that the 

work presented in this exhibition had both artistic and historic value. The photographers 

displayed a deliberate disregard for the familiar subject of nature, disrupting the 

conventional aesthetics of landscape photography made popular by artists like Timothy 

O’Sullivan. The collective questioned this notion of sense-making, allowing a more 

mundane, unsettled construct to contextualise the work. As Pierce F. Lewis has 

observed, “All human landscape has cultural meaning no matter how ordinary that 

landscape may be. Our human landscape is our unwitting autobiography, reflecting our 

taste, our values, our aspirations and even our fears in tangible visible form” (qtd. in 

Salvesen 21). 

In Approach to Landscape, Richard Muir identifies the 1920s American geographer Carl 

Sauer’s significant shift in emphasis from landscape as a form of mere geography to one 

of cultural commentary, reconstructing the natural environment and the successive 

changes wrought upon it by human agency. Sauer explores the way in which humans 

transform the natural environment by domesticating and diffusing forms of plants and 

animals, redirecting water, and burning vegetation (15). While the temptation in 

landscape photography is towards the overly aesthetic, considering the culture and 

human geography of a place is also important - trying to help the viewer create a reason 

for being in the landscape and understanding the historical changes that have taken 

place there. By their very nature, the South African landscapes that I am exploring have 

multiple layers of history and culture tied to them. By looking through the artist’s lens at 

aspects like boundaries, monuments and constructions, and settlements which have 
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realigned and expanded in other directions, one is able to bring to life the human 

imprint on the land, exploring centuries of human exploitation, development and 

redevelopment.  In Landscape and Memory, Simon Schama explores the idea of the 

sacredness of nature - how understanding a landscape’s past traditions is a source of 

illumination for the present and the future. “Instead of being yet another explanation of 

what we have lost, it is an exploration of what we may yet find” (14). 

For me, the landscape of the Zuurveld in the Eastern Cape holds an element of 

sacredness and personal significance. Seared into my memory is a view from a ridge 

overlooking the grass plain across to the district in which I spent my childhood. Prior to 

colonisation, the Zuurveld was a land without borders, where the local Xhosa let their 

cattle roam freely. When the British settlers arrived, they created a series of structures 

and barriers, building gates, fences, houses and churches. Today, some of these remain, 

while others have been repurposed as the Xhosa return to the land. What was once so 

important is no longer so - it is being allowed to crumble and reform into something 

new. In the moment of capturing this on camera, I hope to create an alternative way of 

looking for both current generations and generations that are to come. For this to have 

any meaning, it is important not to shy away from the history of violence and cruelty 

which has shaped this land. In The Art of Cruelty: A Reckoning, Maggie Nelson considers 

the ethical convictions of art and how it arcs against the limits of the prohibited and 

permissible. Nelson observes that it is about “wading into the swamp, getting intimate 

with discomfort, and developing an appetite for nuance” (13), while referencing several 

artists whose work falls within the realm of violence and cruelty, most notably Francis 

Bacon. Bacon observed that the suffering of humanity does not upset him because 

suffering evokes a point of difference - and from that cruel difference one is able to 

make great art.  Embracing violence and suffering contains an energy that gives the 

work credibility.  
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Meaning in destruction: Lewis Baltz and Robert Adams  

This search for meaning in the midst of destruction can be clearly seen in the work of 

two of the most significant New Topographics, Lewis Baltz and Robert Adams. Both use 

photography to describe the architecture of the human landscape, considering how 

structures of control and power influence both the external and internal world. In Park 

City, Baltz depicts an alien urban environment in which human beings are deliberately 

absent, permitting the viewer to find our own dark meaning in the images. The 

philosopher and critic Gus Blaisdell sees this complicity as inherent to the success of the 

work. He quotes Rilke as saying, “the peculiar value of art [is] that it is a medium in which 

man and landscape, form and world, meet and find one another… and it is as if, by 

completing one another, they become that perfect unity, which is the very essence of a 

work of art” (qtd. in Blaisdell 220). 

Park City could be seen as a conscious critique of the effect of construction on the 

natural world. It considers the link between human purpose and pollution; how the 

planning, excavation, building, wiring and landscaping of homes also results in the 

rubbish of incompletion - piles of trash, litter, tailings and scraps that have been 

carelessly thrown away, cast aside in the “heedlessness and reckless assumption of tools 

and theirs users” (221). In this way nature is prevented from restoring itself. “Something 

restive is captured in these shameful states. Nature - our own as well as the natural - 

looms before us unreasonably afflicted” (222).  Baltz’s photographs float one after the 

other, creating a sequence of images that is neither narrative nor cyclic. We see nature 

being treated badly, with heaps piling upon heaps until any sense of possibility is utterly 

exhausted. Blaisdell suggests that his work is like a battleground, a “no-man’s land of 

scored craters, earth blasted open and the sky itself stained. Any progress is blocked, 

halted, turned aside, and thus made desperate and hysterical with fear. Consciousness 

itself becomes the broken hills and torn terrain of a war zone” (225). 
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Although the images initially appear to be spontaneous and haphazard, in fact Baltz put 

a great deal of research into photographing these particular sites, drawing on learnings 

from other disciplines like geology and psychology (225). Each photograph has been 

carefully constructed and laid into a very particular sequence in the book, guiding the 

viewer and building towards a crescendo that collectively brings meaning to the body 

of work. Baltz is less interested in the final outcome of the building of Park City and more 

in the process of transformation itself. The very experience of photographing enables 

Baltz to ask the most difficult questions that face us as human beings, absorbing the 

knowledge of expectation and depicting the ambiguity that besets the piles and heaps, 

the walls and roofs, the tracks and roads and the dust and rock. Seen this way, Baltz’s 

work is a very conscious critique of human nature and the way in which we discard and 

throw away that which we create, often digging a hole to bury our rubbish (221). 

Adjacent to this, Baltz’s contemporary Robert Adams saw landscape photography as a 

highly personal matter, where an image tells us as much about who is behind the 

camera as what is in front of it. Adams grew up and has continued to live and work in the 

American West (The Frontier), which began as an English colonial settlement where 

geography, history, culture and folklore paved the way for the great American 

expansion. Both a technician and an artist, he gave as much consideration to how to 

photograph a scene as to why he was photographing it. He talks about the vastness of a 

landscape and the many technical possibilities that present themselves when recording 

the whole view. Adams would research a site knowing its significance, yet never sure 

that he would find an image that could be deemed worthy. He said that a landscape was 

more than just geography; the more substance a place had, the more meaning the 

image would have (16). Adams believed that the chaos surrounding life and nature was 

a powerful force that attracted questions - questions that the artist attempts to answer. 

Heinz Liesbrock writes that his work incorporates human interaction within the 

environment to “recognise the wounds that our civilisation has inflicted on the 

landscape” (Gone, Afterword). He captures our seeming disregard for the interests of 
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the wider social community, drawing attention to the way in which the unregulated 

growth of cities has resulted in unimaginative developments that pollute natural spaces. 

These constructions not only display a lack of aesthetic appreciation, but also have a 

negative impact on the delicate ecological balance of the surroundings. Nevertheless, 

Adams still reveals his optimism for the area by photographing the forests and 

mountains of the Colorado with an ancient stillness and quiet, referencing Timothy O’ 

Sullivan’s grand landscapes of the West.  

Edward Hopper’s use of light is an important influence here, where the interplay 

between dark and light is used to illuminate the space in which the artist is most 

interested. Gone is characterised by shadows, the textures of grasses, bushes and trees, 

and the movement of the clouds above. There is a sense of momentarily interrupting a 

fleeting subject, of releasing the shutter without too much thought. Despite human 

evidence in the images in the form of telephone wires and boundary fences, nature is 

shown fighting back and reclaiming space in scenes of overgrown concrete verges and 

grass growing up through dirt tracks. There is a pervasive sense of hopefulness that 

there could yet be a reconciliation between man and environment. 
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The New Zealand topographic: Mark Adams 

The technical prowess and alternative way of seeing of the New Topographics is 

reflected in the work of the contemporary New Zealand photographer Mark Adams, 

who works in the space of cross-cultural convergence and settler-colonial relationships, 

demonstrating a unique understanding of the colonial gaze. Possibly best known for his 

work exploring the traditions of Samoan tattooing, it is Land of Memories and more 

recently Repatriation which is of most interest here.  In Land of Memories, Adams 

researched the effects of British colonisation in the South Island of New Zealand, 

developing close personal relationships with local Maori tribes. Although Pakeha 

himself, Adams was granted approval to photograph sites of significance by the local 

Ngai Tahu iwi, creating a body of work which Tipene O’ Regan, chairman of the Ngai 

Tahu Maori trust, describes as having “no recriminations or accusations” (Land of 

Memories, Foreword). He has captured a land “richly scarred by memories”, allowing us 

to stop and consider the past, whilst challenging ourselves to do better for the land in 

the future. As a South Islander, Adams approaches his images with a sensitive familiarity, 

showing a landscape laid bare from systematic burning and over-grazing by the early 

settlers, where native birds, trees, scrubs and tall tussocks have been replaced by 

erosion, European pines and pastoral land.  He compares this with images of more 

sustainable Maori hunting practices like eeling, where eel drains were used to capture 

only as many eels as necessary on their seaward migration.  

In Repatriation, Adams collaborated with contemporary jeweller and artist Areta 

Wilkinson, who is of Ngai Tahu origin. Over many years, they created a set of unique 

photograms of moa and other extinct bird bones, traditional tools and artefacts found in 

museums in both the UK and the South Island, which Wilkinson then sculpted into 

jewellery. In this way, Adams was able to capture the colonial essence of each artefact 

without removing them, while Wilkinson was able to produce new works from these 

absences, reconnecting her to her whakapapa (genealogy).  Adams’ work can be seen 
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as a conceptual collaboration between Maori and Pakeha, an attempt to interconnect 

layers of history to find points of intersection between coloniser and colonised, both 

accepting and recognising the damage of the past.  “If all histories are politicised, this is 

so in a special way in settler-colonial nations. In states of this kind… settlers have 

displaced native peoples, and have generally fashioned myths of national foundation 

that in some way ennoble or justify both dispossession and the creation of settler or real 

societies in another people’s land.” (Cook’s Sites: Revisiting History 8) 

Mark Adams and his American counterpart Robert Adams have a very distinct way of 

working: both are as proficient technically as they are conceptually. This is of particular 

interest to me because my background in the commercial space means I approach my 

practice in a similar way. Landscapes are carefully considered and framed before 

opening the shutter. As far as possible, perfection is achieved within the camera - 

nothing is left to chance. No image is under or over exposed; there is an understanding 

of composition and colour. In this way, technicality becomes a vehicle to creating 

emotion; it is a means of understanding both the content and the work.  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Photography as a tool of social justice: Elisabeth Neudörfl and Cedric Nunn 

The work of the New Topographics and their ilk shifted the conversation in landscape 

photography, giving artists permission to consider the space anew and paving the way 

for photographers like Elisabeth Neudorfl and Cedric Nunn. Despite working on 

opposite ends of the world, both tackle issues like social justice, symbolism and the 

relationship between landscape and culture, decoding their surroundings through their 

work and asking vital questions about humanity and our place in the world. In this way, 

landscape becomes a symbol of the way in which social orders are continually changing, 

recognising shifts in environmentalism, urban redevelopment, gender politics and 

political changes, “nudging human geography towards humanist geography”  

(Cosgrove 121). 

Neudorfl is a German artist and photographer who grew up in Berlin. In her work, she 

considers how the visible and invisible within the urban landscape forms the social 

fabric of the subject. By merging places, streets and landscapes with events that have 

taken place there, Neudorfl’s images present themselves in a factual manner that reflects 

the truth of the moment. She shoots scenes from multiple angles and exhibits them in a 

similar fashion, allowing the viewer to interact with aspects that might  otherwise have 

been missed. Using gaps and asymmetries in her installation, she creates a deliberately 

oblique treatment; cropping and powerfully abstract (often dreary) texturing vie with a 

sense of denied social context to create an interesting tension. The elusive nature of 

landscape is evident in her work, where silences and gaps reflect the dichotomy 

between what is seen and unseen. As Muir says, quoting the Chinese-American 

geographer Yi-Fu Tuan, landscape is something difficult to describe; a construct of the 

mind and of feeling (4). This deliberate invisibility creates a dialogue between human 

beings and the city, exposing expectations of objectivity and veracity. In an early 

collaboration with the photographer Bettina Lockemann, Plan, Neudorfl photographed 

empty sites in Berlin from where the Nazi’s campaign of extermination of the Jews had 
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been planned and executed.  The artists deliberately drew attention to the fact that 

these former administrative buildings, institutions and railway stations were still present 

in their city; that the memory of genocide was right there in front of people, if they only 

knew where to look (Fisher and Mennel 413). Their images avoid any direct reference to 

Nazism; they are unemotional, mundane, almost boring in their sober visual language. 

In this way, they ask questions rather than answer them, making the viewer an 

accomplice in their work. By capturing the void, they create a means for the German 

collective consciousness to reflect on their Nazi history (419).  Even the name and 

design of her work prompts a discussion. The confrontational purple cover of her book 

Super Pussy Bangkok, with its over-stylised silver typography, leads one to assume that 

the content is of a sexual nature. Instead, the book exposes the viewer to the drab 

exteriors and ramshackle architecture of Bangkok’s sex clubs which have been 

photographed in the stark light of day, forcing a re-evaluation of the content. Neudorfl’s 

photographs can be seen as a psychoanalysis of the social behaviour of the spaces and 

their inhabitants, exploring the dialectic interplay between peripheral urban structures 

and the underlying nature of a place.  

South African photographer Cedric Nunn also uses his work to bring attention to the 

invisible but in a more overtly political manner, telling the untold stories of the Xhosa 

people of South Africa. In the afterword to Unsettled: the 100 year war of resistance by 

Xhosa against Boer and British, M. Neelika Jawardane describes how Nunn, who is of 

mixed heritage, uses photography to begin a conversation around the silent narratives 

of a people, revealing the memories of those who have been erased from offical history. 

(3)  

 “What happens when the record of one’s people’s existence, of one’s sustained  

             fight to remain on one’s ancestral homeland has been all but forgotten? In the  

             absence of recorded narratives, can photography step in to reveal trauma -  
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             consisting of a network of environmental, social and economic fractures - in a   

             colonised landscape centuries after the traumatic wars leading to one’s  

             displacement?” 

        

                                                                                                                         (Jawardane 3) 

Through the medium of photography (which by its very nature captures only a single 

moment of the present) Nunn ambitiously seeks to represent and investigate the long 

and often bloody history of the Xhosa people in the Eastern Cape - a history which is 

characterised by erasure, silence and defeat (4). In this way, he considers the ethical 

convictions of art and how it can be used to push against the limits of the prohibited and 

the permissible.  His photographs show rolling natural landscapes of indigenous bush 

shaped by water and weather, bustling town centres, historic farmsteads, battle sites, 

memorials, farmland and churches - with no trace of the long and bloody wars fought 

there between the Xhosa and the British. The people too seem to show no sign of 

historic trauma - there is a sense of peace and happiness on the faces of children 

playing football on a dusty field. It is only when one looks closer that one realises that 

many of these were sites of extraordinary brutality - sites which are now poorly 

signposted and have lain long submerged in the memory of a few (12). 

This sense of invisibility and denial adds a haunting quality to the photographs, 

returning us to the site of the struggle and breaking the strict code of silence that still 

surrounds the dominant narrative in South Africa. Katherine Baxter argues that the 

apartheid system, which exposed so many South Africans to racial segregation and 

long-term abuse, caused psychological scarring which is still present in post-apartheid 

South Africa, often unseen and denied, making the trauma more severe (13). Nunn’s 

work goes some way towards legitimising their experiences, bringing to light the long-

term consequences of conquest, of one nation subsuming another. By coaxing deeply 

buried memories out of these thorny, craggy landscapes, he offers us the opportunity to 
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acknowledge and legitimise the people who lived there. As readers of the photographs, 

it is up to us to imagine a history and a time that no longer exists. “As we create a new 

narrative for this landscape, we realise that we must shift our focus from the familiar and 

call attention to things that are not present in the photograph - absences that, before, 

we never questioned” (5). Nunn writes that he came to the Eastern Cape with a 

preconceived notion of history as it was taught, informed by the conquerors of the land. 

By learning about the brutality and the duration of the conflicts between the British and 

Xhosa, he felt more informed and better able to understand the modern day South 

African complexities (8). As he says, it “is an invitation, really, for the viewer to imagine 

that history and time. To revisit the deed and recall the acts” (5). In this way, Nunn’s work 

is a powerful reminder that the past still haunts the present.  

While Nunn’s work is a passionate political statement of injustice, an acknowledgement 

of how the traumas of the past still cast a long shadow over the area (a shadow that will 

possibly never lift), my work brings another voice to this fraught discourse. The 

connection is a highly personal one: my British father, who could be considered a 

coloniser, had a ten-year relationship with a local woman who was of Khoisan descent - 

the ‘colonised’. The relationship resulted in a daughter, my half sister, who is of mixed 

heritage. Having seen first hand the destruction this sense of otherness has wrought on 

her life, and the intense anger she feels towards those who have stilled her voice and 

made her invisible, I feel a responsibility to tell our story through my work: to draw 

attention to the fact that there is no such thing as a singular truth. As a white South 

African, there is a tendency for people to make assumptions about my beliefs, my 

background and my way of seeing. My work is an opportunity to challenge these 

assumptions; to illuminate the unseen and the unexpected.  
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Reclaiming cultural memories: Natalie Robertson 

Contemporary artists working in both South Africa and New Zealand have recognised 

the impact the postcolonial experience can have on collective memory. The work of 

Natalie Robertson, an Auckland-based photographer of Ngati Poroua heritage and a 

trustee of the land through her hapū, Te Whanau a Poka, is particularly rich in this space. 

She explores the cultural interface between the descendants of the British settlers and 

the indigenous Maori in New Zealand, working with local Maori groups to develop an 

understanding of cultural memories and the importance of commemoration in Te Ao 

Maori (the Maori world).  In Road Signs, Robertson acknowledges New Zealand’s history 

and reminds us of the shared memories that manifest from everyday exposure to 

constructs of colonial power. By capturing official, mass-produced road signs at night in 

a way that the signs become luminous and suffused with new meaning, she activates our 

awareness of Aotearoa’s original guardians and affiliations. By questioning the meaning 

and impact of the act of place naming, she confronts the myths and sense of nostalgia 

that lie at the heart of white settler post-colonialism (Message 449). The geographer, 

cartographer and map historian J.B. Harley has observed that the creation of maps and 

place names - and what is included and what is left out in the process - has a political 

intention behind it. “The notion of ‘silences’ on maps is central to any argument about 

the influence of their hidden political messages….Maps… exert a social influence 

through their omission as much as by the features they depict and 

emphasise.” (Cosgrove 290).  

In her essay Are We There Yet, Kylie Message talks of a sense of an invisible history 

within Robertson’s images - one that recognises the land’s original ownership and 

affiliations, which were there before these names were used as constructs of colonialism 

and written into the new narrative of the country. “They evoke the feeling of ‘unsettled 

settledness’ that is popular in the descriptions of the postcolonial condition of countries, 
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including New Zealand and Australia, where one can imagine being ‘in place’ or at 

home only through the recognition that one is also ‘out of place’” (451). Robertson  

re-politicises something which is mundane, everyday and taken for granted, highlighting 

that, as in many post-colonial countries, the history of New Zealand is debatable, and is 

still being debated between local Maori tribes and more Westernised historians (451). 

Her work can be seen as an attempt to recover a version of history which has been lost, 

reconnecting her people to their past and creating significance within both individual 

and collective memory (454). 

In a solo exhibition at the CN Gorman Museum, Te Ahikāroa: Home Fires Burning, 

Robertson uses the revitalisation project along the Waiapa River as an opportunity to 

campaign on behalf of her Ngati Porou iwi on the east coast of New Zealand. By 

photographing the debris of trees which have been washed down the Waiapa River and 

now lie scattered over the beach at the river mouth, she draws attention to the impact  

of deforestation, linked to 1890 when the British settlers colonised the region. In the 

forward to the exhibition notes, museum director Hulleah J. Tsinhnahjinnie describes 

Robertson as an indigenous photographer who “resolutely cultivates the visual dialogue 

of cultural intersections”. Admiring the way in which her practice is devoted to recording 

the memories of family and community through the re-interpretation of traditional tribal 

philosophies, he writes about how both her images and her writing reveal a spiritual 

fortitude and political awareness, allowing the message in her work to extend beyond 

the moment (3).   

In EAST 2018, a group exhibition in Hastings with other notable artists connected to the 

Hawke’s Bay area, Robertson displayed Te Rimu, an expansive black and white work of a 

spring viewed at sunrise with ferns dipping gently in the water. Also on display was Puna 

Wai Puketapu, a stark image of a muddy patch with reeds, with Tikapa Marae, the artist’s 

ancestral meeting house, in the distance. In the process of making these works, 

Robertson traced back her family’s history and located the spring that her great-great-
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great grandparents would have used as a life-giving source of water. However, the 

process of locating the spring was far from straightforward, highlighting the gap in her 

generation’s knowledge of lakes, rivers, wetlands and springs - a loss which has come 

about following the removal of water rights by the Crown.  Like many people in New 

Zealand, Robertson can trace her family back to both colonised and coloniser. Her great-

great grandfather, George Gillespie Boyd, arrived from Scotland in 1875, when he met 

Apikara Taketake, daughter of chief Hatiwira Houkamau. Because their marriage wasn’t 

sanctioned, they were forced to leave the area, eventually buying a mansion located 

near the marshlands shown in the image.  His financial success within the Crown-

imposed land laws is laid in direct contrast to the dispossession which occurred on the 

other side of Robertson’s family, who were alienated from the water that had sustained 

them for generations. 
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In conclusion 

Landscapes, then, are both personal and political; they have a vital role to play in 

surfacing the interior narrative of a place; in the moment of capturing, landscape 

photography can create a new (or better) way of looking, helping to shape the dialogue 

between people, their communities and the spaces they live in. However, as the work of 

Mark Adams, Cedric Nunn and Natalie Robertson demonstrates, this must be done with 

authenticity and sensitivity if it is to matter; in the postcolonial context, images must 

have meaning to both landholders and those have lost land for them to have the 

potential for transformation. An important part of my practice has been working on the 

ground with descendants, establishing a relationship of trust to ensure that a lens of 

honesty overlays the work. This means not shying away from the deep-seated, often 

unseen cruelty that pervades the postcolonial landscape; in the Eastern Cape, the 

prolonged experience of violence has left people in a state of rebellion and disgust, 

wanting to eradicate a history that they see as so distasteful that they can give it  

no credence.  

While doing field work, I found myself searching for the Carlisle Bridge Tennis Club, a 

popular meeting point for local farmers. Despite having driven past it hundreds of times, 

I couldn’t find it: it had simply vanished. A passing farm labourer explained that ‘they’ 

had dug a hole and bulldozed the club into it. What they couldn’t fit in the hole, they 

had pushed to one side in a pile of rubble. There is a deep-rooted terror amongst settler 

descendants who still live in the area that the memories of the last 200 years are going 

to come to nothing; that the anger and hatred that still pervades South African society is 

going to wipe away something they hold dear. This toxic fear is eating away at the 

community, creating a sense that nothing will come right. As people emigrate and older 

descendants die off, their imprint on the land is ever decreasing. At the same time, the 

Xhosa are making the land their own again; taking on the challenge and responsibility 

of farming this dry and difficult territory. 
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As Muir and Cosgrove have observed, a person’s identity is inextricably linked to the 

landscape they inhabit. But what if the landscape has changed beyond recognition, so 

that you no longer see yourself in it? What if, because of the dominant colonial narrative, 

you never saw yourself in it? My work is an attempt to recognise that there are two 

versions of landscape; that which is intelligible to us, and that which is unintelligible. Like 

Neudorfl, attention is placed on presenting facts from which the audience can discern 

their own truth, rather than attempting to offer “false or moralistic solutions to intractable 

ethical and aesthetic problems” (12). In my practice, I concentrate on geographic details 

like boundaries, rivers, farmlands and erosion, as well as monuments, constructions and 

settlements. The exclusion of humans is intentional, drawing the viewer’s attention to the 

presence of humanity by what remains behind in the photographs. As in Baltz’s work, 

this creates a deliberate distance between the subject and the viewer, but also lures 

them on a journey of creative and destructive abstraction (226). In this context,  

landscape is not something which soothes and reassures; it is something which 

challenges our perception of ourselves and our environment. It is resolutely non-

aesthetic, moving away from the saccharine and the generalised into a more pithy 

territory, confronting Bacon’s “brutality of fact” (qtd. in Nelson 131). 

Finally, who is landscape photography for if not for the people who live in it? Both 

making the work and showing it is of vital consequence to the practitioner and those 

who are viewing it. As Robert Adams and Mark Adams have demonstrated, the very 

process of producing a photograph, of paying attention to every technical detail and 

refusing to compromise on quality, shows a sense of care - that the work is designed to 

touch people and has been created for them. In this way, the art of landscape becomes 

“a way of looking; of rediscovering what we already have, but which somehow eludes 

our recognition. Instead of being yet another explanation of what we have lost, it is an 

exploration of what we may yet find” (Schama 14). 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                    Broken Security Light 

�28



References 

Adams, Mark, and Nicholas Thomas. Cook’s Sites: Revisiting History. University of Otago Press  

            with Centre for Cross-Cultural Research, Australian National University, 1999. 

Adams, Mark, and Harry Evison. Land of Memories: A Contemporary View of Places of Historical  

              Significance in the South Island of New Zealand. Tandem Press, 1993. 

Adams, Robert. Beauty in Photography: Essays in Defense of Traditional Values.  

                Aperture, 1996. 

Adams, Robert. Gone? [Colorado in the 1980s]. Steidl, 2010. 

Baltz, Lewis, and Gus Blaisdell. Park City. Artspace Press ; Distributed by Aperture, 1980. 

Cosgrove, Denis E., and Stephen Daniels, editors. The Iconography of Landscape: Essays on the    

            Symbolic Representation, Design, and Use of Past Environments. Cambridge University  

             Press, 1988. 

Fisher, Jaimey, and Barbara Caroline Mennel. Spatial Turns: Space, Place, and Mobility in German  

            Literary and Visual Culture. Rodopi, 2010. 

Giliomee, Hermann Buhr, and Bernard Mbenga, editors. New History of South Africa.Tafelberg,  

               2007. 

Hockly, Harold Edward. The Story of the British Settlers of 1820 in South Africa. Juta & Co., Ltd,   

             1966. 

Löwy, Michael, and Chris Turner. Fire Alarm: Reading Walter Benjamin’s On the Concept  

              of History. Verso, 2005. 

�29



Message, Kylie. “‘Are We There Yet?’: Natalie Robertson’s Road Signs and the Redirection  

               of Cultural Memory.” Space and Culture, vol. 8, no. 4, Nov. 2005, pp. 449–58.  

                Crossref, doi:10.1177/1206331205280162. 

Muir, Richard. Approaches to Landscape. Macmillan, 1999. 

Nelson, Maggie. The Art of Cruelty: A Reckoning. Norton, 2012. 

Nunn, Cedric. Unsettled: The 100 Year War of Resistance by Xhosa against Boer and British.  

              Pirogue Collective, 2015. 

Roberston, Natalie. Te Ahikaroa: Home Fires Burning. CN Gorman Museum, University of  

             California Davis, 2014. 

Schama, Simon. Landscape and Memory. 1st ed, A.A. Knopf : Distributed by Random House,  

             1995. 

Stiegler, Bernard. The Hyper-Industrial Epoch, Polity Press,  2014. 

Exhibition New Topographics, editor. New Topographics: Robert Adams, Lewis Baltz,  

         Bernd and Hilla Becher, Joe Deal, Frank Gohlke, Nicholas Nixon, John Schott,  

        Stephen Shore, Henry Wessel, Jr. ; [... on the Occasion of the Exhibition “New  

        Topgraphics” ... ; George Eastman House International Museum of Photography and 

         Film, Rochester, NY, June 13 - September 27, 2009 ; Los Angeles County Museum of  

         Art, October 25, 2009 - January 10, 2010 ; Center for Creative Photography,  

         University of Arizona, February 19 - May 16, 2010 ...]. 3. ed, Steidl, 2013.

�30

https://doi.org/10.1177/1206331205280162


Bibliography 

Adams, Mark.The Captain’s Ghost. Adam Art Gallery, 2006. 

Adams, Robert. What Can We Believe Where? Photographs of the American West. Yale University  

             Art Gallery : Distributed by Yale University Press, 2010. 

Baltz, Lewis, et al., editors. Common Objects: Lewis Baltz ; Alfred Hitchcock, Michelangelo  

             Antonioni, Jean-Luc Godard  ; ... a l’occasion de l’exposition “Lewis Baltz, Common  

             Objects”, Le Bal, Paris, 23.05. - 24.08.2014. Steidl/Le Bal, 2014. 

Beinart, William, and L. E. Wotshela. Prickly Pear: The Social History of a Plant in the  

 Eastern Cape. Wits University Press, 2011. 

Blair, Sara. Trauma and Documentary Photography of the FSA. University of California Press, 2012. 

Cory, George Edward. The Rise of South Africa. Vol. 1, London, New York etc. Longmans, Green,  

              and co, 1910. 

Dingus, Rick, and Timothy O’Sullivan. The Photographic Artifacts of Timothy O’Sullivan. Univ.of  

              New Mexico Pr, 1982. 

Edwards, Isobel, Eirlys. The 1820 Settlers in South Africa; a Study in British Colonial Policy.  

             London, New York etc. Pub. for the Royal Empire Society by Longmans, Green and co,  

             1934. 

Elphick, Richard, et al., editors. The Shaping of South African Society, 1652-1840. Wesleyan  

             University Press, 1989. 

�31



Giliomee, Hermann Buhr, and Bernard Mbenga, editors. New History of South Africa. Tafelberg,  

             2007. 

Jurovics, Toby, et al., editors. Framing the West: The Survey Photographs of Timothy H.  

             O’Sullivan ; [... Accompanies the Exhibition “Framing the West: The Survey Photographs of  

              Timothy H. O’Sullivan”, Held at the Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington,  

              D.C., Yale Univ. Press, 2010. 

Klett, Mark, Kyle Bajakian, et al. Third Views, Second Sights: A Rephotographic Survey of the  

               American West. 2004. 

Klett, Mark, Denis Johnson, et al. Traces of Eden: Travels in the Desert Southwest. 1986. 

Klett, Mark, Rebecca Solnit, et al. Yosemite in Time: Ice Ages, Tree Clocks, Ghost Rivers. 2005. 

Lee, Bandy, and Lorna Collins, editors. Making Sense: Merging Theory and Practice. Peter Lang,  

                 2013. 

Le Cordeur, Basil Alexander. The Politics of Eastern Cape Separatism, 1820-1854. Oxford  

                 University Press, 1981. 

McInerney, Jeremy, and I. Sluiter, editors. Valuing Landscape in Classical Antiquity: Natural  

                 Environment and Cultural Imagination. Brill, 2016. 

Mostert, Noël. Frontiers: The Epic of South Africa’s Creation and the Tragedy of the Xhosa People.     

              Cape, 1992. 

Muir, Richard. Political Geography: A New Introduction. Macmillan, 1997. 

�32



O’Sullivan, Timothy H., et al., editors. American Frontiers: The Photographs of Timothy H.  

                O’Sullivan, 1867-1874  ; [Exhibition Presented by the Alfred Stieglitz Center at the  

                Philadelphia Museum of Art, Aperture, 1981. 

Polte, Maren, and John R. Eyck. A Class of Their Own: The Düsseldorf School of Photography.  

                Leuven University Press, 2017. 

Pringle, Thomas, and Josiah Conder. Narrative of a Residence in South Africa. Empire   

               Book Association, 1986. 

Stiegler, Bernard. States of Shock: Stupidity and Knowledge in the Twenty-First Century. Polity,  

                2015. 

Stiegler, Bernard, and Bernard Stiegler. The Hyper-Industrial Epoch. Polity Press, 2014. 

Turk, Herwig, et al. Herwig Turk: Landschaft = Labor =: Landscape = Laboratory. Edited by   

               Christine Wetzlinger-Grundnig, Verlag für moderne Kunst, 2016. 

Thompson, Leonard Monteath. A History of South Africa. Yale University Press, 1995. 

W. J. T Mitchell. Landscape and Power. University of Chicago Press, 2002. 

Walton, David. Doing Cultural Theory. SAGE, 2012. 

William A Ewing. Landmark: The Fields of Landscape Photography. Thames & Hudson, 2014. 

Wolfe, Ann M., and Nevada Museum of Art, editors. The Altered Landscape: Photographs of a  

               Changing Environment. Skira Rizzoli, 2011.

�33




