Urban imaginaries
and memories of
violence
Cape Town’s Prestwich Street Nick Shepherd and Christian Ernsten

In cities in transition the porosity is
particularly visible; it turns the whole city
into an experimental art exhibit, a place
of continuous improvisations…
Svetlana Boym1

Cape Town’s Prestwich Street is part of a
city block in Green Point, strategically located
between the central business district and the new
waterfront development at the city’s harbor. For
much of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
it lay outside the formal boundaries of the settlement. It was the site of a number of graveyards,
including the graveyards of the Dutch Reformed
Church and the military, and of numerous undocumented, informal burials. Those buried outside
the official burial grounds would have made up a
cross section of the under classes of colonial Cape
Town: slaves, free-blacks, artisans, fishermen,
sailors, maids, washerwomen and their children,
as well as executed criminals, suicide deaths,
paupers, and unidentified victims of shipwrecks.2
In the 1820s Green Point was sub-divided and
sold as real estate, in time becoming part of the
densely built urban core. In the late-1960s and
early-1970s black and Colored residents of Green
Point were forcibly removed, and relocated to the
bleak townships of the Cape Flats. Green Point is
currently undergoing a process of rapid gentrification, driven by escalating property prices.
In mid-May 2003 in the course of construction
activities at a city block by Prestwich Street,
human bones were discovered. The developer,
Ari Estathiou of Styleprops Ltd., notified the
South African Heritage Resources Agency in
accordance with the newly passed National
Heritage Resources Act (Act No. 25 of 1999),
and construction was halted. The South African
Heritage Resources Agency is the national
statutory body in charge of the protection and
management of heritage resources in South
Africa, and replaces the apartheid-era National
Monuments Council.

On 11 June exhumation of the bodies began.
Seven weeks later, on 29 July, a public meeting
was held at St Stephen’s Church in central Cape
Town. At this point the remains of approximately
500 individuals had been exhumed. Estimates
of the total number of bodies stood at 1000
(up from an initial estimate of 200), on the
1200 square meter site. The public response
was angry. The minutes of the meeting record
a ‘general feeling of dissatisfaction, disquiet
and disrespect’.3 Opposition to the exhumations
came from several quarters: community leaders,
many of whom had been active in the struggle
against apartheid; Christian and Muslim spiritual
leaders; academics from the historically-black
University of the Western Cape; heritage-sector
NGOs; and Khoisan representatives.
The Prestwich Place Project Committee (PPPC)
was launched to lodge an appeal directly to the
Minister of Arts and Culture on 12 January 2004.
They called upon the Minister to expropriate the
site and ‘to conserve Prestwich Place as a National
Heritage Site’ and a site of conscience.4 By this
stage all of the human remains on the original site
had been exhumed and were in temporary storage.
On 22 July though the developer was informed
that the appeal to the Minister had been dismissed
and that construction activities on the site could
continue.
Clearly the events around the Prestwich Street
exhumations constitute a complex playing out
of social and political interests, forces, values
and ideas. At one level they appear as a conflict
between the forces of memory and the forces of
modernization, development and urban renewal.
At another level they appear as a conflict between
the forces of civil society and various state
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Every new development means destruction
of old structures. But what happens if new
maps and new buildings disrupt unsettled
histories and memories of violent episodes
under the surface of the current city?
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agencies and institutions of governance. A third
way of characterizing the conflict would be in
terms of a dispute over the role of the sciences
in post-apartheid society, a dispute over notions
of social accountability in the sciences, and the
different interests for whom knowledge is
produced. A fourth way of framing the events is
in terms of issues of race and identity, and of
local, regional and national concerns and interests.
It is relevant, for example, that nearly all of
the archaeologists involved, the architect and the
developer are white. It is also relevant that the
majority of the members of the PPPC are Colored5
and that the CEO of SAHRA and the Minister of
Arts and Culture are black (or African, to use a
current designation).6 It is the kind of complexity
in which the New South Africa abounds, and
which has seen the convergence between new
(black) and historical (white) elites, and the
continuing marginalization of black and Colored
working classes, as was arguably the case at
Prestwich Street.
The events around Prestwich Street raise a
tangle of epistemological and ontological issues,
but these resolve themselves around a simple
set of questions: Are the bones of the Prestwich
Street dead artifacts? Or are they ancestors?
And under what conditions might they be both?
And, what of post-apartheid urban imaginaries?
Here we like to describe a large-format, glossy
brochure for ‘The Rockwell: luxury De Waterkant
living’, produced by Dogon Gavrill Properties,
the estate agents responsible for selling the
development.7 The Rockwell, which is currently
under construction on the Prestwich Street site,
will consist of 103 ‘New York-style’ apartments,
plus parking bays, a private gym, a restaurant,
a deli, and a swimming pool. The historical
point of reference for the development is the Jazz
Age of early twentieth century New York:
‘Inspired by the early 1900 buildings of
downtown Manhattan, The Rockwell displays
an inherent richness and warmth. It has been
designed to have an upmarket industrial New York
feel. Textured raw rock, brick and plaster are set
against smooth glass and tempered steel.’ This
is because: ‘At the turn of the previous century,
they did design right. Not only because it was
classical in form and function. Not only because
it was the birth of a new age and an explosion of
fresh ideas. But because they did it with soul.’
Doing it ‘with soul’ becomes a refrain, and the
rest of the brochure makes reference to ‘Rock &
Soul’, ‘Pure Soul’, ‘Rich Soul’, ‘Style & Soul’,
‘Rhythm & Soul’, and (obscurely) ‘Deli & Soul’.
The brochure continues: ‘It was the beginning
of a new era. A time of industry. It was the
industrial revolution. And with this era came the
music, the freedom of spirit and the romanticism.
It is in this spirit that The Rockwell was conceived.’
And by way of summary, it declares in bold type:
‘The craftsmanship must have character. The
design must have heart. The Rockwell has it all.’
The brochure is richly illustrated with
photographs, which fall into two types. The first
are pictures of clean, depopulated interiors.
Linen and pale wood, dusted free (as it were) of
history, of unwelcome associations, and the stain

of the earth below. The other category of pictures
illustrate the notion of ‘luxury De Waterkant living’:
caviar perched on a wedge of toast, a bowl
of ripe figs, rounds of sushi on a plate, coffee
emerging from a spigot, a reclining woman looks
out from a hot-pink boudoir.
This sort of thing is familiar from promotional
campaigns – the overblown language, the hype
and the jive – at the same time it is profoundly
jarring, not so much postmodern pastiche as a
cynical annihilation of history. The full force of
the notion of ‘forced removals’ – a phrase used
by the PPPC to describe the exhumation and
relocation of the Prestwich Street dead – strikes
home. It is as though history, memory, every
rooted association between a group of people
and a site on the landscape is evacuated, pulled
up at the roots, to be replaced by a copy-writers
whimsy. Prestwich Street becomes a site of
instantiation of a new kind of post-apartheid
urban imaginary, one in which history is imagined
by the victors and beneficiaries, and in which
victims have no place outside of the borders of
memorial parks and heritage precincts. It is also,
profoundly, a site of globalization. It has become
a commonplace that the period of political
transition in South Africa coincided with the
concerted effects of globalization. Part social
experiment, part vale of tears, Prestwich Street,
like the adjacent Waterfront, becomes a site
of instantiation of a new kind of global urban
imaginary, in which places are stripped of specific
histories and local identifications, and re-packaged
and rebranded to meet the tastes of a generalized
elite, imagined in terms of the markers of
‘cosmopolitanism’: sushi, espresso, and ‘New
York-style’ living.
This is not a new or even an unusual
phenomenon in post-apartheid society. What is
striking though at Prestwich Street is the
imminence of the materiality of the past, and the
tragic/ironic distance between the charnel house
in the ground and The Rockwell’s ‘Deli & Soul’.
What makes it different, too, is the passionate
identification of the living descendants and
inheritors of the PPPC and the felt presence of
the Prestwich Street dead, scaring and implacable
as the dead always seem, especially in their
resurfacing, but also curiously vulnerable in their
cardboard boxes.
In a specific sense the failure of Prestwich
Street is a failure for heritage managers in Cape
Town. In a more general sense, it is a failure to roll
back, in however provisional a way, a discourse
of globalization and development which sees
local histories and bodies of lived experience as
little more than resources to be mined of their
picturesque or marketable aspects and otherwise
ignored or replaced, and for which cities exist
as clusters of shopping and leisure precincts
increasingly dissociated from prevailing social
contexts. If the exemplary figure of urban
modernity in southern Africa is the figure of the
migrant worker then the exemplary figure of
this latter set of processes is the victim of forced
removals. In this, Prestwich Street stands as an
iconic instance, in part because of the multiple
removals and displacements which have

characterized the site and its histories. These
include the removal of the colonial poor to the
outskirts of the city, the forced removal of black
and Colored residents of Green Point from the
apartheid city, the removal of the Prestwich
Street dead from their site of interment, and the
replacement of local histories and identifications
by the simulacrum of The Rockwell – a chain of
displacements taking place in the margins of the
city, at the edges of empire, in the global periphery.
For the post-apartheid city Prestwich Street
is a cutting edge, always an uncomfortable place
to be. It plays itself out in terms of notions of
imagined community, the unrequited legacies of
slavery but also of forced removals, complex
negotiations between local urgencies and global
dynamics, the relation between rooted histories
and simulacra like The Rockwell, a politics which
is profound and troubling but also strategic and
opportunistic, and in terms of rival ideas of
science and a contested set of disciplinary and
institutional histories. But it is also – and preeminently – a story of state control, exercised
through the capture and institutionalization of the
dead and their possessions, the bureaucratization
of private yearnings, and the instantiation of
particular regimes of care and languages of
concern. One form of convergence between the
disciplinary interests of archaeology, architecture
and the workings of the state may be seen in
those primary means of control: the map, the
plan, the grid-line. It is the lines of the plan or
grid, finally, that determine the differential fate of
objects and consign them to particular regimes
of care. A closing image, then, as a way of taking
leave of Prestwich Street: the dead of Green
Point extend far beyond the city-block
constituted by the Prestwich Street site, a fact
which is currently causing anxiety and controversy
on the part of city manager and developers.
The interment of the dead does not respectfully
follow the lines of a map, so that bodies fall either
side of the notional boundaries that constitute
city-blocks, plots of private land, edges of streets.
Such, indeed, is the fate of a handful of the
Prestwich Street dead. 
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