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Abstract 

 
Making sense of the bioscope: The experience of cinemas in twentieth century Cape 
Town. Pinto de Almeida, Fernanda. PhD Thesis, Department of History, University of 
the Western Cape, 2019. 
 
 
 
In my thesis I focus on Cape Town’s imaginary of cinemas – popularly called 

bioscopes – within a larger historical approach to temporary film halls, picture palaces, 

atmospherics and drive-ins. My inquiry includes both conceptual and institutional 

lenses to show how cinema houses enabled particular affects, eschewed bureaucratic 

restrictions and questioned political authority over public spaces. I ask specifically: 

how did cinema help to forge audiences and political sentiment by mobilizing the 

senses? How was the public threat posed by so-called ‘flea-pit’ film halls of early 

twentieth century seemingly appeased by the private promise of the multiplex rooms 

in suburban enclosures? For this purpose, I examine the appeal of early twentieth 

century cinemas alongside their impact in the city’s geography and incipient public 

sphere to argue that cinema promoted a collective form of experience that bypassed 

both segregationist and liberal policies of governance. From the period of the Union’s 

control of leisure venues in the 1910s to the end of Apartheid’s Separate Amenities Act 

in the late 1980’s, cinemas in South Africa attracted audiences across racial 

‘communities’, eluded market and government spatial limitations, and helped to 

redefine public reception of mass media.  

  While cinema segregated its public by race for over sixty years in the Cape and 

countrywide and while, later, the provincial entertainment tax deemed cinemas too 

expensive to compete with individualized technical novelty of television, my thesis 

offers an examination of the social promise forged by cinema houses and its 
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reverberations in the present. I suggest that collective forms of viewing film still inspire 

our hopes in mass media, in their potential to mobilize collective affects and to translate 

mass publics into mass politics. Using as evidence academic and press 

media discourses on cinema, I analyze the impact of cinema desegregation in the city 

and the afterlife of its collective appeal. I trace formation of twentieth century cinema 

publics to characterize cinema as a space of both racial arrest and potential for political 

change and a standpoint from which to examine historical transformation. 

  The literature that frames my discussion reveals a reading of political aesthetics 

in the country on the one hand, and of Cape Town’s particular histories of urban 

segregation, forced removals and sites of public unrest on the other. I analyze accounts 

of cinemas that make claims onto the modernizing city, and how cinema halls, picture 

palaces, atmospherics and drive-ins became a proxy to racial discrimination, class 

distinction, market strategies and political partisanship. My approach to accounts of 

cinema’s infrastructure and its relation to both imperial and national sentiments allows 

for an analysis of spaces as cinemascapes, or assemblages of newspaper accounts, 

advertisements, photographs, footages, architectural plans and letters of state 

regulation; it also includes the material culture or “archaeology” of the remains of 

cinemas: programs, posters, tickets, equipment, furniture and other memorabilia. My 

work thus offers a theoretical approach to the sensory and political qualities of cinema 

by considering the ambivalent character of cinema houses in Cape Town and the public 

sense it both enables and forecloses. By examining cinema’s ambivalence, I offer a 

critical assessment of cinema spaces and medium in ways that eschew the charge of 

cinema as a colonial imposition as well as the uncritical celebration of its democratic 

potential.  
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Preface: The Bioscope Man 

 
  Cry not “Frustration”, shout, “What an Opportunity!” 

H.I.E. Dhlomo1  

 

The year is 1923, a critical historical marker from which to introduce the main character 

in Lance Gewer’s 1997 short film Come see the bioscope. 2 The film’s main character 

is Solomon Tshekisho Plaatje, famed South African writer, politician and intellectual, 

who sets out on his travels in South Africa’s Western Transvaal carrying a bioscope 

projector and showing films to black audiences. The bioscope is shown as a vehicle for 

Plaatje’s developing politics to overcome colonial segregation and draw rural black 

viewers “into the fold of global modernity”.3 Plaatje’s aspirations and his dream of 

itinerant exhibitions in the countryside were arguably in line with a dream of class 

upliftment, universal suffrage and the nation, which later inspired his influence on the 

future of South Africa’s liberation movement and the African National Congress.  

  The year 1923 was relevant to Plaatje’s involvement with cinema as much as 

to his political makeup.4 He returned to South Africa from his tours to England and the 

United States, where he got involved with African-American intellectual movements, 

established political exchanges with W.E.B. Du Bois and acquired films from 

Tuskegee University to become an even greater enthusiast of both rallies and reels. In 

the film, Gewer transports us to the moment in which the image of the nation in 1923 

                                                        
1 HIE Dhlomo. “Masses and the Artist”, English in Africa 4: 2, 1977 [1943], p. 61. 
2 Lucia Saks. Projecting Citizenship: Realizing Plaatje’s Vision in Come See the Bioscope”, Framework 
45, 2, 2004, pp. 24-35, 25. 
3 Liteko Modisane, South Africa's Renegade Reels: The Making and Public Lives of Black-Centered 
Films, London: Pan Macmillian, 2012, p. 21. 
4 Brian Willan, Sol Plaatje: A Life of Solomon Tshekisho Plaatje, 1876-1932. Johannesburg: Jacana, 
2018. 
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is only possible to conjure up when already embedded in the historical narrative 

familiar to accounts of South Africa’s democratic transition. In other words, cinema’s 

past appears legible at the moment of the triumph of a particular kind of nationalism 

and the sociality it both engenders and forecloses.  

 To attend to Plaatje’s projections is to come to terms with the moving image as 

a form of historical narrative that was shared publicly and collectively, illuminating 

how it was imagined as transforming thinking and seeing, and how it delineated 

particular spaces with its own mode of aesthetic “interpellation”. The value of this 

shared experience of cinema, and the kinds of publics and politics it preempts, thus 

anticipates my main concern in this thesis. I approach cinema-going as a historical 

experience, the cinema house as a historical object and the cinematic as historical 

framework to examine how writing on cinema lends itself to a reckoning with South 

Africa’s historical narratives after democratic transition.  

  The relevance of an approach that is inspired by this particular story emerges 

at a time when renewed attention is given to the production of Sol Plaatje, not only as 

journalist or cultural and political activist, but also as historian5. There is no question 

that Gewer’s film presents Plaatje’s view of history as deeply influenced by the 

political potential of cinema. In one of the film’s scenes, this historical meta-narrative 

offered by cinema becomes explicit when Plaatje interacts with an elderly man and 

asks to use the white wall of the man’s verandah to exhibit his film, to which the man 

exclaims “a bioscope show, how delightful”. Plaatje then collects the man’s “graphic 

emotive vignettes” and conjures up its scenes, seamlessly, like cinematic events.6 

                                                        
5 Peter Limb. “Sol Plaatje Reconsidered: Rethinking Plaatje’s Attitudes to Class, Nation, Gender, and 
Empire.” African Studies 62, 1, 2003, pp. 33-52, 36. 
6 Lucia Saks, Op Cit, p. 26. 
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Indeed, it is through the political and affective resonances of the itinerant bioscope that 

Lucia Saks and Jacqueline Maingard reimagine Plaatje’s legacy. 7  His bioscope 

expeditions mediate analyses of the temporality in the post-Apartheid, when the 

postscripts of nation building and national history again became pressing, and so do 

the projections of Plaatje’s utopian horizon. 

  Visually, Plaatje and his bioscope became one thing in the film. We are 

introduced to Plaatje as an “errant figure” – as Bettina Malcomess quips – who in the 

process of blurring the colonial constraints of the trajectory of the moving image 

becomes an itinerant “anticolonial hazard.” 8  The aesthetics of arrival usually 

associated with historical narratives of cinema, especially in spaces beyond the 

metropolis, is reflected in the film’s first scenes in which young children observe 

Plaatje’s entrance in the countryside in his Ford automobile. Plaatje, more than his 

bioscope, is introduced to us as an optical novelty. 

The car stops and a Black man in a well-tailored three-piece suit and 
hat, his eyes as intense as the sun, gets out and stretches. Barefoot 
children in rags giggle at the sight of the automobile, a rarity in that 
dusty patch of veld, and at the even more unusual sight of a Black man 
getting out of a car.9  
 

 “Men of cinema”, Thelma Gutsche’s historical anecdotes suggest, were 

themselves technical novelties, and caused commotion in rural villages, where “small 

children who came to stare at the strangers were induced to sell tickets, small prizes 

such as twisted wire bangles with imitation bone pigs attached, being given to the seller 

                                                        
7 Jacqueline Maingard. “Projecting Modernity: Sol Plaatje’s Touring Cinema Exhibition in 1920s South 
Africa” in Daniela Treveri-Gennari; Catherine O'Rawe; Daniella Hipkins (eds) Rural Cinema 
Exhibition and Audiences in a Global Context.  London : Palgrave Macmillan, 2018. p. 187-202. 
8 Betina Malcolmess, “Moving Image as Chronotope of the Colonial Imagination”. Unpublished Paper 
presented to the Witwatersrand Institute for Social and Economic Research, 20 March 2017. 
9 Lucia Saks. Op. Cit, p. 25 
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of the largest number”.10 This image, Lucia Saks suggests, similarly, is the anticipation 

of what conjured up a particular modern form of seeing attributed to cinema, one in 

which cinema-going appears almost pedagogical, with the bioscope man explaining to 

the children what a bioscope is.  

  But Plaatje, the film character is not only reckoning with what the bioscope is, 

but also with whether the bioscope can leverage the promise of technological 

modernity for black audiences, and scenes of his bioscope are juxtaposed with Plaatje’s 

political action at the outset of the infamous Natives Land Act of 1913, that restricted 

the access of land to Africans.11 It was the first time, since the formation of the Union 

of South Africa in 1910 that the law prescribed territorial segregation. The film is thus 

also reckoning with a form of aspirational optimism in relation to cinema and in 

agreement with Plaatje’s stereotypical image of a class-mobile politician. Plaatje 

himself had been part of a cinematic piece, playing the part of an African warrior in a 

Pathé production and reimagining cinema’s postcolonial role as “he value[d] 

Shakespeare’s non-racialism but loathe[d] contemporary British cinematography 

depicting Africans as savages.” 12  His class sensibilities at times seemed short of 

realpolitik cachet and his dream of black modernity captured what was ideologically 

fruitful and politically sterile about liberal democracy.   

                                                        
10 Thelma Gutsche, The History and Social Significance of Motion Pictures in South Africa, 1895-
1940. Cape Town: 1972. 
11 This is of course, only the culmination of the systematic colonial encroachment that resulted in 
massive black dispossession. The demand for labor was exacerbated after the abolishment of slave trade 
in 1807 and as early as 1820 thousands of British families are sent to the Cape to work and secure land. 
In 1828 indigenous groups of the Cape were granted emancipation and in 1838 slaves were freed in 
British colonies, upsetting Dutch speaking farmers, who migrated North. In 1853 although a ‘nonracial’ 
franchise gained momentum by 1870s it became constantly under threat. In the 1910 under the Union 
of South Africa, the Cape Colony became the Province of Cape of Good Hope, where land ownership 
was criteria for franchise and therefore in breach of the Union’s law. 
12 Peter Limb Op Cit, 2003. p. 36.  
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  If cinema represented the liberal aspirations Plaatje shared with his African-

American counterparts such as W.E.B. Du Bois,13 his appreciation of the medium 

approached the historical experience of cinema modernity in ways that could escape 

the competing conceptual frames of both African nationalism and Marxism.14 In line 

with Plaatje, his contemporary, South African playwright and writer H.I.E. Dhlomo 

likened the cinematic drama to that of African traditional dramatic forms, making an 

interesting distinction between the historical play and the imaginative play, and 

identifying the latter with the cinematic desire of conveying an image of the past not 

as it happened, but as one wished it happened.15 By placing drama as the ideological 

stage of black modernity, Ntongela Masilela argues that Dhlomo pushed the concerns 

of the New African intellectual movement from politics to aesthetics.16 In effect, by 

equating the cultural forms of African art and that of the moving image, these artists 

and intellectuals looked for representational modes that could resolve or circumvent 

the framework of tradition versus modernity.  

  So, if modernity and mobility in cinema have been associated with a mode of 

aesthetic resistance for both audiences and filmmakers, the “critical potency” of 

cinema, I argue in this thesis, declined precisely at the peak of its liberal potentialities.17  

The cultural heterogeneity of cinema, based on Apartheid’s relentless production of 

difference, prevented cinema from forming culturally homogenous masses, in the 

Bordieuan sense, through which South African cinema-goers could experience “traces 

                                                        
13 For a longer, in depth account of the relationship between W.E.B. Du Bois and Sol Plaatje, see Brian 
Willan. Op. Cit, 2018. 
14  Ntongela Masilela, ‘Ernest Mancoba: A New African Artist’, in Bridget Thompson (ed). In the Name 
of All Humanity: The African Spiritual Expression of Ernest Mancoba, Cape Town: Art and Ubuntu 
Trust, 2006. 
15 H.I.E. Dhlomo, “Drama and the African”. English in Africa 4, 1977, 3 –8, 3 
16 Ntongela Masilela, Op Cit. 2006 
17 Litheko Modisane, Op Cit, 2012 
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of political consciousness embedded in the emergent cultural practice of film 

spectatorship”. 18  In the early travels of cinema, Malcomess suggests, one “was 

connected to the moving of the camera, the increasing freedom to create a scene out of 

technological arrest of one shot.”19 Yet, albeit the freedom that the moving camera 

once promised, it is hard to appreciate today a form of social and racial equality merely 

through cinema and its public formations.  

  In the 1930s and 1940s cinema moved indoors to become a “fixture of mass 

leisure” and a consolidated middle-class pastime.20 The Defiance Campaigns of the 

early 1950s changed the ANC tone towards political violence against Apartheid, which 

culminated in the infamous New Brighton riots in Port Elizabeth, a moment I approach 

further in this thesis. In the riots, newspapers described with a degree of hysteria how 

a crowd reportedly set fire to New Brighton’s Rio Cinema, killing its workers and a 

white manager who refused to stop a projection, as he believed protestors would spare 

his cinema. The image of the burnt cinema was a public testimony of the destruction 

that supposedly uncontrolled masses were capable of, and turned cinema into a de-

facto cautionary tale of the dangers of white liberalism and racial tolerance that New 

Brighton once symbolized.21  

  In 1959, American filmmaker Lionel Rogosin’s film Come back, Africa was 

made one year before the infamous Sharpeville Massacre, an anti-pass demonstration 

with over six thousand protestors, and sixty-nine people killed in its wake. Cinema’s 

                                                        
18 Glenn Reynolds, “Image and empire: cinema, race and the rise of mass black spectatorship in 
Southern Africa, 1920–40”, Ph.D. dissertation, State University of Stony Brook, 2005, p. 3. 
19 Bettina Malcolmess, Op Cit. Unpublished.  
20 James Burns, Cinema and Society in the British Empire, 1895–1940, p. 3. 
21 Baines, Gary 1996 “Community Resistance and Collective Violence: The Port Elizabeth Defiance 
Campaign and the1952 New Brighton Riots”, South African Historical Journal, 34:1, 1996. pp. 39 — 
76. See also Vuyisile Msila. A Place to Live: Red Location and its history from 1903 to 2013. 
Stelllenbosch: Sun Media, 2014. 
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technical prowess and political possibilities were again conflated, with Bloke 

Modisane noting how Rogosin’s mode of filmmaking allowed the latter, a white man, 

to “feel the heart-beat of the Africans”.22 Yet, it is almost impossible to measure the 

political reverberations of cinema in what later became a mainly urban, bourgeois, 

mostly – but certainly not exclusively – white mode of entertainment. Freedom of 

movement and class mobility meant more than a linear, all too liberal political 

trajectory, as it also curtailed cinema’s political potentialities as a cultural form at the 

heart of the Afrikaner ethno-nationalist regime, which, as Tomaselli suggests, wished 

to “arrest the march of modernity”.23  

  By revealing Plaatje’s ideological ambivalence, Gewer’s film captures the 

desire for an alternative narrative, one that could avoid the idea of cinema’s political 

marginality that is neither an uncritical accusation of cinema as a mechanism of 

colonial modernity nor a celebration of its democratic potential. My thesis follows a 

similar path, with cinema houses presented as a historical standpoint from which to 

examine the transformations from colonial segregation to Apartheid and to 

desegregation from and within cinemas. While stories of cinema in South Africa appear 

more complex than any of its political reverberations, cinemas nonetheless seem to 

cohere around particular ideological projects, even those for whom the burgeoning 

mass audiences and mass politics were not entirely ‘revolutionary’. 

                                                        
22 “I took him into the shebeens which were reeking with sweat and the smell of stale beer to listen to 
the people talking, sometimes with bitterness but always with humour, about the injustice, the misery, 
the poverty which was a part of their lives…By the time he was ready to start filming we had accepted 
him as an African, conditioned him to see black, to feel black and to react black…” Modisane, Bloke. 
Blame Me on History. Dutton, 1963, p. 280, emphasis added. 
23 Keyan G. Tomaselli, “Paradigms in South African Cinema Research: Modernity, the New African 
Movement and Beyond.” Communicato: South African journal for communication theory and research. 
34: 1, 2008. pp. 130-147. 
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  In the following pages, I examine to what extent cinema discourse has been 

limited to an aspiration to universalism, which stories of cinemas in Cape Town and 

South Africa both intersect and complicate. I suggest that it is not enough to dissociate 

cinema from these main narratives but to take the political implications of their claims 

seriously in order to examine what Litheko Modisane calls cinema’s “public critical 

potency”.24 I propose an analysis of cinema through the historical experience of cinema 

houses, beyond the scope of audience studies, a strict space analysis and the abstract 

framework of “vernacular modernisms”.25 Bhekizizwe Peterson’s portrayal of Herbert 

Dhlomo as a writer who “orders history out of nonsense”26 is particularly poignant, and 

using Plaatje’s formulation, I ask what it demands from us to order history back to its 

senses.27 

  Through a theoretically informed historical materialist analysis, my project 

offers insight into the kinds of politics that cinema houses inspire at different historical 

times. It also examines how cinema figures in the translation of mass publics into mass 

politics and shifting concepts of a cultural and political authority. How, I ask, has 

cinema apparatus wandered throughout cities and towns before setting itself as a 

regulated place so charged with political promise that it too – perhaps more so than the 

films alone – conjured up a public critical potential. 

 

 

  

                                                        
24 Modisane, Litheko Op. Cit, 2012.  
25 Rosalind C. Morris. “Vernacular Modernism and South African Cinema: Capitalism, Crime, and 
Styles of Desire.” Wollaeger, Mark and Matt Eatough (eds). The Oxford Handbook of Global 
Modernisms. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012. 
26 Peterson, Bhekizizwe. “‘The Black Bulls’ of H. I. E. Dhlomo: Ordering History out of Nonsense.” 
English in Africa, vol. 18, no. 1, 1991, pp. 25–49.  
27 Solomon Plaatje, Native life in South Africa, Picador, 2007 (1915), p. 365  
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 1 

INTRODUCTION: MAKING SENSE OF CINEMA 

 

The persistent appeal of cinema houses remains largely an understudied dimension of 

African cinema studies. Renewed attention to inactive historical cinemas in African 

cities has nonetheless animated approaches to cinemas beyond film analysis and a 

contemporary scholarly turn to cinemas and their afterlives. 1  Ghanaian-American 

filmmaker Akosua Adoma’s move to Ghana to revive Accra’s iconic Rex Cinema is 

perhaps a pivotal moment of this turn: Adoma’s crowdfunded campaign to “save” the 

old Rex positions the derelict cinema at the center of independent Ghanaian public 

culture and the filmmaker’s aesthetics of a national folktale. 2  In Angola, director 

Miguel Hurst’s visual evocation of old cinemas charted the ideological underpinnings 

of Luanda’s modernity as “fictions of freedom” of a country on the brink of 

independence. 3  The cinemas of Northwest Africa similarly figure not as mere 

monuments of French domination but their revival channels forms of cultural 

resistance and the disruption of colonial temporalities.4 In South Africa, Kemang Wa 

Lehulere and Ilze Wolff’s video installation on the facade of the former Alabama 

Cinema in Cape Town reimagines a bygone era’s “entertainment sanctuary” amidst 

                                                        
1 Notable examples are work by Bill Nasson, and more recently by Brian Larkin, Laura Fair, James 
Burns, Charles Ambler and Jacqueline Maingard. Bill Nasson, "She preferred living in a cave with 
Harry the snake-catcher": towards an oral history of popular leisure and class expression in District Six, 
Cape Town, c.1920s-1950s. In Nasson, History matters: selected writings, 1970−2016. Penguin Books. 
2016; Brian Larkin. Signal and Noise: Media, Infrastructure, and Urban Culture in Nigeria. Durham, 
N.C.: Duke University Press, 2008; Laura Fair. Reel pleasures: cinema audiences and entrepreneurs in 
Twentieth Century urban Tanzania. Athens: Ohio University Press, 2018; Charles Ambler. “Popular 
films and colonial audiences”. American Historical Review 106: 1, 2001. pp. 86-105; James Burns, 
“Cape Town bioscope culture and The Rose of Rhodesia” in Screening the Past. Summer, 2009; 
Jacqueline Maingard. “Cinemagoing in District Six, Cape Town, 1920s to 1960s: History, Politics, 
Memory.” Memory Studies, vol. 10, no. 1, Jan. 2017, pp. 17–34. 
2  Zachary Rosen. “Reimagining Ghana’s Cinemaspace”. Africa is a country. 4 November 2013. 
Available at: https://africasacountry.com/2013/11/reimagining-ghanas-cinemaspace 
3 Walter Fernandes and Miguel Hurst. Angola cinemas. Steidel, Goethe Institute-Angola, 2015. 
4 Patricia Caillé, “Cinemas of the Maghreb: Reflections on the transnational and polycentric dimensions 
of regional cinema”, Studies in French Cinema, 13:3, 2013: 241-256. 
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Apartheid’s forced removals.5 These studies and artistic interventions, among others, 

inspired me to reconsider the figure of the cinema house in its social complexity and 

historical interest, many decades after its seeming demise in Africa and worldwide.   

 This thesis, therefore, considers the political relevance of cinema houses at a 

moment when cinema’s gesture towards a socially just future seems to have stalled, 

with cinema itself seemingly surpassed. I consider both the aesthetic pedagogies that 

cinema offered, and what cinema comes to represent at the moment of its passing when, 

at least in South Africa, “the struggle” is over and democracy achieved. I attend not 

merely to the past, but to the past hopes that this medium-- the cinema house as much 

as the film -- made possible.  While a number of approaches to cinema houses focus 

on cinemas’ afterlives, in film scholarship these projects of recuperation are usually 

associated with the rise and collapse of Hollywood cultural hegemony and its nostalgic 

appeal. An alternative tradition that focuses on cinema memory leans on continental 

philosophy and attempts to differentiate European from American cinema trajectories 

and to reflect a concern with the cultural basis of class stratification. In this regard, I 

engage quite centrally with the work of Siegfried Kracauer and his cultural analysis of 

picture palaces in Weimar Germany, and Walter Benjamin’s focus on cinema’s 

modern, technological forms and the democratic potential of cinema experience in the 

Western European metropole.  

Their approach illuminates the historical constitution of cinema as form, tracing 

the social and technical assemblage that compose a “sense” of cinema, focusing on the 

cinema house and the formation of its publics, by probing the assumed encroachment 

of colonial cinema’s arrest of the senses. South Africa, as I will demonstrate, presents 

                                                        
5 Ilze Wolf and Kemang Wa Lehulere. “Pumflet: Daar Gaan Die Alabama”. 
https://pumflet.wordpress.com/2016/09/20/daar-gaan-die-alabama 
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an appropriate space for understanding the entanglement of cinema in different 

moments of colonial life and politics, from cinema’s early kinship with the South 

African War - the first war to be captured on film - to colonial segregation and 

Apartheid’s attempt to reshape the relation between politics and the senses.  

  Considering that the origin of South African cinema is often conflated with film 

production as its technological basis and that its material foundation is usually framed 

by the financial expansion of gold extraction in the Witwatersrand, I examine how the 

war and the early disputes over urban leisure spaces positions the Cape – the province 

of which Cape Town was the major city and capital – at the center of that history. 

Hence cinema houses in Cape Town figure in my thesis at the intersection of politics 

and the senses, and I trace the different modes of dissociation of notions of cinema 

from film alongside attempts to appropriate the senses cinema enables beyond film 

viewership. My analysis privileges the mediation of cinema houses’ politico-aesthetics 

and the specificity of cinema’s cultural forms that both converge with the theoretical 

tradition of the Frankfurt School and expose the latter’s postcolonial and contemporary 

limitations. Whereas a focus on audiences became a concern for recent cinema studies 

and while, particularly in South Africa, this represented a return to the privileging of 

first-hand testimony and oral histories, I propose an approach to African cinema that 

considers the imaginaries of bioscopes under the auspices of war, statecraft and what 

James Genova aptly describes as “cinema industrial complex.”6 

  Drawing upon research in West Africa, Genova suggests that an industrial 

complex is formed as a combination of film artistry and cinema’s industrial 

infrastructure which represents the metropolitan monopoly over cinema. Not irrelevant 

                                                        
6  James Genova. Cinema and development in West Africa. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
2013.p. 20. 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/ 
 



 4 

to my project, the concept of industrial infrastructure presents a challenge to cinema 

research in Africa, as already implying a conceptual dependence on the notion of 

industrial modernity. By presenting the history of Cape Town as engendered in 

cinema’s colonial formations rather than presenting history as a context for cinema’s 

development, I propose that a critical approach to the cinema might offer a way out of 

such conceptual impasse. In South Africa, early contours of a cinema industry were 

formed by disputes over state nationalist projects and their resistance or allegiance to 

British imperialism on the one hand, and, on the other, the challenges of the formation 

of black and postcolonial audiences. In presenting these disputes as constitutive of the 

sense of cinema, my thesis focuses on cinema venues as both nodes of social and 

cultural life, as Laura Fair notes on cinemas in Tanzania, and, as Brian Larkin argues 

on the cinemas in Nigeria, as immaterial infrastructure.7  

This is consistent with my first encounter with discourses of cinema in South 

Africa in government records and scholarly and media accounts in which cinema is 

characterized as a space of both arrest – by which I mean fixity and the categorical 

confinement of people to racial place — and transformation — by which I mean the 

declining fixity of these racial categories. While cinema refers to a particular 

assemblage of various means and technical apparatuses, the question of how people 

make use and attribute meaning to encounters with technology, as Marissa Moorman 

writes on radio broadcasting in Angola, is a human problem.8 In this sense the cinema 

house, I argue, constitutes a privileged vantage point from which to recognize social 

                                                        
7 Brian Larkin. Signal and Noise: Media, Infrastructure, and Urban Culture in Nigeria. Durham, N.C.: 
Duke University Press, 2008, p. 5. And Laura Fair. Reel pleasures: cinema audiences and entrepreneurs 
in Twentieth Century urban Tanzania. Athens: Ohio University Press, 2018, p. 4. 
8 Marissa J. Moorman. Powerful frequencies: State Power, and the Cold War in Angola, 1931–2002. 
Ohio University Press, 2019, p. 4. 
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disjuncture in twentieth-century Cape Town and to reconsider the political valences of 

cinema’s aesthetic forms. Such institutional understandings of cinema take shape 

amidst fundamental changes in the form of Cape Town’s urban fabric and the nature 

of its collective spaces that reveal how cinema was imagined, characterized in 

bureaucratic processes and, with varying degrees of success, instrumentalized for 

political aims. For this purpose, I situate varied intellectual framings of cinema by 

scholars, writers and journalists in relation to historical transformations in cinema’s 

sensorial apparatus, ranging from cinema’s itinerant exhibitions to projections in 

makeshift stores and town halls, picture palaces, neighborhood “bioscopes” and drive-

ins.    

I question, firstly, how cinema houses were able to produce an alternative vision 

to the state’s mandate to racially confine and contain and, secondly, how later cinemas 

in the Cape provided conditions to circumvent Apartheid legislation by producing a 

fertile ground for desegregation. While cinemas were ostensibly characterized as 

places that profited from a form of political “escapism”, I examine this assumption in 

relation to cinema houses’ builders, managers and publics, in their attempt to bridge 

legislation that prescribed cultural taste according to racial categories to the detriment 

of the majority of the country’s potential publics. Cinema’s perceived escapism also 

informed a suspicion of cinema’s ability to forge critical audiences at different epochs 

and regimes, and to sustain modes of political resistance. I conclude by suggesting that 

cinema houses in Cape Town are spaces that enable particular kinds of public 

formations by mobilizing both senses of publicness and exclusivity.  

 Departing conceptually from Thelma Gutsche’s seminal 1946 thesis – arguably 

the founding text of film studies in Africa – I draw upon Ntongela Masilela’s reading 
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of Gutsche’s continued importance in offering a foundation for understanding how 

cinema participated in the making of modernity and thus offering a representation of 

worldly experience.9  There is much to be said about her positioning cinema in relation 

to, or making claims on South African ‘modernity’. 10  I rely on Gutsche’s text 

particularly in my first two chapters, in which I draw extensively on her research and 

in particular on the numerous instances of the experience of cinema she finds in 

newspapers between 1910 and late 1930s. Her descriptions allow us insight into how 

cinema was imagined in its early years in Cape Town. However, I recognize that 

Gutsche is anchored in a particular moment of the end of Cape Liberalism and in the 

perception of the need for “enlightened” English speakers to assert their cultural 

superiority over Afrikaner nationalist aspirations while proposing assimilationist 

policies of cultural ‘inclusion’ of black cinema publics. Ironically, this view is also part 

of what Gutsche recognized as processes of rationalization of cinema in attempts to 

homogenize film experience. Thus, as Masilela evocatively suggests, the relevance of 

Gutsche’s work lies precisely in “the enrichment of our sensibility through the feel for 

the historicity of forms.”11 

 What I propose in the following sections is an introduction to the three main 

analytical registers around which I organize my approach to Gutsche’s text and my 

own archival, newspaper and other sources of evidence, including memoir and 

                                                        
9 Thelma Gutsche’s 1946 UCT thesis was published almost entirely unchanged in book form in 1972. 
In 2000, Ntongela Masilela would call her “our great cultural historian of film”. See Thelma Gutsche. 
The History and Social Significance of Motion Pictures in South Africa. Cape Town: Howard Timmins, 
1972.  Also cf. Ntongela Masilela, “Is there a South African National cinema?”, In T. Hensel, H.U 
Reck, S. Zielinski, & V.W Konig (Eds.) Lab 6: Jahrbuch 2000 für Kunste und Apparate (2000 
Yearbook for Art and Technology), 2000. 
10 Ntongela Masilela. Thelma Gutsche: A great South African film scholar, Critical Arts, 14:2, 2000, 
49-78, p.65. 
11 Masilela, Op cit., 2000, p.86, emphasis added. 
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memorabilia. The first section considers cinema as a place that informs processes of 

sense-making and inhabitation, with cinema’s own modes of perceptual apprehension 

and therefore requiring a definition of a notion of “experience” – so valuable and yet 

contentious in historical writing. The second section considers the specificity of the 

cinema house, its functioning and regulations, alongside the historicity of its discrete 

elements. The final approach addresses the question of historical reflexivity, 

considering the material and conceptual merits of examining cinema history through 

allegory and, conversely, of turning cinema into an allegory of history. This means to 

reimagine the cinema house as a lens, and therefore a method, which historically 

organizes different modes of sensory making. This approach fundamentally determines 

my reading of the nexus between rationalization of cinema – through the containment, 

management and policing of venues – and cinema’s public formations, and justifies my 

theoretical privileging of Kracauer’s cultural critique.  

 

Bioscopes and war  
 
It is unsurprising that the first cinema houses in the Cape are said to inherit their sense 

of novelty and technological amazement from the technical ambitions of the war. A 

representation of cinema as an antidote for war and political unrest, and also in 

ownership of a perceived cultured minority, marks much of Thelma Gutsche’s writing 

and constitutes the founding myth of South Africa’s bioscope era. Cinemas embodied 

what could be called an “aesthetic of arrival”: a sense that articulates both cinema’s 

promise of local publics of experiencing a South African novelty and of claiming a 
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position on the global stage.12  In the Cape, which in the early twentieth century 

proportionally houses the majority of the country’s – and the continent’s – cinemas, 

cinema-going was a symbol of worldliness in the sense that it allowed the first-hand 

experience of the war and its mechanical wonders and all things scientific, including 

the now ubiquitous electricity. The conflation of early cinema developments and the 

war marks the aesthetic ambition of cinema houses and endows Cape cinemas in 

particular with a sense of both metropolitan status and worldly amazement.   

  In the mythology of early cinema, the public appears as unruly and unwieldy. 

Early cinema is presented as struggling for the attention of early urban audiences. In 

South Africa, troubled times framed the entry of cinema, which is held to begin when 

a famed German illusionist called Carl Hertz shipped the cinematograph from London 

to Johannesburg and began a tour of South Africa in 1896. Amidst projections the 

northwest region that comprised the Transvaal Republic survived a political raid and a 

failed attempt to overthrow its president. Colonialist Cecil Rhodes resigned as the 

prime minister of the rival Cape Colony and political unrest took the stage outside, 

unaware that a new world was being conjured up in the illusion-machines brought by 

metropolitan dispatch. Certainly, it seems indisputable that the world of moving images 

hit Cape halls that were already marked by the South African War and thus heavily 

charged with political unrest. While cinema’s early forms were the main attraction in 

Hertz’s phantasmagorias and spiritual seances, cinema was deployed in war coverage 

and propaganda. Once transported beyond the battlefields and into the incipient cultural 

realm of the new Union formed in 1910, projections drew upon a colonial public by 

                                                        
12 Ravinder Kaur, Thomas Blom Hansen. “Aesthetics of arrival: spectacle, capital, novelty in post-
reform India”, Identities, 23:3, 2016, p. 265-275. 
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plugging into a theater public and a country where “[t]here was hardly a dorp that did 

not have its drama circle.”13 

  And yet, the juxtaposition between the aesthetic and spatial forms in cinemas 

in twentieth century South Africa produced an uncanny effect: these were places where 

the promise of cinema to transport the audience elsewhere was consistently betrayed 

by being fixed geographically and temporally, as a part of a racially segregated 

audience. Francis Nyamnjoh suggests that media studies in Africa risk essentializing 

this fragmented public sphere, not only flattening the formation of differences as 

cultural but also celebrating uncritically the relationship between cinema “modernity” 

and liberal democracy. 14  The study of media presents a double-bind: one that is 

reflected in the way in which we conceive social theory and also reflects the core of 

the political direction of mass publicity. Cinemas provide a language for writing about 

the relation of social formations and its cultural products; at an epistemological level, 

the framing of cinema is bound to the forms of mediation that cinema itself 

inaugurates.15   

 Looking into the competing paradigms of cinema history from the ideological 

vantage of films and the film industry, Keyan Tomaselli suggests that the writing of 

cinema re-inscribes the political valences of modernity in various ways and for various 

ideological persuasions 16  He contends that nationalism mobilized Afrikaner 

disadvantage and dispossession turning cinema into a proxy for industrial democracy. 

                                                        
13 Thelma Gutsche, op cit, 4 
14 Francis Nyamnjoh. “De-westernizing media theory to make room for African experience”. In Herman 
Wasserman (ed.) Popular Media, Democracy and Development in Africa. London: Routledge, 2011. 
pp. 19-31. 
15 William Mazzarella. Censorium: Cinema and the Open Edge of Mass Publicity. Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2013. 
16 Keyan Tomaselli.. “Popular Memory and the Voortrekker Films.” In Critical Arts: A Journal for 
Media Studies 3:3, 1985, pp. 15- 21.  
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It is not irrelevant that Tomaselli interprets Afrikaner nationalism’s relationship with 

cinema as in the service of a form of fetishization of a purported pre-modernity, or 

ability to slow down modernity by proposing an alternative cultural formation. While 

recognizing this theorization, I argue that the cinema house and film should not be 

conflated, even if, at certain historical moments, they come into articulation. This 

theoretical position establishes the cinema house as a means to read Cape Town and its 

emergence as a multiracial port-city. The cinema house works at times to dissolve and 

at others times to reinforce racial and class barriers, and thereby shape the experience 

of modernity in specific ways. These ways relate to, but are not identical to Kracauer’s 

reading of cinema in modernity, which he identifies as “elevating distraction to the 

level of culture”.17 I will show that we have to attend to the effects of the cinema house 

as a form in a manner that the Frankfurt school drew our attention towards, but that in 

Cape Town -- amid the draconian Group Areas Act and “train apartheid”-- the sense of 

cinema generated is different to that described in Berlin and Paris. 

  South African writing offers us an initial sense of the specificity of Cape Town 

cinema. Bill Nasson has shown how cinema helped to produce the very categories of 

interior and exterior that helped to frame a historical approach to cinema.18 The lack of 

strict separation between home and street in certain places in twentieth century Cape 

Town, prompted Willem Steenkamp to described the streets of the city in the early 

twentieth century as the “poor man’s bioscope”.19 If cinemas were presented in a grand 

narrative of the possibilities and shortcomings of a project of colonial modernity, in 

Cape Town the cinema appears within political gestures that privilege class formation, 

                                                        
17 This famous formulation is from Kracauer’s notion of the mass cinema as both reflecting and 
generating a form of ‘cult of distraction’, which I will explore throughout my thesis. 
18 Bill Nasson. Op cit. 2016. 
19 Willem Steenkamp. Poor man’s bioscope. Cape Town: Howard Timmins, 1979. 
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class consciousness and stratification along racial lines. Premesh Lalu’s recent analysis 

articulates how Apartheid’s attempt to spatially confine aesthetics was never adequate 

to contain the political potential of art to transcend rigid regulation on its publics. This 

creates the conditions for the possibility of overcoming Apartheid’s reification of 

difference as racial and Apartheid’s seizing of the senses.20  

   The curation of images, texts and artistic renditions of cinema form what can 

be called cinemascapes: aesthetic and architectural formations often charged with 

politicizing publics in ethno-nationalist strategies or depoliticizing publics in neoliberal 

arrangements. This concern, not unlike theoretical interventions in the traditions of 

critical theory, recast the famed reading of the aesthetic inspired by the debates about 

cinema within the Frankfurt School, now under colonial lenses. As dated as this 

approach may appear to some, it seems relevant to position cinema houses’ demise not 

least because cinemas represented varied cultural formations that compose South 

Africa’s so-called politics of leisure. 21  Moreover, such debate is central to my 

theoretical and methodological concerns, as it allows us to ask whether the cinema as 

a popular medium could produce the kind of mass public that Benjamin anticipated, 

regardless of the content of films, and whether the mere act of collective participation 

in a shared space lives up to the promise of creating the potential for democratic 

politics.22  

                                                        
20 Premesh Lalu. “The Trojan Horse and the Becoming Technical of the Human”. In Van Bever Donker 
M., Truscott R., Minkley G., & Lalu P. (Eds.), Remains of the Social: Desiring the Post-Apartheid 
Johannesburg: Wits University Press, 2017. 
21 Bhekzizwe Peterson, “The Politics of Leisure during the Early Days of South African Cinema,” in 
Isabel Balseiro, Ntongela Masilela, eds. To Change Reels: Film and Film Culture in South Africa. 
Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2003, p. 31. 
22 Walter Benjamin “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” In Illuminations. New 
York, Schocken Books, 1968, pp. 217-251. 
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  Critically, the moment of post-apartheid coincided with the demise of a certain 

political aesthetic that the cinema inspired and with the rise of class formations that 

began to be reimagined through de-racialized forms of consumption. These forms of 

consumption are now not only conspicuous – as Deborah Posel’s recent writings 

suggest – but also far more individual: having “made it” appears in this new landscape 

of leisure consumption as a way out of the kinds of racially bound communities 

engendered by Apartheid. 23   Whereas in other places television, VHS, DVD and 

streaming programs point to ‘escapes’ of neoliberal forms of consumption, in  South 

Africa’s post-apartheid city they signaled a refusal of cinema’s segregated status. 

Could particular cinemas have produced racially and politically oriented publics, as 

Litheko Modisane suggests in relation to films?24 And if so, to what extent was cinema 

able to defy some of the projections of social and spatial fixity in colonial publics, or 

was it to enable, alongside a fractional counter-public, a large politically compliant 

public?25 

  Furthermore, a turn to cinemas and their publics can help us place accounts of 

cinema in Cape Town in the city’s urban historiography as well as the formations of 

race and class in the early twentieth century. Racial segregation before Apartheid, 

particularly as a manifestation of what Maynard Swanson famously called the Cape’s 

‘sanitation syndrome’, places cinemas in a special relation with urban topography and 

sheds light onto Cape Town so-called “unique case” of segregation. This is particularly 

relevant in the context of the Cape Town’s assimilationist form of liberalism and the 

                                                        
23 Deborah Posel, “Races to Consume: revisiting South Africa’s history of race, consumption and the 
struggle for freedom”, Racial and Ethnic Studies, 33: 2, 2010. pp. 157-175 
24 Litheko Modisane, South Africa’s Renegade Reels: The Making of Public Lives of Black-Centred 
Films. London: Palgrave McMillian, 2013. 
25 Michael Warner, “Publics and Counter-Publics.” Public Culture 14, 2002, pp. 49-90. 
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city’s so-called ‘special tradition of multiracialism’.26 It also asks that we take seriously 

Bickford-Smith’s warning of the risk of producing “overly teleological” approaches to 

the unfolding of Cape Town’s segregation”.27  

 

Colonial senses, metropolitan lenses  
 
The cinema constitutes, thus, an essential element of the metropolis and what Roland 

Barthes called its “imagistic boulevard”: placed between work, home and the street, 

the cinema constitutes an aesthetic zone in which the cinemagoer enters a state of 

“twilight reverie.”28 While the pre-hypnotic senses that compose for Barthes a ‘cinema 

situation’ was perceived as a unifying experience of cinema in Europe in the inter-war 

period, it does not capture the early experiences of cinemas in the Cape, whose public 

was assaulted by “an atmosphere of feverish excitement in which shouts, screams, 

clapping and stamping were sometimes continuous.”29 The early formations in South 

Africa of what Barthes named a space that becomes “familiar, articulated and tamed” 

was engendered in the technical promises brought with the war and the ambition of 

colonial cinema to produce worldly encounters and to form culturally homogenous 

publics. My approach to the war in chapters 1 and 2 as a foil for the aesthetic ambition 

of early cinema follows from a reading of colonial and racial formations in relation to 

the senses, in conversation with scholars from the Centre for Humanities Research.30 

                                                        
26 Vivian Bickford-Smith, 1995, “South African urban history, racial segregation and the unique case 
of Cape Town?” Journal of Southern African Studies 21: 1, 1995, pp. 63-75. 
27 Vivian Bickford-Smith, Ethnic pride and racial prejudice in Victorian Cape Town. Cambridge: 
University of Cambridge Press, 1995. p. 213 
28 Roland Barthes, The rustle of language. New York: Hill and Wang, 1986, p. 346. 
29 Thelma Gutsche. Op Cit. 1972. 
30 These will be approached throughout the thesis, in particular chapters 2 and 4. 
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   While early cinema’s aesthetic senses are entangled with the war and mark an 

earlier period of cinema in Cape Town, they will be reflected, I argue, in later 

experiences of cinema and in cinema nostalgia, markedly in Bill Nasson’s respondents’ 

words. The latter reminisce about “the rumpus world that comes before the picture” as 

a defining experiential character of the cinema house. “They loved it, being there” - 

one account suggests – “waiting for it to go black.”31 Nasson identifies this moment 

with the increasingly pervasive state regulation of cinema and control of cinema’s 

interior towards a regulation of cinema’s racial form of attendance. Nasson notes that 

Richard Rive’s description in the novel Buckingham Palace, of an usher who rides a 

bicycle down the aisle, attempts to disrupt such controlling atmosphere. Nasson 

suggests, nonetheless, that there is reason to doubt Rive’s account, proposing that Rive 

offers a “fictive truth” about the bioscope through the sensorium. The corporeality that 

cinema elicits is also engendered in Rive’s imagery, as cinema takes a corporeal, 

sensuous quality in Rive’s short story “Rain”: “[a]n usher opening the door. Adjusting 

the outside gate. Preparing for the crowds to pour out. To vomit and spill out.”32  

  Cinema becomes a character endowed with bodily function, molding, 

absorbing, vomiting the crowds it helps to produce. Rive’s anthropomorphic account 

of the cinema house is not tangential to Nasson’s discussions of the Cape’s “still 

lingering cosmopolitanism”. Nasson approaches cinema’s opening to larger audiences 

in District Six by tracing a parallel to discussions taking place in the United States, in 

which working classes experience the increasing curtailing of leisure options and 

reduced autonomy of their cultural potential. For Nasson, as for Rive, cinema 

established a quasi-autonomous sensorium mode – in Nasson’s account, the olfactory 

                                                        
31 Bill Nasson, Op Cit. 2016, p. 173. 
32 Richard Rive. “Rain”. In Rive, Richard. Advance, Retreat: Selected short stories, 1983, p. 15. 
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qualities of the cinema, in particular, index cinema’s political complicity as a class 

marker. This is described by Nasson as a form of olfactory porosity between streets 

and interior where “auditorium pungent with the smell of disinfectant, orange peel, 

banana, chips and samosas, a high-spirited audience brought the jostle and open mix 

of the city street indoors.”33 

  This lingering, cosmopolitan scent marks a moment when in the 1920s and 

1930s cinema impresarios were trying to appeal to the upper classes while not yet 

entirely domesticated in the aesthetic idiom of the elite and by implication not 

discerning the cinema from working class pastimes. The cinema house’s claims on the 

nature of the quotidian – such as food and drinks – become symbols of respectability 

and middle-class appropriation in Nasson’s account and they ultimately divide patrons 

even inside the cinema. The consumption of fish and chips in the cinema, for example, 

distinguished “the rough from the respectable.”34 Whereas those forms of distinctions 

produce different modes of experience, for Nasson, it is more important to note that 

these concrete elements determined a sensory experience whose overpowering 

qualities did not amount to a totalizing experience of cinemas through which the 

sensorium could be domesticated as the only cultural currency of a political elite.  

  The senses of cinema captured how cinema houses assume a particular form 

and corporeality while engendering a control of the sensory capacities it elicits. Bill 

Nasson also describes how relations of touch also over-determine class exchanges in 

the cinema. As he notes, the small cinema owner is a figure that pivotally performs 

cinema’s class “interpellation”, appearing as (usually) a man that is capable of 

transcending his own class origins. For Nasson, no grand act would distinguish the 

                                                        
33 Bill Nasson, Op. cit. 2016, p. 173. 
34 Bill Nasson, Op cit. 2016, p. 172. 
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cinema owner from his patrons, but a small one, crucially a “common touch” – a haptic 

reminder of authority in a place desperate to display “libertarian tolerance” and efface 

the traces of its own class, and in some cases, racial boundaries. It is indeed the figure 

of the cinema owner that exudes the horror associated with “mob” action in the much-

publicized killings in Rio Cinema in the infamous New Brighton riots in the Defiance 

Campaign of 1952. In that episode, the small cinema owner is “at one with his 

community”, to use Nasson’s phrase. The case of New Brighton indeed marks a 

possibility of cross class and cross-racial solidarity, similar to the accounts of Jewish 

cinema-managers and black audiences in accounts of District Six cinemas. The image 

of the small cinema owner burning together with the cinema projector in New Brighton 

adds to the assumed monstrosity of the riots and opens a precedent in thinking cinema 

as stage for ideological flexibility and political naiveté. After the riots, Langa 

suspended its temporary bioscope exhibitions for black audiences. 

The publication of Thelma Gutsche’s thesis as a book in 1972 coincided with 

the destruction of many of Cape Town’s well-known cinema palaces, such as the 

Alhambra, and marked the decline of grand histories of cinema as well as of grand 

cinemas in the city.35 Gutsche’s presentation was in line with this form of inhabiting 

cinema – literally and conceptually – one that was ambivalent about homogenizing 

tendencies engendered in the aesthetic of mass cinemas and the latter’s efforts to 

‘sanitize’ aesthetic experience. These forms of aesthetic pedagogies deemed ‘modern’ 

prompted former cinema manager Percy Tucker to call cinema-going up to the 1960’s 

                                                        
35 A historical preoccupation with audience and reception that characterizes cinema-going studies has 
to confront that which Robert Allen called the legacies of ‘grand theory’ in cinema studies and an 
ambivalence toward the spatial and social conditions of the cinematic experience, which he calls a 
“suspicion of the empirical”.  This suspicion of the empirical has also conditioned scholarship on the 
history of cinema to consider space, place and sociality as constitutive features of cinema experience. 
Cf. Robert C. Allen, Relocating American film history, Cultural Studies, 20:1, 2006, pp. 48-88. 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/ 
 



 17 

a “civilizing affair”.36 Later, cinema studies scholars began to disconnect themselves 

from this civilizing premise, and, under the banner of the “new cinema history” 

approach, presented a social history of cinema ‘from below’ alongside a critical 

examination of mass media complicity in racist regimes.37 

  The experience of the cinema house is usually associated with the picture palace 

and the shapes of cinema in the inter-war period, as I show in chapter 2. Therefore, 

much of the writings that describe the experience of cinema houses tend to locate that 

experience first in the framework of interwar Europe, the global financial crisis of 1929 

and the beginnings of Hollywood’s cultural hegemony. While in chapter 3 I relate these 

vestiges to the making of colonial segregation and, later, the machinations of Apartheid 

in chapter 4, I bring attention to early cinema formations and the constitution of the 

cinema house as a discrete discursive practice and object, as much as creating the 

analytical categories according to which later it will be historicized. This turn to the 

cinema house as historical object beyond films and other forms of art alongside the 

specificity of analytical categories remains understudied.38   

 

Mass cinema and mass ornament 

It is not incidental, I suggest, that at the brink of the World War II when the cinema 

houses achieved a consolidated middle-class status in Europe, the cinema became an 

ideological ground for debates about art and the latter’s ideological potential. The 

character of cinema, associated both with fascist propaganda and the democratic 

potential of popular publics, was a struggle to be waged over the aesthetics and the 

                                                        
36 Percy Tucker, Just the ticket!: My 50 years in show business. Johannesburg: Jonathan Ball, 1997. 
37 Richard Maltby. “How can cinema history matter more?” Screening the past, 22, 2007. 
38 Cf. James Burns. “The African Bioscope: Movie House Culture in British Colonial Africa”, Afrique 
& Histoire, vol. vol. 5, no. 1, 2006, pp. 65-80, 67. 
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realignment of technological apparatus with film content.39 Conceptually, historical 

materialism of the Frankfurt School tradition has framed cinema within the notion of a 

cultural industry, and an emphasis on cinema filled with theoretical suspicion or 

lacking the status of a hegemonic culture. Within the conceptual framework of cultural 

critique, cinema was portrayed as a symbol of the progressive decay of the aura in times 

of technological reproducibility, as in Benjamin’s writings, and as a form of distraction 

that achieves the status of culture, as in Kracauer’s essays on Weimar Republic. In his 

much-debated essay on the work of art, Benjamin emphasizes the importance of 

historical mediation and argues that in the moment of what he names its 

‘reproducibility’, art becomes for the first time in history a political battleground.40 

  Disputing this position, Adorno suggests that both “high” and “low” artefacts 

assume a commodity character in the twentieth century, threatening to subsume their 

appeal either as a function of aesthetic education or as bearer of satirical, carnivalesque 

politics.41 Despite this gloomy analysis, however, cinema articulated a consideration 

of aesthetics as a means to overcome capital reification, and to elevate critique as a 

weapon against capital, perhaps more effective than the political organization of the 

proletariat. While the debate between Adorno and Benjamin have placed 

                                                        
39 Critically the ‘cinema industrial complex’ shares with the military its historical form and inspired 
continental philosophers in the interwar years to examine film alongside a critique of the cultural 
industry, and in lieu of a theory of cinema as art-form. The critique of the artistic status of film also 
assumed that a process of ‘individual liquidation’ would determine the venues for cinema viewing. In 
relation to the film’s ideological stakes, the perceived artistically impossibility of film to promote 
societal changes prompted scholars like Lukács to condemn cinema’s popularity, ultimately, as 
“spiritually as well as technologically a product of capital.” Cf. Lukacs quoted in Ian Atken,. European 
Film Theory and Criticism: A critical introduction. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2001. 
p.196. Adorno also suggested that the cinema was the spine of the culture industry and the prognosis 
that film stars incarnated “the final stage in a process of [capital] liquidation...of expressivity, singularity 
and individuation.”  Cf. Nicole Brenez. “T.W. Adorno: cinema in spite of itself—but cinema all the 
same.” Cultural Studies Review 13: 1 2007. 
40 Walter Benjamin, Op Cit. 1936. 
41 Theodor W. Adorno, “The fetish character of music and the regression of listening” in The Essential 
Frankfurt School Reader. London: Continuum, 1938. 
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reproducibility of cinema and its industrial and technological fate within a teleology of 

capitalist modernity, I suggest that Kracauer’s analysis of cinema as a space constitutes 

a more appropriate theoretical framework with which to engage the questions of my 

thesis. I thus focus on Kracauer’s analysis and the kinds of dispositions, intellectual 

and sensorial, which he proposes to be engendered in and by the cinema space. I focus 

in particular on Kracauer’s analysis of what he names a ‘cult of distraction’ that mass 

cinemas enable, the revolutionary potential of mass leisure, and the materiality of the 

cinema medium in producing particular senses of history.  

  I still hold onto Adorno’s warning that Kracauer’s evocation of mass ornaments 

might romanticize particular objects and risk reifying the conditions for the latter’s 

historical condition of possibility.42 Adorno’s own usage of cinematic language as an 

apparatus of thought gives us an indication of how one can read cinema as a historical 

object without running the risk of reifying this object in the process of writing. 

Following this, I propose to decenter the debates of cinema within the Frankfurt 

tradition from the conditions of reproducibility, grounded on European industrial 

modernity, to focus on the historical constitution of the cinema senses, which I ground 

in colonial modernity. I follow Miriam Hansen’s reading of Kracauer to suggests that 

one should not look into cinema as an outdated media but as a medium that provides 

insight into new media “contemporaneity with key junctures in the history of the 

cinema”.43 This rationale, I argue, breaks with the charge of histories of cinema in their 

reliance on a discourse of modernity that is ostensibly teleological and Western-

                                                        
42 This can be found in Adorno’s analysis of Kracauer in the former suggests there is some insistence 
on a sociological take on the world of image. Cf. Adorno, T., Adorno, Theodor, “The curious realist: 
On Siegfried Kracauer.” Translated by Nicholsen, S. New German Critique 54, 1991, pp. 159-177. 
43 Miram Hansen, Cinema and Experience: Siegfried Kracauer, Walter Benjamin, and Theodor W. 
Adorno. University of California Press. 2012, p. ix.  
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centered. In doing so, it gestures toward the possibility of reassessing what historical 

imagination and an imagination of anticolonial futures owe to the cinematic.  

 

Method and overview of chapters 
 
I collected materials that establish continuities and ruptures between aesthetic and 

political forms and that thus tell a story of the experience of Twentieth century Cape 

Town through cinemas. I recognize that the often-traumatic political events happening 

outside the cinema may be experienced in a range of possible ways, and that even 

particular silences following events of extreme violence might be powerful forms of 

evidence. At the theoretical level, we might ask, following Miriam Hansen, whether it 

is possible to discern a reaction to cinema that either elicits a “defensive adaptation” or 

goes against its “mimetic, cognitive incorporation”.44 In other words, that we must ask 

whether or not we can think of cinema as imposing the categories with which we 

examine it historically, “mitigating against the separation of history from the aesthetics 

of its representation”.45  

  The literature and set of figures I use to place and frame my discussion reveal 

a reading of political aesthetics in the country on the one hand, and of Cape Town’s 

particular histories of urban segregation, forced removals and sites of public unrest on 

the other. I look into the ways in which cinema achieved a status of high art during the 

Republic and how it has, in material and abstract ways, pointed to cosmopolitan 

aspirations while serving particular and disputed interests at home. I also look into the 

material relations between cinema and the sea, and the transatlantic journeys that both 

                                                        
44 Miriam Bratu Hansen. Op Cit, 2012. p. 169 
45 David Coplan. “Verwoerd's Oxen: Performing Labour Migrancy in Southern Africa” in Peter Delius, 
Laura Philips and Fiona Rankin-Smith (eds). A Long Way Home: Migrant Worker Worlds 1800-2014. 
Johannesburg: Witswaterand University Press, 2014. p.174 
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architecture and reels have made, albeit being used in different registers and for 

different purposes. I turn to accounts of cinemas that make claims to the modernizing 

city, and how cinema theatres, picture houses, and drive-ins became a proxy for racial 

discrimination, class distinction, market strategies and political partisanship in the city 

of Cape Town.  

  Privileging accounts of cinema’s infrastructure and its relation to both 

imperialist and national sentiments enables an analysis of what I am calling here a 

cinemascape, composed in this project of newspaper columns, advertisements, 

photographs, footage, plans and written letters of state regulation; it also includes what 

I am – possibly nostalgically – calling the material culture or “archaeology” of the 

remains of cinemas: programs, posters, tickets, equipment, furniture and other 

memorabilia. My main focus lies on the last forty years of the twentieth century and 

the intensity of forced removals in Cape Town during the 1950s and 1960s, with the 

destruction of black neighborhoods from the city. In the face of such explicit and 

elaborate racial restrictions, uneven moments of integration and/or micro-segregation 

occurred where different racial groups were able in certain cinemas to sit in galleries 

or on the opposite side of the screen and concrete walls that separate viewers. What 

kinds of imaginaries did such “sharing” of spaces produce?  

  To answer such question, I assembled materials about cinemas against which I 

will read the map of Cape Town and its neighborhoods. I work with well-known 

scholarship on the city alongside approaches that have considered the legacies of forced 

removals and that problematize the representational history of cinema in the Cape.46 

                                                        
46 I include Western, Maylam and Bickford-Smith in the first group, and Mceachern, Rassool, Legassick 
and Field in the second. John Western, Outcast Cape Town. London: George Allen and Unwin, 1981; 
Paul Maylam, “Explaining the Apartheid city: 20 years of South African urban historiography‟, Journal 
of Southern African Studies 21:1, 1995. pp. 19- 38; Vivian Bickford-Smith et al., Cape Town in the 
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This allowed me to identify these accounts with common cinematic motifs that might 

evoke forms of class and racial mobility and migration. Moreover, these accounts allow 

me to consider the social spaces that cinemas occupy in Cape Town, while suggesting 

that cinema effectively blurs the distinction between a ‘real’ city and a city imagined. 

  In Chapter 1, “Bioscopes and battlefields” I present an interpretation of the 

development of cinema and its trajectories before it became, to use James Burns’ term, 

a fixture of mass leisure in the city. This chapter explores the promiscuous relation 

between cinema impresarios and warfare propaganda and the formation of an emergent 

public sphere between wars. In the first decade of the twentieth century an allegiance 

to British imperialism and maritime conquest promised upper class Cape colonials a 

worldly cinema house, with the allure of techno-aesthetic advancement and a sense of 

the metropole. I show how during the wars and the interwar period there were attempts 

to connect cinema worldliness to war efforts, with soldiers frequenting cinema halls 

and expressing quite literally William Mazzarella’s notion of cinema as pharmakon: 

nurses would attend exhibitions together with wounded soldiers.47  

  In Chapter 2, I examine the ways in which the image of cinema was 

domesticated, tamed as bourgeois cinema interior. I look into cinema’s architectural 

obsession with interior, its mirroring of modernization processes of public spaces in 

the metropolis, such as hospitals, factories and prisons, as much as of the theatre. It is 

important here to distinguish this conceptual angle and those that focus writings on 

facades. I explore the sensorial motif of darkness and inwardness, the waiting and the 

                                                        
Twentieth century.  Charmaine Mceachern, “Mapping the Memories: Politics, Place and Identity in the 
District Six Museum, Cape Town”, Social Identities 4: 3, 1998. pp. 499- 522; Ciraj Rassool, “The Rise 
of Heritage and the Reconstitution of History in South Africa”, Kronos 26, 2000. pp. 1-21. Sean Field, 
Lost Communities, Living Memories: Remembering Forced Removals in Cape Town. Cape Town: 
David Philip, 2001. 
47 William Mazzarella, Op cit, 2013. 
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theorizing of distraction. I explore the relationship between cinema and class, sanitation 

syndrome and the connection between tactile qualities, contact and contagion, and 

intimacy inside cinema halls. In the 1950s, cinema in South Africa was under the 

scrutiny of sociological work and the census. That is how both cinema scholarship and 

government could have a clear “sociological sense” of cinema and its social 

implications. Cinema was now a concern of particular groups and the “moral economy” 

of leisure time.48  

  Chapter 3, “A Cinema on fire”, I begin with the moment of the burning of Rio 

Cinema in the New Brighton riots of 1952 to speak of cinema’s political ambitions, 

class aspirations and how it broke with its origins to aim at high culture and elites, 

especially in the colonial world. Cinema starts to point to the failures of a liberal 

politics, and harsher attempts at erecting walls and racial movements – for and against 

segregation. I also show how cinema starts to be thought of as a rationalizing space for 

the ‘salaried masses’, now associated with the welfare of urban and industrial workers, 

especially the emergent feminized industrial workforce, with studies such as Anna 

Weiss’ sociological survey of factories that employed the so-called “Cape Coloured 

woman” and the showing of educational films in permanent exhibitions. 49 In this 

period, if cinema halls represented contact and contagion, educational films and 

factory-based exhibition would focus precisely on the role of the family in preventing 

diseases and an atomized space of culture instead of uncontained mass leisure. 

  In the 1940s and 1950s the sense of cinema is “appropriated” by proto-fascist 

regimes all over the globe, but in South Africa it starts to attain a pretended indigenous 

                                                        
48 Jacqueline Maingard, South African National Cinema. London, Routledge. 2007 
49 Weiss, Anna Gertrude, “The Cape Coloured Woman: Within an industrial community and at home.” 
Master’s thesis, University of Cape Town, 1950. 
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character, one that is purposefully insular and parochial, as I show in Chapter 4, 

“Apartheid and the civic cinema”. It reimagines itself as its own future, pointing to 

other fantasies of metropolitan inhabitation that are enthusiastic about racial 

segregation as a form of cultural preservation. In 1960s and 1970s the end of cinema 

is announced and, as the walls of the Empire start to collapse, Apartheid gains another 

breath. In the 1980s this would change dramatically, as liberal democracy takes on 

cinema to open it up to a future of individualized leisure. With the collapse of the Berlin 

Wall, a supposedly post-political world shifts the racial formations of cinema. I 

approach this moment through the story of a multiracial drive-in in Cape Town, the 

latter’s infamous racial wall and the looming threat of the end of cinema. 
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CHAPTER 1: BIOSCOPES AND BATTLEGROUNDS 

 
 
What came to be the cinema or the “bioscope” – as it was called in South Africa for 

much of the twentieth century – did not emerge as a neat technological invention. 

Instead the bioscope came into being as an assemblage of moving parts, imported reels 

and fleeting publics. These elements then became a stationary attraction in venues 

designed specifically for the purpose of hosting public cinematograph exhibitions. 

While moving image technologies brought people to exhibitions in cities like 

Johannesburg and Cape Town in 1896, as well as around the countryside, it was only 

in 1909, just prior to the birth of the Union of South Africa, that the bioscope would be 

classified as a public place of amusement and subjected to systematic regulation by 

provincial and municipal authorities.  

  In the period between the South African War (1899-1902) and World War I 

cinema moved inland and indoors. In the first decade of the twentieth century, the 

cinema scrambled for autonomy and a ‘proper place’, be that by pushing a counter-

narrative of modernity in rural itinerant bioscopes or by drawing incipient urban 

publics to makeshift stores and outdoor venues. Once the first cinema houses 

established a hold on first-run films arriving from London, these public spaces of 

amusement were increasingly surveilled and controlled and through them provincial 

and municipal bodies reinstated their authority. These authorities aimed largely at 

controlling the two sides of ‘cinema industrial complex’ by regulating markets and 

publics, gambling on the value of transoceanic imports and forging different forms of 

allegiance through the cinema. These wars for the bioscope took place at the fringes of 

the empire and transformed the public demands for cinema in the city, ultimately 
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shaping the cosmopolitan imagination that elevated the former Cape Colony by 

connecting it to the metropole and the world.  

  In the process of unification, main South African cities such as Cape Town 

were able to maintain good quality film offerings and so maintained the regularity of 

cinema publics, but that was not the case in small towns. Towards the end of the 1920s, 

however, as we shall see in the next chapter, competition was consolidated between 

the main cinema companies – Kinema and African Consolidate Theatres – for the 

monopoly of public patronage in the country, a dispute that was only furthered by the 

introduction of competition with Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM). The cinema house 

was not a mere incidental element, I argue, but the core of such disputes. In 1931, 

African Theatres inaugurated the Capitol in Pretoria, a state-of-the-art atmospheric 

showing musical rather than vaudeville, which marked the terms of the battle for 

quality import films between these companies. After the many wars for the bioscope, 

both companies announced amalgamation in 1931. In this period, as I approach in 

chapter 2, the reverberations of the advent of sound-films – or talkies – in 1929 amidst 

global financial depression transformed fundamentally the sense of cinema and pushed 

for an increased imperial authority over cinema venues. 

In this chapter, I trace the making of cinema in Cape Town by placing it in a 

context of war, reels commerce and colonial racial formations. I consider the promise 

of the first South African chain of cinema houses and its effects on shaping how cinema 

came to be understood in the country at large. The failed national enterprise of the 

Fisher’s Bioscopes and Films Ltd, anchored in Cape Town, envisioned a commercial 

transaction between municipal government and local elites, with an eye both on the 

transnational film circuit and the aesthetic appeal the cinematograph had on local 
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publics.  Proposed by a family business and six local businessmen, in 1917 the Fisher’s 

Bioscope chain had the mayor of Cape Town’s Sir Harry Hands as its Chair. It tried to 

materialize the promise of a series of cinema houses nationwide and hoped to revert a 

‘million-sterling profit’ to the Cape drawing upon cinema’s perceived 

cosmopolitanism. The Fishers, I suggest in this chapter, imagined the cinema house as 

a space that was both local and global. Hence, I focus on this moment as it represents 

how some of the Cape’s businessmen and politicians viewed the cinema and its publics 

as a permanent fixture of the growing city. I argue that by virtue of being fixed and 

regulated, cinema was to channel “a worldwide want” for places of amusement and 

draw an aspirational cosmopolitan elite, who were largely liberal - albeit supportive of 

policies of class exclusivity and racial segregation. The Fishers’ chain of cinemas 

promised a form of public entertainment able to dissolve social and cultural barriers 

and to constitute a lucrative, captive cinema public.1  

  While scholarly accounts of cinema in South Africa identify the beginning of 

cinema’s ambition with the first films made in the country staking a claim on the 

national, they locate the production of film as the main site of cinema’s national 

aspirations.2 By focusing largely on films, these studies rarely engage the relationship 

of films and the aesthetico-political character of cinema houses, thereby neglecting 

how cinema houses were decisive in creating publics in the early twentieth century. In 

subjecting the rich history of cinema houses to the conceptual framework of film 

reception and analysis, this literature presents cinemas houses as merely an 

afterthought of filmic production, and early cinema in South Africa is reduced to a tale 

                                                        
1 Fisher’s Bioscope and Films Ltd. Memorandum and Articles of Association, 1917. Cape Supreme 
Court (CSC) 2/1/1/821.Western Cape Archives and Records Service (KAB). 
2 See Neil Parsons, Black and White Bioscope: Making Movies in Africa 1899 to 1925. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2018. 
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of the political economy of the reels trade often connected to the gold mining in the 

Witwatersrand. This not only results in underplaying the frequent tensions between 

cinema houses and film content, but also marginalizes the importance of Cape Town 

as a site of material investment in the cinema house and its theoretical relevance for 

cinema history in particular and for the formation of publics more generally.3  

I propose to shift the attention of the beginning of cinema in South Africa by 

focusing on Cape Town as a point of departure. By drawing attention to the early legal 

battles between two companies for the monopoly over the cinema circuit, I show how 

cinema impresarios in Cape Town sought to capitalize on the increasing allure of the 

cinema house by competing for London’s “first-run” films and speculating on the value 

of reels and technological equipment. By so doing, this chapter shifts the historical 

interest in cinema modernity from Johannesburg’s financial boom to Cape Town’s 

colonial arena. In order to do this, I examine how Cape Town’s promise of a bioscope 

chain sought to mobilize the political, financial and aesthetic character of cinemas in 

the constitution of an emergent public that forged a connection to the metropolis 

through cinema. Following this, we can see the Fishers’ attempt to connect the interests 

of local politicians with those of metropolitan impresarios as a desire to establish a 

Cape cinema by solidifying its ties with local political interest. But the relationship that 

these places establish presents itself as ambivalent: cinema forges a local character 

while profiting from its imperial bonds. This ambivalence takes shape more clearly in 

the form of allegiance and resistance to the relations of Empire and cinema in World 

War I. It also shapes, dialectically, the contours of the cinematic experience. 

                                                        
3 In addition, by overemphasizing the complicity of South African cinema to early twentieth century 
forms of financial development, histories of the cinema house saw the cinema house as merely 
tangential to the imagination of a cosmopolitan, transoceanic connection with the metropole and the 
instrumentality of culture in liberal and imperial interests.  
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Approaching colonialism  

The war connects discourses of imperial efforts, South African enlistment and, finally, 

the mobilization of battlefield reels in propaganda within a nascent political concern 

with mass media. The war also frames cinema’s transoceanic exchanges, revealing the 

material technological and logistical dependency on the reels market of Britain and the 

United States, while attending to the Cape’s urban forms of discrimination, be that of 

class, race or gender. The turn to publics at the outset of the war was entangled in the 

cinema as the latter manifested a contradiction within a left-leaning and liberal focus 

on publics and cultural formations in in Cape Town that would later animate South 

Africa’s take on a racially fractured and class exclusive “public sphere.”4  

  The war determined a sense of cinema as both part of cinema’s “founding 

myth” – connecting manifestations of patriotism to the metropolitan aspirations of 

twentieth century cultural artefacts – and also articulated the terms of cinema demise. 

So the cinemas after the South African War in the early 1900s and at the outbreak of 

the First Great War to show an emergent, racially indistinct public, that was 

progressively entanglement in both discourse on ‘crowds’ and the seizing of these 

spaces as a platform for both war enlistment and liberal ‘culture’. The first cinema 

houses appear precisely at this interstice – namely of aspirational politics enabled in 

metropolitan connections and of purportedly anti-imperial and racially exclusive local 

governance. These interests articulate the appeal of new ‘leisure classes’, whose class 

and racial anxieties manifested around sharing public facilities with black and poor 

                                                        
4 For a more in-depth discussion of the European, and particularly bourgeois genealogies of the concept 
and its implication to a critical postcolonial analysis, see Divya Dwived and Sanil V “From outside the 
West: Whence? Whither?”. In The Public Sphere From Outside the West. London: Bloomsbury 
Academic, 2015. pp. 1-16. Also cf. Boaventura de Sousa Santos, “Public Sphere and Epistemologies of 
the South”. Africa Development XXXVII: 1, 2012, pp. 43-67. 
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citizens, such as hospitals, sports venues, public parades and horse races with the 

proletariat, and the purported health and security hazards the latter represented.5  

  Furthermore, by considering cinema’s development in the Cape and examining 

its ambivalent relation to the war, cinema houses reveal both the state’s political 

aspirations and commercial ambitions. The latter appear neither as conflicting nor 

tangential, but as converging interests towards defining a cultural public in the shape 

of Cape Liberalism. It follows thus that discourses of cinema in the First World War, 

alongside political disputes over the cinematic rendition of the South African War, 

elevate the war as entangled in cinema’s perceived quality as a remedy to political 

unrest, through the anesthetic effects that William Mazzarella likens to a collective 

pharmakon.6 That is to say, the cinema house itself becomes a venue in the production 

of a public and a place for mobilizing the senses of cinematic content to political ends. 

  In order to approach how colonial officials in the Cape sought to fabricate the 

limits of the cinema house, it is important to first distinguish how the assemblage of 

cinema’s moving parts depended largely on the disputed forms of colonial authority 

over cinema and the latter’s reliance on modes of imperial mobility. This mobility is 

reflected namely in the maritime trade of reels imported from London, and the fraught 

relationship between the Cape and other provinces in relation to increasingly 

centralized policies in unification processes. It is also reflected in the mobility of places 

of exhibition, film distribution, hiring of projection machinery, safety equipment, and 

                                                        
5 Cf. Vivian Bickford-Smith, “A "Special Tradition of Multi-Racialism"? Segregation in Cape Town in 
the Late Nineteenth and early Twentieth Centuries”, In James and Simons (eds), The Angry Divide, 
Cape Town: David Philip. 1991, pp. 47-62, and Saul Dubow, “The elaboration of segregationist 
ideology”, in Saul Dubow and William Beinart (Eds) Segregation and Apartheid in Twentieth-Century 
South Africa, London: Routledge. 1995: 145-175. 
6 William Mazzarella, 2013 Censorium: Cinema and the open edge of mass publicity. Durham: Duke 
University Press. 
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people – the latter via short-term immigration of bioscope operators from Britain in the 

first decade of the twentieth century.7 Early cinema assembled these disparate technical 

elements, images and people, mediated through colonial forms of social and cultural 

life. This “promiscuous intertextuality”, to use Robert Dixon’s term, also symbolically 

connected Cape Town’s cinemas with others cinemas of the Empire though its port.  

  At a local level, cinema mobilized anxiety around criminality, sexual 

indulgence, physical contact and contagion – alongside the medium’s own perils such 

as mechanical disturbances, overcrowding and fire hazards, becoming a mode of 

speaking of “masses”, leveraging ideas around race, social identity and 

‘multiracialism’, which become pivotal registers in Cape historiography.8 I propose 

that in cinemas red tape paperwork anticipated forms of racial administration and petty 

bureaucracy that marks an political continuum between the projects of colonial 

segregation and liberal governance rather than a clear break between them.  

  At the same time, I argue that we cannot identify cinemas as mere agents of 

colonial modernity or risk flattening its many manifestations and the latter’s aesthetics 

complicity and betrayals.9 Thus while early disputes over the bioscope in Cape Town 

were marked by white, English-speaking intellectuals’ liberal aspiration towards their 

version of metropolitan cosmopolitanism, the cinema’s potential for class upliftment 

                                                        
7 Immigration papers. Principal Immigration Officer (PIO), LEER/15, Western Cape Archives and 
Records Service. 
8 See, for instance, Bickford-Smith, Vivian. Leisure and social identity in Cape Town, British Cape 
Colony, 1838-1910. Kronos 25: 1, 1998-1999, pp. 103 - 128. Also see M. Swanson, “The Sanitation 
Syndrome: Bubonic Plague and Urban Native Policy in the Cape Colony, 1900-1909” in Journal of 
African History, XVIII: 3, 1977. 
9 John Comaroff’s discussion of the emergence of different models of colonialism, and their conflict, at 
the Cape in the 19th century is instructive insofar as it shows both that imperial interests were different 
to those of settlers, of Boers, and of nonconformists missionaries, and that in the process of their 
struggles, a particular kind of cultural world is made in the Cape that is not simply imperial imitation.  
John Comaroff. “Images of Empire, Contests of Conscience: Models of Colonial Domination in South 
Africa” in Cooper and Stoler (eds). Tensions of Empire: Colonial Cultures in a Bourgeois World.  
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997. 
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and assimilation was elevated by government while the potential of these venues to 

disrupt racial ordering and inequality was systematically suppressed. Thus, whereas 

cinema cultural formations in Cape Town responded largely to forms of regulation and 

to cultural products that came from Britain, the political authority over these processes 

was disputed alongside claims of cultural hegemony.10  

  Early cinema was formed through a combination of projection equipment, 

offering of showings and the distinction between first-run and second-run venues. The 

combination of these three elements have contributed to shape cinema publics and 

demand for film, which in turn motivated changes in the cinematic form arising from 

the public’s relationship with cinema houses. In Cape Town, cinemas take shape by 

attaching the idea of technological advancement with a vacillating support for the 

cinematograph as proxy for colonial ties with Britain and the desire for economically 

viable cinema industry in the Cape Colony. While the regulation of ‘public places of 

amusement’ is institutionally defined in 1907, the opening of the first stationary cinema 

circuits in the turn of the twentieth century Cape Town slowly pushed for an 

orchestrated form of provincial and municipal articulation to first define and second, 

subject cinema to social control in the country.  

  This becomes clear in the negotiations that took shape in the Cape to formulate 

the 1909 regulation of cinematograph exhibitions that covered most of cinema’s early 

forms in spaces open to the public. These regulations, were initially pushed by 

Provincial Administration of the Cape Colony in 1909 in relation to sections of the 

South Africa Act, under the provision of Cape Town Municipality Act n.26 of 1893. 

Provisional halls and first cinema houses pushed legislation to “provide for better 

                                                        
10 James Burns, Cinema and Society in the British Empire, 1895-1940. London: Palgrave Macmillian, 
2013: 9. 
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security and safety of the public” at these exhibitions. 11  These regulations gave 

government auditors power of entry for inspection of cinema houses and, more 

importantly, determined under which public authority cinema managers, equipment 

lenders and film traders fell. These legislations - which in their early forms, took 

inspiration from London, but mostly from other British colonies such as Australia, 

critically suggest that, at least in the Cape, regulation of venues based on both public 

safety and public morale, preceded forms of film and attendance regulations that were 

later characteristic of a particular political direction of liberalism in the Union, but 

especially in the “establishment-liberalism”  that took shape after the South African 

war.12 

  While these developments seem to be in line with Cape’s mode of 

‘paternalistic’ liberalism, cinema venues in the Cape do not easily fall into these 

categories. Instead, cinema pushed its forms of disputed political authority and 

regulations, which partly explain why we may seek to place cinema as the authority 

over certain social conditions, as if cinema itself becomes a political actor. While I 

propose this moment was an important catalyst for mobilization of emergent cinema 

public, the cinema house in the Cape produced, rather than just enjoyed, the appropriate 

condition for mass forms of entertainment and leisure. At once, the war outside the 

bioscope first turned the ‘local’ into a fertile ground for the commercial success of the 

novel medium, and created a fault line in the connection between the transnational trade 

in cinematic products and the potential of cinema venues to garner local support for 

imperial battles. Secondly, it transformed the political cache of the masses, pushing for 

                                                        
11 Cape Town Municipality. Additional regulations re cinematograph exhibitions 1910-1912. Provincial 
Administration Secretariat, Local Goverment. LEER/2/15. Western Cape Archives and Records Service 
(KAB). 
12 Saul Dubow, Op. Cit, 1995. 
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a new political attention to ‘mass culture’, which turned cinema house into a space of 

danger, unrest, racial crossing and disturbance of civic peace and morale.13  

   At the level of the experience of cinema houses, it is inside those now 

stationary places that cinema garnered what William Mazzarella calls elsewhere the 

political reverberations of “public affect”, which began to surface in the sustained 

attendance in the city center. This is not, however, a form of “presocial or presymbolic” 

perception but indeed an element with potential political qualities that bridges the 

resonances of images that are reproduced en masse and their instrumentalization in 

disparate, ideologically motivated “projects of value”.14 But here I suggest that the 

cinema house itself becomes an element of cinema’s potentiality by redirecting senses 

of publicness and colonial subordination. In the war, the senses of cinema were to be 

associated with British modes of “cultural imperialism” and bemoaned by its 

bureaucratic arrest in the Cape.15 At the same time, the sensuous quality of the cinema 

house was coming to terms with an increasingly boundless sensorial world that 

effectively connected publics beyond colonial bounds.16 

  The cinema, thus, becomes a venue from which to read both how cultural 

formations added in the formulation of class stratification in the Cape and how the 

politicization of leisure in turn provided a platform for liberal leaning politicians and 

impresarios to forge a sense of tolerance and publicness. Perhaps more than anywhere 

else in the country, the cinema in Cape Town, following similar observation of 

Manishita Dass in late colonial India, projected tensions that took place “between 

                                                        
13 We see this more clearly around the prohibitions of so-called prize fights in the Cape as the only legal 
sanction that relates to content of pictures. All the others relate to the buildings structure and safety.  
14  William Mazzarella, Censorium: Cinema and the open edge of mass publicity. Durham: Duke 
University Press 2013: 40. 
15 Hans Rompel, Die bioskoop in diens van die volk. Nasionale pers beperk. 1942. 
16 Ute Holl. Cinema, trance and cybernetics. Amsterdam University Press, 2017, p. 284. 
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visions of a deliberative public and specters of the unruly masses.”17 It is unsurprising, 

therefore, that Cape Town was the place where cinema regulations were established 

and, later, the censorship of films, with municipal government exerting control over 

spaces of public amusement.18  

   The city’s population at the time of the arrival of the first exhibition equipment 

was approximately 170,000 inhabitants, with the majority identified as ‘coloured’. As 

the city grew in number at the turn of the century, the city’s English-speaking elite, 

self-identified as white, began to approach leisure as a means to appease the proletariat, 

rather than the disdain for the activities of the ‘residuum’ they displayed for most of 

the nineteenth century. 19  Gradually, in Bickford-Smith’s characterization, public 

opinion moved favorably towards more ‘rational’ and ‘sensible’ venues for workers’ 

pastimes, supporting the creation of new revenues for commercial profit outside the 

factory and docks, and also a convenient, contained, escape from the “chain…of 

desks…the heat of furnaces, and...the noise of machinery”.20 By the 1910s, cinema 

exceeded the social expectations placed on the press and the theatre in fundamental 

ways, attracting audiences to unventilated and crowded venues – that some of the elite 

still disdainfully referred to as “flea-pits” – and constituting an emergent public 

accustomed to the newest and more exciting technical and aesthetic inventions.21 

  The gradual expansion of recreational venues in Cape Town forged new forms 

of class exclusivity that were then reinforced within venues deeply marked by colonial 

                                                        
17 Manishita Dass. Outside the lettered city: Cinema, Modernity, and the Public Sphere in Late Colonial 
India. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016. 
18 James Burns, Op Cit, 2013, p. 4-5. 
19  Robert Ross. “Structure and culture in pre-Industrial Cape Town: A survey of knowledge and 
ignorance” in James and Simons (Eds) The Angry Divide: Social and Economic History of the Western 
Cape. Cape Town: David Philip, 1987. 
20 Cape Argus, 1877, cited in Bickford-Smith,  Op Cit, 1995, p. 113. 
21 Jeremy Lawrence, “Recalling Cape Town’s Alhambra Theatre”. Cabo, Volume 2018 Number 1, 
2018, p. 81 - 89.  
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forms of spatial differentiation. These forms of geographic disposition of different 

publics in the city appeared reflected in the venues and their separate entrances and 

reserved seats for those who could afford it and closed doors for those who could not 

– a way that eschewed explicit racial demarcation while achieving it in effect the 

progressive exclusion of black citizens. While an ostensible escapist form of culture 

permeated many venues of entertainment in late colonial Cape Town, theatres and halls 

had their own strict system of social exclusivity, even those not heavily dictated by 

Victorian ideas around middle-class respectability. The ‘occupational’ identification of 

exclusive leisure venues brewed political mobilization and unrest, with Cape Town’s 

black stevedores “chanting their vespers in the twilight on the still waters of Table Bay” 

and workers of all races confabulating political discontent and demonstrations from 

their favorite Cape Town canteen in the 1880s. 22  These developments were, 

nonetheless, part of complex processes of claiming the city in Cape Town, one in which 

amidst the growing presence of black workers in the city, the white middle-class 

reinstated its social authority and increasingly dictated how the public spaces should 

be inhabited.  

  The demands for street policing and grievances around public disturbance 

animated concerns about racial boundaries, the scrutiny of recreational spaces and, 

above all, crime. Aesthetically, this sense of public nuisance and disturbance, 

manifested mostly by whites, was oriented towards sound and visibility – “noise” 

disturbances abounded and the advent of street lighting added to a sense of ‘civility’ of 

the outdoors, especially in the evening, and pointed towards more appropriate forms of 

strolling and scrutiny. Evocatively, Bickford-Smith suggests after an examination of 

                                                        
22 Bickford-Smith, Vivian. Op Cit, 1995, p, 118. 
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the Magistrate’s Court records, that what took place was “an almost low-level civil war 

over public spaces”.23 

  Other forms of ‘claiming’ streets and public spaces also emerge in public 

discourse. Cape Town’s black carnival, for example, meant a different form of 

inhabiting the streets, and emulated forms of racial and class disparity by satirically 

appropriating elements of North-American minstrelsy at the turn of the century, besides 

mock symbols of British imperialism.24 The carnival represented at the same time a 

claim on the recreational character of the streets of Cape Town and a concern of the 

elites that animated middle-class obsession with violence and emergent “gangsterism”. 

The latter participates in the social imaginary of so-called ‘coloured’ male culture and 

culture of crime – an aspect of cinema discourse I will approach in the following 

chapters.  

  Crucially, some of the elements of street life and more or less ‘appropriate’ 

forms of entertainment take part in the anxiety that cinema inherits. The figure of the 

gangster becomes central to it, besides other street-bound elements associated with 

public debauchery, such as the prostitute and even the inebriated soldier who, I suggest, 

is conveniently elevated after the First World War and lured into cinemas for 

enlistment. The war illuminates the appearance of the early bioscopes as a novel public 

domain of culture in South Africa, as opposed to or in line with its material 

predecessors that depended on metropolitan technologies of visual reproduction.25 In 

the following sections, I look into the ways the establishment of cinema in Cape Town 

                                                        
23 Bickford-Smith, Vivian. Op Cit, 1995, p, 120. 
24 I approach the carnival and other forms of public festivities in relation to cinema in chapter 4.  
25 In the European arcades the cinema was seen as substituting the sense of the ‘broad view’ of world 
panoramas, the most predominant mode of displaying natural landscapes in the 19th century and that 
became a popular attraction. 
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is entangled with the war to examine how, following Mazzarella, bioscopes mobilized 

a collective form of “anonymous intimacy”26 and numbing of the senses. Thus, the 

early war for the bioscope in Cape Town represents an attempt to define what cinema 

was, and by doing this, to assert social authority over cinema and its publics.  

 

The war in the bioscope 
 
Whenever the war serves as even the most modest background to a more cinematic 
event, one is served small doses of marching military columns, barbed wire, and 
grenade attacks. Out of such battle mixtures they concoct panaceas.  
 

Siegfried Kracauer27  
 

 

In the years following the formation of the Union of South Africa in 1910, different 

historical reports cited by James Burns suggest the country had approximately 250 

small cinema houses, and that the majority of these were in Cape Town. 28  As a 

lucrative theme of the incipient cinema industry within and outside of the borders of 

the newly formed Union of South Africa, in 1910, the war attracted large audiences to 

halls where incipient entertainers hired equipment and shipped reels from London, 

paying for reels by the measure of feet. The war and the camera encountered an 

aesthetic correlation with the Biograph, the name of the British film camera carried to 

the South African battlegrounds that arrived at the Port of Cape Town in 1899. It then 

moved to the interior where it was mounted to the back of a Cape cart, like an automatic 

trigger weapon, from where it could be automatically fired.29 Indeed, what William 

                                                        
26 Mazzarella, William. Op Cit, 2013: 9 
27 Siegfried Kracauer, “Film 1928” in The Mass Ornament: Weimar Essays. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1995. p. 315 
28 James Burns, Op Cit.  2013, p. 27 
29 Thelma Gutsche, The History and Social Significance of Motion Pictures in South Africa, 1895-1940. 
Cape Town: Howard Timmins, 1972.  
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Dickson, the operator behind the shooting camera described as “biographing” the war, 

meant taking shots amidst multiple fires, making hurried choices of the most valuable 

and thus most profitable takes on the representation of war. These choices largely 

followed an aesthetic conflation of first-hand experience of war and the terror of realist 

representation that the camera and, subsequently, the bioscope presented. 

  As a young reporter covering the war for the Morning Post, Winston Churchill 

suggested how scenes of the battle took on a distinct appeal, and how “the 

cinematograph buzzed loudly, forty cameras clicked, the guard presented arms…” 

Later, when the Warwick Trading Company became an established competition to the 

Biograph in England and South Africa for the cover of the South African War, the war 

was already a filmic and – as we see in the quote below – a bodily sensation.  

The very earth seems to oscillate as we run to the Biograph, causing 
strange and awful feeling akin to an earthquake. The scene was 
indescribably thrilling as we stood between two fires, watching the smoke 
from the surrounding hills far and near, cannon and bursting shells.30 

 

In Cape Town the showing of the war in bioscopes met with immeasurable logistical 

challenges. This can be seen in the early twentieth century when a few exhibition 

houses started to attract viewers to the informative character and public service of 

newsreels, a development marked by the public showings of royal scenes. English-

medium newspapers at the time suggest that as cinemas achieved a more serious note, 

the improvement of technical qualities and showings “wonderfully clear and almost 

free from flicker” aligned with a more respectful way of inhabiting exhibition spaces. 

Letters to newspapers began to propose rules of etiquette for film halls, suggesting that 

nobody should be allowed, for instance, to enter venues after the film has started.31    

                                                        
30 Thelma Gutsche, Op Cit. 1972. pp.  43-4. 
31 Thelma Gutsche, Op Cit, 1972.  p. 55 n.29. 
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  This sense of a collectively shared space, aligned to the portrayal of the cinema 

as a form of ‘civilized’ entertainment, was also related to the quality of reels. The early 

twentieth century itinerant showman W. Wolfram made a reputation after his travelling 

exhibitions that, in his estimation, were of a superior quality. This was the case of the 

aesthetics of pictures – which he consistently promoted for their supposed technical 

quality and ‘lack of flickers’ – but also the refinement of an aesthetic that eschewed 

the American slapstick improprieties and the sexual innuendo publicized by London 

agents. It also supposedly dissociated cinema with the perceived vulgarities that 

threatened the bioscope’s claim to universal publics.   

  Gutsche suggests that the correlation she identified between the excitement 

with which South Africans received the South African War and the kinds of live action 

‘exuberance’ of the theatre that at this point lost most of its popularity in 1910. Besides 

the effects of verisimilitude that clear pictures brought to the viewing of films, the 

cinema brought audiences closer and faster to the battlefields in order to complement 

press releases and the sense of “real-time” that in locu reporting via newspaper and 

radio introduced to the news. Moreover, as one newspaper suggests, what is offered in 

print is ‘illustrated’ in the bioscope with “the only difference being that while the first 

simply tells the story of how the world wags, the latter actually shows us the operation 

in progress.”32 

  The newsreel appeared to bring back this sense of the liveness and reflexivity 

to bioscope exhibitions by the experience of being inside an exhibition hall and 

reactions that it drew from the audience.33 Reports of viewers remaining silent during 

                                                        
32 Thelma Gutsche, Op Cit, 1972: p. 30, 55. 
33 See Emma Sandon. “African Mirror: The Life and Times of the South African Newsreel from 1910 
to 1948”, Journal of Southern African Studies 39: 3, 2013. pp.  661-680. 
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the showing of the Queen’s funeral, for instance, or cheering and clapping loudly after 

the King’s parade suggests how seeing a film together leveraged a particular sense of 

proximity to news reporting and immediacy. In one occasion, “as the King passed [on 

screen]”, one newspaper reader notes, “responsive to the raising of hats in London, last 

night the audience rose”. Wolfram’s claims of refinement of his exhibition circuit were 

aligned with the expectations of the audience around experience inside the cinema 

venues, and a particular kind of patron was targeted in an effort to bring cinema venues 

to an acceptable standard.34 Advertisements began to relate the quality of pictures and 

the quality of the apparatus and the venue with the sorts of audience that could be 

expected. The experiences of being a part of the cinema public also suggest that the 

cinema-goers of the ‘wrong’ kind, notable for their “vociferous remarks, stamping, 

ironic applause”, still led some to avoid Cape Town’s early cinemas: particularly 

women and children. This is an important point, as I will approach in the following 

chapters, as women and children will later be mobilized in the classification of cinema 

attendance.  

  Besides the questionable suitability of the venues of some early bioscopes, the 

itinerant exhibitions were fundamentally uneven in presence and quality and small 

towns, in particular, could spend months without receiving the bioscope. The transitory 

nature of the cinema at the time largely snubbed the largest dorps (towns) in favor of 

crowded performances in small towns. Not unlike European cinema’s famous founding 

anecdote of naïve audiences moving away from the approximation of a moving train 

                                                        
34 This becomes an important part of the cinema experience in South Africa and shows how participating 
in the cinema house imperial rituals has left an impression in the life of Afrikaners in the turn of the 
twentieth century. See the mention of a former ‘boer’ prisoner in St. Helena who goes to the Englsih 
dialogues and has to stand for the orchestral rendition of God Save the King in Herman Bosman’s short 
story “Ox-wagons on trek” in Herman Bosman, Mafikeng Road and other stories. Steerforth Press, 
2011: 35. 
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on screen, small town audiences were deemed gullible enough not to resist the many 

‘sensations’ afforded by exhibitions, with early films performing tricks on them. The 

character of verisimilitude that represented the early appeal to the cinema depended 

largely on the technical quality of reels, that were now also associated with the 

perceived superiority of certain exhibition venues. 

 The cinema house, on the other hand, thrived. Wolfram stopped touring to settle 

in Cape Town in the first decade of the twentieth century, with the intention to stop the 

proliferation of exhibitions and to prove cinema’s worth as a valid business, away from 

its public image as simply a mere escapism for the masses. By his many advertisements 

in the newspapers linking “perfect electric appliances” to the attention of “most 

intelligent and enlightened people”, Wolfram sought to prove that audiences in Cape 

Town could not find anything better being presented in either London, Paris, Berlin or 

New York. By this he hoped to help turning cinema into a popular, universal medium 

of entertainment and contributed to turn the patient patron of the bioscope into a 

supposedly more adapted, demanding and discerning consumer.  

  By 1908 the bioscope had attracted a large portion of the population largely 

unable to attend the theatre, and audiences were successfully persuaded by the capacity 

of the medium’s reality effect and verisimilitude to transcend its humble beginnings 

and demand dramatic or morally elevated productions. In the diagnosis of one early 

critic of the cinema in Durban, though, while realism had been lauded as cinema’s main 

aesthetic-technological quality vis. the theatre’s immediacy, the rather pretentious 

ambition of cinema to high art status was the equivalent to “hearing a child curse: it 

dared and failed.”35 Cinema house managers made their first pledge to endorsement of 

                                                        
35Thelma Gutsche, Op Cit. 1972. pp. 18, 70. 
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the local elite by becoming proxy for metropolitan networks. Above all, cinema houses 

also claimed space, quite literally, by claiming proximity to the visitor’s Pier in the 

City Centre, in quarters that would later be known as Cape Town’s “Theatre District”. 

  In 1913, cinema houses received several blows, from the competition for the 

monopoly over distribution, to the dissolving of several Trusts and the Cape Provincial 

Council’s new Entertainment Tax. Besides, cinema became the target of religious and 

government agencies concerned with the moral consequence of cinema-going, the 

exposure of all forms of ‘immorality’ in cinema venues to children and women, and 

the safety hazards that the crowded spaces represented. Cinema was also viewed as 

responsible for foreclosing other forms of popular entertainment, such as the circus and 

music halls. Political turmoil populated the city press, particularly around the hysteria 

caused by the railway strike in 1914, which paralyzed trams and contributed to the 

instability of the cinema’s budding business. The country mobilized a series of political 

protests and the entertainment industry took a serious blow. 

  Crucially, cinema businessmen began to profit from the unrest outside the 

bioscope. As Gutsche notes, while the railway worker strike paralyzed urban life 

outside, the small Alhambra in Cape Town released Germinal, also called The Toll of 

Labour, a full-length film that was an adaptation of the eponymous novel by Emile 

Zola, and told the story of a man who tried to find a job in the mines after being released 

from his position at the railways for leading a strike. With the outbreak of war in the 

same year, the war’s ideological unfolding spilled in and through the newly established 

picture palaces, and audiences watched endless war-related newsreels, while the public 

demonstrated their allegiance to the British Empire by standing up at the airing of the 

British National Anthem. The British War Office made a profit on the exhibition of its 
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war films of which a large part was distributed amongst Home and Overseas War 

Charities, ten percent of the latter being apportioned to South Africa.36  

  Bioscopes began to show patriotic British films, with the public’s support, with 

terms like “bioscope boy” describing those who “who frequented the cinema instead 

of enlisting” and “Pritchard Street Percy” describing those who frequented the bio-

cafes in Johannesburg. Young men were drawn to cinemas by the thousands, with 

melodramas being used to allure young men and to propagate recruiting content. War 

propaganda and enthusiasm found a vehicle in the cinema to the extent that the latter 

distinguished itself for housing popular engagement in combat, demonstration of 

support and military enlistment, with special screenings for soldiers and cinema-goers 

volunteering to war service on the spot. In the archival photographs I reproduce here, 

we can see how the opening of the cinema house to soldiers was celebrated as an 

occasion and most likely used in campaigns.  

                                                        
36 Gutsche, Op Cit. 1972: p.  202, also see footnotes i. ii on this page.  
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Figure 1: “Interior of The Picture Pavilion Palace, a bioscope showing convalescent soldiers attending a show, Main Road, 
Claremont, Cape”, 1917. Courtesy of the Western Cape Archives and Records Service. AG Collection. 

 

 

Figure 2: “Crowd of convalescent  soldiers standing in front of The Picture Pavilion Palace, a bioscope, Main Road, Claremont, 
Cape.” 1917. Courtesy of the Western Cape Archives and Records Service. AG Collection. 
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The war for the bioscope 
 
By 1910 Wolfram’s Bioscope had established its popularity in Cape Town. The only 

competition to Wolfram’s was the business of the Fishers, who opened the (first) 

Alhambra bioscope in the city center in 1910, the Royal and the Union Bioscope in and 

the Fisher’s Elite Bioscope in the Metropolitan Hall. The Fishers’ attempted to take 

over film distribution in the Cape in a move that was a feature of the “bioscope wars” 

that broke out in the country and involved the competition for revenue for British war 

films and gathering proceeds to a war fund. They anticipated a desire for control of 

distribution networks in the country combined with the construction and ownership of 

cinema venues. But instead of Wolfram and the Fishers, two American-born 

entrepreneurs became the winners in the war for the bioscope that started to take shape 

in South Africa: namely, businessman Isidore William Schlesinger and producer 

Harold Marvin Shaw. By 1913, as Neil Parsons puts it, Schlesinger owned “virtually 

every theatre south of the Zambezi”.37  

  Schlesinger was born in the old Austro-Hungarian Empire in 1871 and arrived 

as a teenager in the United States settling in New York’s Lower East Side, before he 

crossed the ocean to the Witwatersrand a decade later, following the financial promise 

of the Gold Rush.38 Schlesinger arrived in Johannesburg just before cinema, in 1894, 

and worked in the building industry and financial sector before he ventured onto the 

emerging British and American inflected entertainment market during the First World 

War. He started an insurance company before he ventured into theatre in 1913 and 

                                                        
37 Neil Parsons, “American movie-maker Harold Shaw as an agent of British Influence 1916-1920”, 
The international Association for media and history, online source. available at: 
http://iamhist.net/2018/09/harold-shaw-agent-british-influence/ 
38 Campbell suggests that Schlesinger’s departure from the U.S. “coincided with a New York state 
commission into urban vice, the triumph of an anti-Tamany Hall ticket in municipal elections, and a 
mass exodus of Jewish criminals, the so-called ‘Bowery Boys’”. Joseph Campbell, Op Cit, 1998.  p.18. 
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founded South Africa’s first film studios. He launched the famous magazine Stage and 

Cinema, along with the world's first weekly newsreels, The African Mirror, and 

launched radio broadcasting in South Africa in 1927 before he set up the African 

Broadcasting Company (ABC), which later became South Africa’s most established 

television broadcaster.   

  Schlesinger established his first Vaudeville theatres in Cape Town and 

Johannesburg, founded the African Theatre Trust, and slowly bought many of the small 

independent theatres before forming his monopoly of distribution. After this he 

undertook production, largely because of the war shortages and increase in reels’ 

import prices. Fearing the inflation of American import fees, Schlesinger founded 

African Film Productions as a discreet, South Africa-based company in 1915 and 

bought many old small bioscopes and theatres and converted others into cinema until 

he found the African Films Trust and established a monopoly of films importation and 

distribution, connecting “the entire operation of cinemas on a circuit that followed the 

South African railway lines”.39  

  Schlesinger was said to have no particular political position, a point that raised 

suspicion in his partner, the actor Harold Shaw, a British loyalist who had embraced 

the British cause in the war and previously worked on a film titled You (1916), which 

gauged audiences’ response to war against Germany and encouraged them to pledge 

their support for their country. Shaw was an American actor and producer with whom 

Schlesinger disagreed both aesthetically and politically. Schlesinger wanted the 

company’s name associated with big productions, and this vision curtailed many of 

Shaw’s attempts at creative autonomy. In the course of Schlesinger’s career in showbiz, 

                                                        
39 Thelma Gutsche Op Cit, 1972. p.  88. 
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cinema started to achieve the status of quintessentially ‘foreign’ – an issue I will discuss 

in the next chapters.40 Schlesinger’s monopoly started to raise suspicion both from 

local politicians with nationalist sentiments – especially in the Cape – and war 

enthusiasts.  

  For this reason, Shaw was asked to manicure the epic “The Voortrekkers” to 

brush off any discontent against Britain. The film was later released in South Africa 

under the Afrikaans/English title of De Voortrekkers/Winning a Continent, a rendering 

of national history which Shaw co-produced with the historian and Afrikaner 

nationalist Gustav Preller. The transformed epic, as Neil Parsons notes, dissociated the 

image of British missionaries pushing Afrikaners to the interior and “[i]nstead of 

blaming the British,…[English subtitles] refer[ed] to the farmer Piet Retief leading ‘a 

great emigration’ to buy territory from ‘natives’ in the north”.41 This compromise 

resulted in an epic that offered a nationalist vision of Afrikaner heritage while excusing 

British imperialism and effectively minimizing the representation of black citizens.  

   Parsons shows that the production of a South African epic is a metaphor for the 

cinema business model that African Trust developed, similarly as Hollywood’s 

primary cinema audience to cover domestic issues. In South Africa, the overseas 

market was the secondary bonus. At home, Schlesinger’s business vacillated between 

“Maize and Gold”, in other words between Afrikaner farmers and industrialists42 Thus 

although the animosity between cinema entrepreneurs was framed in literature as the 

                                                        
40 The nature of these criticisms would acquire specific anti-Semitic undertones, particularly in the 
1930s, as accounts of cinema in the next decades demonstrate. 
41 Neil Parsons. “Investigating the Origins of The Rose of Rhodesia, Part I: African Film Productions”, 
Screening the Past, 2009. Online Source available at: 
http://www.screeningthepast.com/2015/01/investigating-the-origins-of%C2%A0the-rose-of-rhodesia-
part-i-african-film-productions/ 
42Tomaselli, Keyan G. “Popular Memory and the Voortrekker Films.” In Critical Arts: A Journal for 
Media Studies 3:3, 1985, pp. 15- 21.  
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glorifying pictures of British metropolis on one side and a competing romanticized 

narrative of Afrikaner nationalism on the other, Parsons makes a point to emphasize 

that both Schlesinger and Shaw were American citizens and that their business was 

influenced by the politics of American studios.  

  In 1916 the Fishers had begun importing and distributing patriotic British films. 

Schlesinger not only withheld its own imports from the Fishers but also punished other 

independent exhibitors in South Africa who showed Fishers films by denying those to 

which African Film Trust had distribution rights. Instead of showing the films in 

regular venues, the government was obliged to use the Fishers’ distribution network of 

small town and community halls. In the same year, Harold Shaw broke the partnership 

with Schlesinger to side with the Fishers in Cape Town and establish a new company. 

Adolph Fisher and Joseph Fisher elected in 1916 the first six Directors to their bioscope 

chain, a business speculation allegedly worth a hundred thousand pounds. The 

Chairman of the Directors was Sir Harry Hands, the mayor of Cape Town.43  

 By 1917, Joe Fisher, the son of Adolph Fisher, was on a mission in New York 

to purchase reels for his theatres. He left the U.S. with a consignment of pictures in the 

British Steamship City of Athens when the latter reportedly sank in Yzerfontein after 

striking a German floating war-mine and losing fifteen of the ninety-seven passengers 

and almost all of the crew. Fisher survived with minor wounds but his films, which 

Fisher carried along with “a large shipment of Speer Carbons and other valuable 

incidentals”, were lost to the sea.44 This episode was the last blow in a series of 

unfortunate developments for the Fisher family and their bioscope chain plans. Despite 

                                                        
43 Other illustrious members included fellow politicians like Henry Latham Currey, a member of the 
House of Assembly, and Andries Lourens de Jager.  
44 Cape Times, 1917, cited Gutsche, 1972:144 (footnotes) 
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its ambition to provide for a “worldwide want” and a pretension to become 

“indispensable servants of the human race”, the Fisher’s Bioscope and Film Ltd was 

less pretentious in their plans of picture palaces. Its style and ambition were not 

otherworldly, but mostly colonial Dutch-style cottages; their rendition of cinema was 

familiar, while promising the latest of London reels. 

 

 

Figure 3 Cape Times. Thursday, June 15, 1916. 
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  In the Fishers’ pitch to a chain of bioscopes in Cape Town, cinema was 

described mostly by its haptic quality, with the “touch of nature that makes the whole 

world kin”.45 This was advertised by the futuristic dreamers of the Fishers’ Bioscopes 

proposed chain in 1917, and mediated by the sea in a port city like Cape Town. The 

cinematic ability of the sea – from the Greek kínemea, movement – inspired the 

creation of Cape Town-based Inter-Ocean Film Company. Shipped from New York, 

the imported pictures seem to have set the tone of the wars outside the bioscope, and 

over the bioscope, that followed it. But cinema houses, on the contrary, were moving 

inland.46  

  The vision of cinema that the Fishers tried to sell to shareholders was “full of 

untold worth”, as a rapidly popular commodity whose emergent local market investors 

should seize, while bringing the vast, scattered world together as “the poet’s dream of 

the federation of mankind”. Their liberal aspirations fitted precisely the purpose of the 

politicians and financiers’ alliance that formed the cinema endeavor in the Cape. They 

wished to convince shareholders that the product they were offering, “even at this 

present stage of development [would] command the future”. Their upcoming firm, 

however, did not take off, as they were unable to open at least six of its various 

prospective bioscope theatres, all under the “Fishers Bioscope” insignia. The Fisher’s 

Bioscope and Films Ltd went into Voluntary Liquidation in 1917 and dissolved a dream 

of a “million-sterling” cinema chain.47  

                                                        
45 Fisher’s Bioscope and Films Ltd. Memorandum and Articles of Association. 1917. Cape Supreme 
Court (CSC) 2/1/1/821. Western Cape Archives and Records Service (KAB). 
46  See Neil Parsons. “Investigating the Origins of The Rose of Rhodesia, Part I: African Film 
Productions”, Screening the Past, 2009. Online Source available at: 
http://www.screeningthepast.com/2015/01/investigating-the-origins-of%C2%A0the-rose-of-rhodesia-
part-i-african-film-productions/ 
47 Fisher’s Bioscope and Films Ltd. Memorandum and Articles of Association, 1917. Cape Supreme 
Court (CSC) 2/1/1/821.Western Cape Archives and Records Service. (KAB) 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/ 
 



 52 

  What the Fishers sought to profit from was what I identify as cinema’s turn to 

the interior. This turn reflects the way small bioscopes started to be replaced by 

increasingly superior venues as cinema became established as a respectable venue. The 

image of the cinema for elites was consolidated in the figure of the atmospheric theatre, 

the hallmark of a particular epoch in American cinema industry48. American architect 

John Eberson exported more than a hundred atmospheric theatres to places like France, 

Australia and New Zealand. The atmospheric, Scott Hoffman quipped, “was an illusion 

– Eberson’s illusion – and became America’s illusion”.49 The new interiors “worked 

the sheiks, Latin lovers and faraway settings of the movies of the 1920s”, Scott 

Hoffman suggests, while “that style of design made less sense when those themes 

departed the screen in the 1930s. By then, the dark days ahead had made the exotic 

unattainable, even in dreams.” 

  In Britain the old “Empires” were also losing steam. Nigel Fountain shows the 

latter were out of fashion and that even though they were still around, what they 

indexed was a different kind of power. The old empire theatres had resounded to tub-

thumpers cheering up the imperial race – and most particularly a grumpy imperial 

working class – with stuff about distance and power.50 At this point, in the 1920s, 

Isidore Schlesinger travelled to meet architect Percy Rogers Cooke in Pretoria with 

plans to bring the dreamlike world of the atmospheric picture palace from the United 

States to South Africa. During a long research trip to investigate modern theatre design 

                                                        
48 Scott L. Hoffman, A Theatre History of Marion, Ohio: John Eberson's Palace & Beyond. Charleston, 
SC: The History Press, 2015. 
49 Scott L. Hoffman, Op cit, 2015, p.  63 
50 Nigel Fountain, Lost empires: the phenomenon of theatres past, present and future. London: Cassell 
Ilustrated, 2005. p.  10 
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in 1927, Cooke designed Cape Town’s most famous atmospheric, the new Alhambra 

Theatre. 

 

Introducing the picture palace 

The atmospherics, which Kracauer calls “optical fairylands”, became places where 

costly interior furniture blended into “refined artisanal fantasy”.51 They nonetheless 

fail the call of Kracauer for cinema to fulfil its social vocation, i.e. to “refine applied 

art”, which ultimately meant to him “to cease to flirt with the theatre and renounce their 

anxious efforts to restore a bygone culture”. 52 This was not exactly reflected in small 

picture houses in Cape Town either. Cape Town’s aesthetic reaction to palaces did 

nothing that could gesture towards a radical resistance to the alienation that the palaces 

allegedly cultivated. What was brought as an aesthetic alternative to the elitist, “surface 

splendour” of the Alhambra – which indexed Kracauer’s “cult of distraction” – 

mobilized sentiments for a different form of cinema that had working-class appeal but 

that was equally exclusionary. In fact, the cinema’s vision of the future as an aesthetic 

pseudo-totality never seemed in the Cape to stand undisputed, let alone 

homogeneously, as “raising distraction to the level of culture.”53  

  While the Cape’s first cinema palaces’ architectural style – that passed as 

‘Spanish Renaissance’, ‘Spanish Mission’ or ‘Moorish’ – pointed to imaginary places 

beyond Cape Town, so did its ushers, dressed in expensive tuxedos. What these places 

wanted to differ from, as Jeremy Lawrence remarks, was the familiar Cape-Dutch 

architecture.54 In South Africa, and particularly in the Cape, cinema houses were to 

                                                        
51 Siegfried Kracauer, Op Cit. 1995, p. 335. 
52 Siegfried Kracauer, Op Cit. 1995, p. 328. 
53 Siegfried Kracauer. Op Cit, 1995, p. 324. 
54 Jeremy Lawrence.  Op Cit. 2018. 
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become a mark of a particular distinction of taste, without ever successfully creating, 

in the sense that Kracauer points to in Berlin, a “homogenous cosmopolitan 

audience.”55 Competitors of Schlesinger crossed the ocean again to attract investment 

in the South African cinema market. MGM and Twentieth Century Fox started building 

new cinemas to exhibit their own products and break Schlesinger’s monopoly. The 

latter responded by buying other companies, dividing his own trust into two branches 

and using his own wealth to build cinema palaces that were a monument to his 

monopoly exhibition circuit, first the Alhambra and later the Colosseum, which 

Schlesinger called his “flagship” cinema palace in Cape Town’s City Centre.     

  This calibration of content and form is what allowed post-war cinemas in South 

Africa to politically orient audiences beyond the allure of technological innovation. 

The moral drama, as one such motif, was consolidated not as much as a middle-class 

favorite as much as a genre to shape public taste. If previously the cinema was seen as 

a pharmakon for war, the atmospheric was perceived by some as serving a mere 

cosmetic purpose for a public avid for any kind of entertainment. The atmospheric 

responds precisely to the challenge of the cinema house in the 1910s to be elevated, 

under intense dispute by market and state, as a socially accepted form of entertainment. 

And yet, cinema became a symbol of many social maladies and gained renewed 

attention by social workers and relentless public grievances. The latter were mostly 

associated with cinema’s technical defects rather than effects, and with the cinema 

house as a place of physical disrepair and moral disrepute. 

  By the mid-1910s, cinema sought to spell off the marks of working-class leisure 

or cross racial encounters to which it had been associated, which meant sacrificing 

                                                        
55 Siegfried Kracauer, “Cult of distraction” in The Mass Ornament: Weimar Essays. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1995:  325. 
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some of the public’s darlings, the early exhibition halls. When many of the exhibition 

houses were closing all over the country in 1911, struggling to follow all the 

government’s exigencies, Cape Town saw the downside of what has been called the 

“bioscope boom” of the 1910s. But here I disagree with the narrative of Thelma 

Gutsche and many descriptive accounts of cinema historiography in the Cape. The 

picture palaces of the 1920s gave rise not only to much more tamed version of cinema 

venues in social imagination but also, I argue, informed the ways in which cinema 

sought to become a “fixture” of the urban landscape, gauge middle-class respectability 

and trigger political turmoil.56 While cinema houses did become venues for aspiration 

towards middle-class respectability and places from which to estimate the political 

potentiality of grassroots anti-imperial masses, this only really came into fruition in 

South Africa from the 1930s, as I show in the next chapters.  

  In this regard, the relevance of the cinema house, which I approach through the 

failed attempt of the Fishers, tried to capitalize on the government mobilizing of the 

physical dangers that had been coupled with the moral perils of cinemas and the 

shortcomings of so-called “lesser bioscopes”. Their investment in publicity and 

struggle to attach their surname to the brand of cinema itself was meant to deflect from 

their venue’s well-known technical issues, in advertisement such as the Fishers: 

“Please note, we show PICTURES NOT RAINSTORMS: Fishers For Finest 

Flickerless Faultless Films.”57 

   Whether early cinema houses were to detach themselves from the charge of 

vulgarity which conflated the poor quality of films with the poor quality of its interior, 

some of this was associated with the darkness of cinemas. Darkness accompanied 

                                                        
56 James Burns, Op Cit. 2013. pp.  4-5 
57 Thelma Gutsche, Op Cit.  1972, p. 121 
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public hysteria around the need for government regulation of these venues and forms 

of class refinement, in order to prevent “flagrant instances of indecent behavior and the 

attendance of characters of a specially low type.”58 For this reason, cinema interior 

lighting was calibrated with the respectability that certain films, melodramas in 

particular, were able to offer, creating an imagined kinship between cinema and form 

of high-art entertainment of previous eras, like the theatre and the opera. In the interior, 

technological prowess and the promise of imagistic verisimilitude substituted the 

experience of technical defects, inflammable celluloid and the dangers of crowded 

spaces.59 Besides these, the focus on the standard measures to ensure safety, hygiene 

and comfort began as an experiment in the political authority over cinema, with the 

proposal of gender exclusive areas and age discrimination to ensure that the interior 

responded sufficiently to the exigencies of a desired public. Comfort and industrial 

technology characterized this design and helped to project the cinema as a glamorous, 

middle class, purportedly safe and increasingly white venue – a space to which I now 

turn. 

    

 

  

                                                        
58 Thelma Gutsche, Op Cit. 1972, p. 79 
59 “Cape Town Municipality, Additional Regulations Re: Cinemograph Exhibitions, 1910-12” Housed 
at PAS, File: 2/125. Western Cape Archives and Records Service (KAB).  
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CHAPTER 2 THE PICTURE PALACE 

 
It is under the name “picture palace”, which characterizes the grandiose of the mass 

cinema, that Kracauer identifies the cultivation of particular mode of distraction. In 

these quasi-religious spaces, technology promised an enhanced mode of experience of 

the moving image combined with improved facilities and technical novelty. A 

contemporary of the picture palace, the sound film also represented a revolution in the 

sense of cinema that characterizes the 1930s. In the Cape it attracted people of all 

classes who were enthralled by sound, the emotional appeal of the new technology and 

the new informative character of the sound newsreel. Moral dramas and lush settings 

brought a new popularity to the cinema, which now enjoyed packed houses and market 

consolidation. There are two consequences of this newly found appeal of that separates 

the white middle class of the perceived black “crowds” in cinema: the first represents 

the concerns of an emerging moral order imposed on public spaces, which pushed 

government in 1931 to pass decrees about the moral implications of unrestricted 

exposure to cinema. These forms of restriction were first experimented on women and 

children before extending its reach to black audiences – and particularly black youth. 

The second consequence concerns the forms of mobility represented by the cinema, 

both of class and geography. Sound films now revealed the particularities of accents, 

slangs and film settings, which portrayed differences in locales and habits and indexed 

cinema’s aspiring cosmopolitanism. 

  With regards to the materiality of the picture palace, the interior achieves a 

form of psychological ‘inhabitation’. Emerging amidst the buzzing of the street and 

house, between the bureaucratic arrest of bureaucracy and rationalizing demands of 

the market, stands the space of the cinema house. By entering the picture palace, 
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Kracauer suggests, one is invited to experience an assault of the senses, in which the 

mass cinema uses “every possible means.”1 The consequences of this new status of 

cinema houses will culminate in developments I approach in chapters 3 and 4. In these, 

I suggest that the perceived threat attached to cinema both in relation to physical and 

racial contact and through the cinema’s entanglement with notions of sex, morality, 

family values will later define the experience of cinemas for black publics.  

  Whereas in chapter 1 I argued that the desire for government intervention 

sought to identify the limits of the colonial authority over the cinematic experience, in 

the following pages I describe the establishment of the cinema house before Apartheid 

policy sought to reassert local control. This control was implemented by dislocating 

cinema attendance to areas in the outskirts of the city and by confining attendance 

geographically and racially. The consequences of the victory of the Nationalist Party 

in 1948 to the cinema, and the nationalist desire to build a civic cinema in the Cape 

are explored in chapter 4. By doing so, I address the colonial and liberal formations of 

early cinema and the implication of these formation in the forms of bureaucratic 

minutia that will later characterize the cinema of Apartheid.  

  It follows, thus, that the period I address in this chapter becomes crucial for the 

understanding of cinema under both segregation and apartheid, and as blurring the 

assumed ideological distinction of such formations. I consider what I identify as the 

impact of the war in discourses of segregation in early twentieth century Cape Town 

that will appear in official exchanges regarding regulation of cinema houses as early 

as 1909. The experience of these spaces triggered a public hysteria around physical 

danger and moral values that ultimately cohere around the regulation of race and the 

                                                        
1 Siegfried Kracauer, The Mass Ornament: Weimar Essays.  
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threat of ‘moral degeneration’ associated with cinemagoing. The dynamics of viewing 

film collectively in a rapidly expanding city espoused the anonymous protection of 

darkness and smoke, that was potentially isolating and disorienting, with the protection 

of being part of a metropolitan crowd where one was never alone.2   

  In the Cape, these spaces were also charged politically: in the cultural terrain 

of the aftermath of the war for example, public support or dispute of imperial 

allegiance to the British was expressed in press debates about the maintenance or 

discontinuity of showings of pro-war films and the airing of Royal anthems after 

screenings. These debates reignited concerns about public rituals in spaces of 

amusement that in an earlier period mobilized Afrikaner anti-cinema sentiments, 

associating cinema with cultural imperialism and the sense of British politcal 

dominance represented in pro-British newsreels.3 Alongside this, racial segregation 

which, as I showed in my previous chapter, became a prominent concept in political 

parlance in Cape Town in 1910, was instituted to curtail the demand of black elites for 

universal franchise and the demands of organized black working class against the 

interest of the Afrikaner urban working class.4    

  Whereas Neil Parsons called the first decade of the twentieth century the 

“coming of age” of cinema, the 1920s mark, I suggest, cinema houses’ most critical 

moment: their establishment as ‘respectable’ leisure spaces. 5  While the war, as I 

                                                        
2 For a systematic approach to what this form of collective viewing cf. Julian Hanich. The Audience 
Effect: On the Collective Cinema Experience. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2018. 
3 Emma Sandon, “African Mirror: The life and times of the South African Newsreel from 1910 to 1948” 
Journal of Southern African Studies 2013: 667. 
4 Pieter van Duin. “Artisans and trade unions in the Cape Town building industry. 1900-1924.” In 
Wilmot G. James and Mary Simons (Eds.) The Angry Divide: Social and Economic History of the 
Western Cape. Cape Town: David Philip, 1987. For an in-depth discussion on the origins of discourses 
of segregation in South Africa cf. Saul Dubow, William Beinart (eds) Segregation and Apartheid in 
Twentieth Century South Africa. London: Macmilllan, 1989. 
5 Neil Parsons. Black and white bioscope: Making movies in Africa 1899 to 1925. Protea. 2018:13. 
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argued in the previous chapter, gave cinema a sense of worldliness, the cinemas in the 

period after the World War I were capable of producing a sense of other-worldly 

fantasy and appeal to disenchanted audiences with their regal stage prosceniums, 

galleries and ornamental halls. If in the previous decade the South African War at the 

turn of the century served as a background for the development of small bioscopes in 

the country, I suggested that in the first film halls and theatres the apparatus of cinema 

was modulated aesthetically by the social and technological impact of the war.  

  The unfolding of these disputes left a profound impact on the formation of 

cinema publics in the Cape and helped to shape the geographic dispensation of the 

city’s cinema houses. The political unrest and working-class mobilization critically 

cast suspicion over perceived imperial cultural domination in cinemas and cinema’s 

metropolitan aspirations. The survival of the emergent cinema industry also depended 

largely on the capacity of the new medium to sustain its early appeal as technical 

novelty and to establish itself as a legitimate pastime instilled with middle-class 

respectability. Amidst the shifting interests of film production, the building of cinema 

houses became an avenue for guaranteeing the success of imported film screenings 

and an attempt to link the film circuit with particular houses and to monopolize film 

distribution. This seeming monopoly over film distribution fueled a quasi-obsessive 

building of cinema houses countrywide, as we shall see, particularly in Cape Town.  

    

Pictures, not rainstorms 

With the increasing appeal of cinema houses seemingly satisfying the needs of a 

cinema-going public, the proliferation of urban cinemas, in turn, helped to calibrate 

the interior of cinemas with the social desire for containment of gender and racial 
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contact and forge new forms of class distinction amidst a public condemnation of its 

‘anonymous intimacy’. Hence the relevance of the emergence of the palatial cinemas 

against the backdrop of a nascent cinema public, whose political authority was acutely 

disputed – as contention over regulation authorities suggest. The so-called ‘picture 

palaces’ were able to overcome the public suspicion of cinema as space of uncontained 

masses and the distrust in cinema’s technological innovation already prevalent in 

public discourse, particularly after early bioscopes were subjected to all sorts of 

mechanical disasters. In order for cinema to become a legitimate space of 

entertainment it needed to be properly contained, systematized, rationalized, and 

monitored. This section provides accounts of how cinema publics “loved it, being [in 

the cinema] waiting for it to go black” which is a word play with a reference to the 

atmosphere inside District Six bioscopes in anticipation of the beginning of a film. It 

is also a reference to the promise of a cinema to go black, and that of post-war racially 

segregated audiences to forge a space for cross-racial solidarity, contact and political 

resistance.6 

  In the years that followed the dissolution of the Fisher’s Bioscope company, 

the cinema interior, I argue, gave cinema’s legitimacy and prestige as a public amenity. 

By the late 1920s, the interior became appropriately middle-class in its design and 

metropolitan in its aspirations but, most importantly, it established itself as a hallmark 

of the cosmopolitanism of an incipient film industry that grew remarkably outside the 

government’s realm. Cinema moguls and a commercially profitable cult of personality 

of actors and actresses, whose photographs now adorned the walls of cinemas, turned 

                                                        
6 Bill Nasson, “She preferred living in a cave with Harry the snakecatcher”: Toward an oral history of 
popular leisure and class expression in District Six,. In History Matters: Selected Writings, 1970–2016: 
173. 
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this venture into an increasingly individualized and personalized activity. In this 

chapter I show how the consolidation of cinema occurred by offering a totalizing 

sensorial experience, established in the aesthetic nexus between sound and interior. If, 

in the previous decades, as I showed in chapter one, cinema was stratified before it 

could indisputably consolidate itself a safe place for the few, its interior – we shall see 

– was equally subjected to many technical and aesthetic conversions.  

  The technological novelty of sound film became ubiquitous in cinemas at the 

outbreak of World War I with films using all sorts of mechanical effects and cinema 

houses advertising orchestras that synchronized music and motion image. The 

accompanying orchestra had immense popularity alongside other forms of optical 

devices and entertainment such as the magic lanterns, in hotels, cafes and even ice 

rinks and public pools.7 But as the “bioscope fever” that took the country in the first 

two decades of the century showed no signs of fading, the enthusiasm for moving 

images prompted many businessmen to open small palaces that most of the time would 

not survive a whole year and offered very poor, at times dangerous, interiors. Wooden 

seats were hard and creaky, detached from the ground, and many of these venues did 

not offer a safety exit. Projectors often caught on fire, and owing to the projection 

room’s small sizes even the choice of operators demanded that they were short enough 

to fit these spaces.8 

  Seen as abrupt introduction, sound’s form of “mechanical duplication” aided in 

the indissolubility between the world outside and the one inside the cinema house and 

so did the appearance of the film as totalizing experience akin to baroque theatres and 

                                                        
7 I am referring to at least one license required to erect a ‘bioscope screen’ at the Sea Point Bathing 
Pavilion in 1915.  
8 Cf. Thelma Gutsche, Op Cit. 1972, p. 130-31. 
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spaces of worship. 9  Reading the historical decline of rationality engendered by 

Enlightenment, Adorno and Horkheimer suggest that in the totalizing aspect of the 

‘culture industry’ to which cinema going becomes an integral part, life is to be made 

indistinguishable from the sound film.  

The familiar experience of the moviegoer, who perceives the street 
outside as a continuation of the film he has just left, because the film seeks 
strictly to reproduce the world of everyday perception, has become the 
guideline of production. The more densely and completely its techniques 
duplicate empirical objects, the more easily it creates the illusion that the 
world outside is a seamless extension of the one which has been revealed 
in the cinema.10  

 
   This quote suggests that the experience of the cinema house as both a totality 

and a continuum of outside reality is not to be seen as merely a direct result of cinema’s 

technical apparatus, but on the contrary, as a reflection, in cinema, of the forms of 

rationalization that start to configure the sense of ‘reality’ of metropolitan life itself.   

  The building of palaces suggests a form of restoring the cinema industry that 

was in South Africa at the brink of a crisis. This crisis took shape as the demand for 

pictures increased and both itinerant shows and small bioscopes started to populate the 

city, the desire for state regularization and legitimacy started to push both market and 

government towards a progressive and systematic set of petty restrictions of these 

venues. The “intimacy” of the bioscope gave way to the empowered magnificence of 

the atmospheric. But it was the talkie that brought to cinema the defiant aspect of a 

‘mimetic’ relation with the medium, which appears in the inter-war years. By the mid-

1930s the atmospheric eclipsed the popularity of the small bioscope undoing any 

                                                        
9 As I suggested in my introduction, I am borrowing from Kracauer’s characterization of the ‘mass 
cinema’ as offering a Wagnerian opera modulation of perception as the experience of a “total artwork” 
[Gesamtkunstwerk] of effects in the performance in conflation with space. 
10 Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno. Dialectic of Enlightenment. Stanford University Press, 
2002: p. 99. 
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attempt to create an independent film circuit that did not have enough financial support 

to run artistic films and road showings. In 1934, the possibility of discerning publics in 

private showings in film societies was legally halted. 

  What was left to see in the era of talkies was a collective reaction to a world 

recovering from economic depression and increasing lack of discernment of 

undiscerning cinema goers. Municipal government engineers and the public 

demonstrated a growing concern with standardization, safety, hygiene, ventilation and 

– especially – comfort. The mechanization of the cinemas had at once expressed the 

desire on one hand to differ from rustic, disorganized and open-to-the-elements 

screening venues, and on the other to simulate the experience of the latter. This is in 

fact part of the founding myth of the atmospheric cinema and its creator, as seen in the 

previous chapter. Rogers Cooke, at the event of the opening of the Capitol Theatre in 

Pretoria, rehearsed the tale when years before a famous architect was confronted in 

Spain with a stage in the streets, “whilst on chairs placed in the middle of the 

thoroughfare the audience sat in the cool of the Spanish evening.... Overhead the stars 

were shining softly whilst on either side the dimly lighted windows of the houses 

formed a setting to a scene of extraordinary beauty (...)”. The architect was John 

Eberson, Cooke revealed and suggested that the former was so inspired by the scene 

so that “immediately occurred to [Eberson] that a theatre might be conceived which 

would convey to an audience the picture of a Spanish street, nor was it long before this 

idea bore fruit...” 11 

After the Alhambra, the Capitol Theatre in Pretoria was South Africa’s second 

atmospheric. It had the aesthetic appeal of a simulacrum of “Spanish summer nights”, 

                                                        
11 Percy Rogers Cooke, Capitol Theatre Commemorative Brochure 1931: Central, Pretoria, Gauteng. In 
Cinema Artefacts Online: https://www.artefacts.co.za/main/Buildings/bldgframes.php?bldgid=3515 
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based on a cinema Rogers Cooke saw in California, where “the proscenium represented 

a rustic bridge and the side-walls Spanish houses, the gaily-curtained windows of 

which looked down into the stalls.... The roof gave a perfect illusion of the sky, studded 

with stars and faintly obscured by drifting clouds, whilst a cool breeze gently stirred 

the foliage and flowers which formed part of the decorative effect.”12 In the opening 

of the Capitol, Rogers Cooke began a speech to the citizens of Pretoria clarifying any 

confusion around the question of “What is an Atmospheric theatre? Because.... there 

seems to be a little uncertainty on this point, I think it may be of some interest to explain 

how this type of theatre came into being and what it actually is.”13 

 Rogers Cooke point of clarification was not merely informative. He was 

marking a break with a particular form of petty control of cinema venues which now 

the atmospheric would allow impresarios and public to eschew. In Cape Town, this is 

revealed in the many letters organized by the Public Health and Building Regulation 

Committee, which compared cinema venues in Cape Town with those in Johannesburg 

and Pretoria to centralize the standardization of cinematographic regulations since the 

first decade of the twentieth century. The earliest concerns about the venues focused 

on the minutiae of furniture and appliances, from petty grievances in relation to seat 

arrangements to the availability of safety measures against generalized public panic. 

This appears in the context of Cape Town ‘importing’ mechanism of imperial control 

from the metropole, alongside the metropolitan standardization of imported seats, reels, 

screens and even operators that disembarked in Cape Town from England. But even 

the most inconspicuous detail had great implications for the decision of granting 

                                                        
12 Percy Rogers Cooke, Op. Cit. np. 
13 Percy Rogers Cooke, Op Cit. np. 
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licenses to particular places of exhibition, which needed to be in absolute 

administrative conformity, generating at times conflicting relations between 

government and market. What these letters suggest, as I show in my later chapters, is 

how an imagined metropolitan assemblage of cinema was used to substantiate 

grievances and justify increasing rationalization of venues and publics. This 

constituted, I argue, the basis for the colonial formations of cinema beyond film 

censorship. 

In 1911, for example, a letter to the Building Surveyor expressed concern over 

the close proximity between rows of chairs, describing specific requirements of space 

between rows as “the vertical line from the back of the row…to be at least eight inches; 

also, that the battens be made in long lengths and the ends thereof notched to fit into 

each other.” Even though that meant losing a few seats, the priority was supposedly the 

safety of the public. The letter included a small drawing with the suggested seating 

accommodation distance. The City Engineer was not the only one to turn his attention 

to the seats of the Metropolitan Hall. This “Solemn Warning” to presented seating 

accommodation of that “to neglect it is therefore to play chuck-farthing with the lives 

of the audience”.14 

  A copy of the warning was sent to the Mayor and as an affirmation of the 

writer’s expertise he suggests he “has lived for more than forty years in London…so 

can claim some experience in support of these opinions”. In a letter sent in March 1912 

to the Town Clerk, another patron of the Metropolitan Hall expressed concerns about 

the extension of the venue capacity of 130 people for bioscope exhibition, noting how 

the audiences have been previously subjected to an overcrowded, uncomfortable space, 

                                                        
14 Cape Town Municipality, Additional Regulations Re: Cinemograph Exhibitions, 1910-12” Housed 
at PAS, File: 2/125. Western Cape Archives and Records Service (KAB). 
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specially, he notes, in warm weather. The seats were too narrow and, in his estimation, 

hurdled together with “barely room for one’s knees, much less for one to pass”.15 

  These were not merely petty grievances but they were use as examples in 

official exchanges to effectively justify provincial and municipal government 

intervention and motivate comparisons with the forms of regulation that were used in 

in London municipality and also in other colonial cities. It was not uncommon for 

cinemagoers to lodge official complaints against particularly cinemas, suggesting the 

latter were not well equipped with safety measures or whether its sound effects and 

temperature were satisfactory. Aware of an increased public awareness of these 

grievances, certain cinemas, such as the Tivoli and the Wolfram, advertised their 

venues as having improved sound systems and venues. These sound technologies were 

to link Cape Town’s audiences, and white audiences in particular, to an imaginary 

kinship with London audiences. Little by little, such touches of realism became the 

norm, as particularly realistic sounds were added to moving images, and generated a 

particular demand for more controlled forms of sound and erasure of noise within the 

cinema house.  

 But the news coming from the metropolis were also of cinemas getting caught 

up in flames, which made South African audiences increasingly concerned with fire 

safety and reassured by adequate exits and security mechanisms in place. Gutsche 

shows how the lack of emergency exits and exposure of naked light in the operators’ 

room were the main causes of fire before municipal regulations in 1916. Celluloid was 

blamed for its inflammable nature and cinema advertising was almost invariably 

followed by warnings and the assurance that this or that venue brought “the safest 

                                                        
15 Cape Town Municipality, Additional Regulations Re: Cinemograph Exhibitions, 1910-12” Housed 
at PAS, File: 2/125. Western Cape Archives and Records Service (KAB). 
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bioscope in town”. Thus, regulations had a particular differentiating effect on cinema 

venues, and also determined the kinds of experiences cinema was able to afford. 

Cinema facilities, such as bathrooms, lavatories and cosmetic rooms were now under 

scrutiny of government officials on the grounds of hygiene, decency and contagion of 

all sorts, particularly in cases of what was considered the bioscope’s precarious 

conditions.  

 The interior, either as a place of magic, smoke and mirrors, or a sanitary hazard, 

was now fully monitored and regulated, with increasing methodical control over its 

technical equipment, ablutions and even patrons. This depended on cinema’s capacity 

to establish itself as a safe medium of leisure and entertainment but also a legitimate, 

safe space for families with some degree of class respectability. If a lot of attention had 

been paid to the ways in which different venues had responded to cinema’s claims of 

prestige, in the next section I focus on how the interior itself mediated such claims.

   

The perils of interior 
 
Whenever I hear the word cinema, I can’t help thinking hall, rather than film.  
Roland Barthes16 

 

 

When Barthes wrote about the leaving the cinema he was first interested in the 

dynamics of the cinema house and the latter’s material passages, particularly the means 

of entering and exiting these spaces. He was fascinated with the transition from the hall 

to the deep darkness before projection, in which the cinemagoer was induced into a 

state of hypnotic reverie and the senses of drifting along images and public anonymity. 

The latter he identifies more with a deep state of sensory arrest than a mode of 

                                                        
16 Roland Barthes, The rustle of language, New York: Hill and Wang, 1986 p. 346. 
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metropolitan flânerie. Within the architectural form of the cinema interior, Barthes 

suggests, cinema’s sense of aesthetic perception and the specificity of its experience is 

articulated. Cinema spectatorship demanded a particular kind of posture, an openness 

of the senses – one that took the shape of an “interior landscape”, to borrow 

Baudelaire’s term. This demand of an aesthetic sensibility attuned to the quality of the 

cinema interior situation was not merely connected to a fixed urban, geographic 

location, but to a space capable of eliciting a particular shared ‘feel’ of reality and thus 

affording a particular kind of collective engagement.   

  This interior ‘situation’, as it were, cinema inherited from the auditorium 

arrangement of the opera house. With it, cinema houses also received the troubling, 

uncanny trait of the façade, which constitutes a version of its “Trojan Horse” style of 

architecture – one that Ker-Shing and Comaroff identify as the mismatching of façade 

and content that constitutes the modern theatre’s uncanny interplay of interior and 

exterior.17 For Kracauer, cinema’s architectural form points to the cinema’s success or 

failure in producing an emancipating modern aesthetic, with modern cinema finding 

its expression precisely in the interplay of pure interiority and pure externality. The 

interior became more than mere protection from outside elements, as it turned itself 

indeed into a filter for the discernment of particular sounds and feelings. Technological 

artefacts were not only to become woven in the fabric of ordinary life but also to prompt 

forms of technological control that altered the experience of the metropolis.  

  So, what I call here the picture palace points to a fundamental turn in the 

cinema experience, which for some suggest a period less imaginative than speculative, 

prompting a public yearning for a return of silent-film and the small bioscope. The 

                                                        
17 Ong Ker-Shing and Joshua Comaroff, Horror in architecture. 2013, p. 142. 
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sound-film has inspired important analyses concerning the relationship between 

twentieth century theatre and the cinema, alongside the latter’s ideological stakes. This 

becomes clear in the dialogues between Soviet filmmaker and film theorist Sergei 

Eisenstein and Italian playwright Luigi Pirandello up to their eventual encounter in 

1929. Eisenstein considered what he named a Left cinema in relation to Left theatre, 

as an example, to argue that cinema was a more aesthetically advanced form of art 

than the theater. Both Pirandello and Eisenstein perceived the synchronized voice of 

the sound film as the triumph of the cinema over the theater and the latter’s 

potentialities, even though Eisenstein, differently from Pirandello, did not express any 

nostalgia for the theatre as a high art. Quite contrarily, he saw cinema as the highest 

level of development and accessibility of art, compatible with the demands of Soviet 

realism. The latter thrived at “preserving all richness of material and sensual fulness” 

through the technical conflation of the epic, the lyrical and the dramatic dimensions, 

which fit the flatness of the audio-visual apparatus. This conflation ultimately led to a 

characterization cinema as an “exquisite model of form” for the artistic rendition of 

reality.18   

  The “talkie”, in this sense, purportedly allowed for the cinema (as in the cinema 

house) to appear as a better art form to unify the materiality of the environment as in 

a painted image, and to restore the texture of real life in its multidimensionality. 

Cinema was perceived as better suited to fulfill this role than the theatre. In a 

combination of orchestration – “not mere naturalistic sound recording” – cinema was 

supposedly set to “defeat” the theatre historically by surpassing it.19 In modulating the 

                                                        
18 Sergei Eisenstein, Film form: essays in film theory. Harcourt, 1949, p. 189-190. Also cf. Luigi 
Pirandello. “Will talkies abolish the theater? In Shoot! The notebooks of Serafino Gubbio, 
cinematograph operator. 2002, pp.215-222. 
19 Eisentein, Op. Cit. p. 190. 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/ 
 



71 
 

perception of reality, the screen would have solved the problem of aesthetic likeness 

of the theatre by modulating the senses mechanically. In order to substantiate this point 

Eisenstein returns to the battleship: in Potemkin the composition of the montage 

modulated for him the ‘gallop of the knights’ with the ‘beat of hoofs’ in the subject-

matter and the ‘beat of an excited heart’ in the structure. By doing such, the cinematic 

were perceived as calibrating the compositional progress of the famous scene of the 

Odessa steps in Potemkin and the senses of “a human being in the state of ecstasy.”20 

 In the Cape, a considerable amount of concern was raised in English language 

newspapers about the advent of sound-films as potentially disturbing the artistry of 

cinema and the perceived soothing quality of silent film. The human voice appears as 

a potentially overwhelming emotional charge and the language imperative was now in 

danger of offering a form of imperialist homogeneity.21 Emma Sandon notes how the 

newsreel by incorporating sound turned English into the standard language, along with 

the British pronunciation of Albrecht Francis and Bernard Secker of the African 

Mirror. 22 Whereas this relates to the historical changes in the content of films, it 

appears as directly relationship with the changes in the experience of cinema houses, 

as we shall see. 

                                                        
20 Eisentein, Op. Cit. p. 190. On this point, see how the state of ecstasy can also be seen as a response, 
following Ute Holl’s insight, to the cinemagoer being “summoned into the cinema” and to what the 
cinema imposes in the form of “crises in our sensory-motor reactions.” The cinema demands that one 
encounters “unpredictable and unimaginable states.” Cf. Ute Holl, Cinema, Trance and Cybernetics. 
Amsterdam University Press, 2017, p. 284. 
21 Luigi Pirandello diagnosed, talkies “help theater because using language will, inexorably, erode 
cinema’s internationalism” In Pirandello. Shoot!: The Notebooks of Serafino Gubbio, Cinematograph 
Operator. University of Chicago Press, 2005:220. For a conceptual approach to the voice in relation to 
its “alien” character see Slavoj Zizek’s analysis of Charlie Chaplin and the political effects of films, cf. 
Zizek. Enjoy your symptom! Jacques Lacan in Hollywood and out. Routledge, 2001, p. 1. 
22 Emma Sandon. “African Mirror: The life and times of the South African newsreel from 1910 to 
1948.” Journal of Southern African Studies, 39, 3, 2013, pp. 661-680, 670. 
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   In the descriptions of the cinema house in the first two decades of the twentieth 

century we see how the landscapes of cinema in the city were charted as territory of 

psychological inhabitation and a form of dwelling that was able to produce particular 

forms of subjectivity. The turn to the potential of the cinema interior motivated the 

institutional enforcement of a standards of comfort, increased auditing of venues’ 

safety and health equipment, the establishment of technical standards for operators and 

reels (largely in relation to British standards) and consolidating the building and 

management of cinema houses as a viable private venture. Not only must we 

understand the apparent immediacy of the ‘touch’ of cinema as “mediated in multiple 

ways”, Miriam Hansen suggests, but the visual and touch complement each other 

dialectically in the “game of ideological inscription.”23  

  Hansen writes on the historical formation of the figure of the spectator as 

emerging from the “public spheres of production” and therefore reproducing, the 

argument that even though these spheres inherit “the ideological, exclusionary 

mechanisms of the bourgeois prototype”, for their economic survival they 

paradoxically push for inclusion: 

Lacking substance of their own, they voraciously absorb, as their fodder 
or ‘raw material’, contexts of living hitherto bracketed from 
representation - if only to appropriate, assimilate, abstract, commodify 
vital areas of social experience, if only to render them obsolete once 
exhausted and thus again insignificant…[making] visible, at certain 
junctures, a different function of the public, namely that of a social 
horizon of experience.24 

 
  This means that cinema was perceived as channeling this paradoxical relation 

of inclusion and exclusion by returning to the viewer the ‘spirit’ of the times while the 

                                                        
23 Miriam Hansen, Cinema and Experience Siegfried Kracauer, Walter Benjamin, and Theodor W. 
Adorno. 2014: 206. 
24 Miriam B. Hansen, “Early cinema, late cinema: permutations of the public sphere. Screen, Volume 
34, Issue 3, 1 October 1993, Pages 197–210: 20 
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viewer is “spirited away into the lumber room of his private self.”25 This position 

resonates with Francesco Casetti’s notion of the screen as offering reality “in the spirit 

of the time” at the same time in which the screen constitute reality’s limits “in a century 

that had a special need for original images and imaginative behaviors to reflect the 

issues of emerging social orders.” 26  Casetti argues, evocatively, that if cinema 

reorganized the order of our seeing “it was not only because it embodied the gaze of 

the human eye, but because it embodied the gaze of the twentieth century.”27 

  The European small picture house or art cinema appeared in the 1930s to 

oppose the aesthetic power of the atmospherics by proposing a different mode of 

spectatorship. It is within the architectural form of cinema, for Kracauer, that the 

possibility of housing a revolutionary art could emerge, and an equally emancipated 

spectator. For Kracauer, in the “pure externality” of cinema the audience encounters 

itself; the public’s own reality is revealed in the fragmented sequence of impressions: 

“were this reality to remain hidden from the viewers, they could neither attack nor 

change it; its disclosure in distraction is therefore of moral significance”. 28  The 

cinema’s interior was thus not only an aesthetic feature of the cinematic but something 

that began to define the cinema by, and as its interior: 

This total artwork of effects assaults all the senses using every possible 
means. Spotlights shower their beams into the auditorium, sprinkling 
across festive drapes or rippling through colorful, organic looking glass 
fixtures. The orchestra asserts itself as an independent power, its 
acoustic production buttressed by the responsory of the lighting. Every 
emotion is accorded its own acoustic expression and its color value in 
the spectrum—a visual and acoustic kaleidoscope that provides the 
setting for the physical activity on stage: pantomime and ballet. Until 

                                                        
25 Siegfried Kracauer, Theory of film: the redemption of physical reality. 1997, p.56. 
26 Francesco Casetti, Eye of the century. Columbia University Press. 2008: 3 
27 Francesco Casetti, Eye of the century. Columbia University Press. 2008: 8 
28 Kracauer, Mass Ornament. 
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finally the white surface descends and the events of the three-
dimensional stage blend imperceptibly into two-dimensional illusions.29 

 
 
 Here, Kracauer demonstrates that not only the mass cinema controls the technical 

elements of projections, as in the Wagnerian metaphor of the total artwork, but that it 

fundamentally modulates every sensory response of the audience with particular 

technological parts of the cinematic assemblage, making it possible for the latter to 

appear and be experienced as a seamless organize whole.  

  For Kracauer the design of the interior of cinemas has one similar purpose, 

which is “to rivet the viewers’ attention to the peripheral, so that they will not sink into 

the abyss.”30 The sense of comfort and quality of the interior of the cinema was also 

set to respond to the increasing demands to turn cinema audiences into similarly 

compliant ‘subjects’ of cinema. Cinema houses began to be described and experienced 

according to a sense of aesthetic merit, in relation not only to the kind of entertainment 

they presented and whether they could provide a sense of aesthetic abandonment which 

produces cinema’s senses of distance, critical estrangement and familiarity. Any 

criticism that bemoans urban citizens’ addiction to distraction is thus for Kracauer 

merely a petit-bourgeois one.  

  But the interior proved more than distraction. It eliminated forms of exogenous 

distraction that could possibly disturb an increasingly totalizing experience of the 

cinematic. In other words, as the cinema house became more legitimate, the quality of 

its technical elements allowed for a distinct form of mediation of this legitimacy, one 

for which technology became less ornamental and more functional. Describing the 

                                                        
29 Siegfried Kracauer, Cult of distraction, In The mass ornament, p.324 
30  Siegfried Kracauer. “Cult of distraction: On Berlin's picture palaces.” In The Mass Ornament: 
Weimar Essays. Trans. and ed. Thomas Y. Levin. Harvard University Press, 1995, Pp. 323-328, 325-6. 
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Biograph in Cape Town, Gutsche remarks on its success as a venue partially due to the 

lack of serious exhibition rooms but mainly due to its technical qualities. With the 

emerging taxation of venues added to more elaborate regulations, cinema houses were 

pushed to cater for discerning audiences and to present what were considered the latest 

innovations in venues around Europe and America, even if the films themselves were 

not subjected to similar scrutiny. This was not, as testimonies in newspapers show, just 

a matter of distinction but the absolute hysteria and commotion around episodes in 

which the technical effectiveness of cinema paraphernalia proved faulty.  

  Public grievances were usually centered on the criminally unventilated 

improvised cinemas, the lack of fire deterrent equipment, the disturbance of noise, lack 

of insulation from the elements and lack of provision of exit doors. But, importantly, 

these took shape together with the perceived character of the patrons attending these 

exhibitions, signaling to those who became increasingly more “adapted” patrons, in 

other words, the ones that were worldly enough to be attuned to the times. Writing in 

the United States, Gary Rhodes similarly notes how, with the advent of talkies, public 

concern around “noisy” patrons started to populate newspapers. Forms of disturbances 

coming from the audience could now alter profoundly the increasingly manicured 

experience of the cinema and the quality of its sound and expressed the needed to “train 

audiences by projecting slides at the beginning of each show requesting silence”. The 

sound film demanded quiet audiences, and a Kansas City judge ruled in favor of the 

cinema in 1929, when young patrons “us[ed] profane language on another patron in the 

balcony, causing many patrons to leave the theatre.31 

                                                        
31 Gary Rhodes, The Perils of Moviegoing in America. A&C, 2012: xviii. 
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Grievances also took shape amidst changes in the perception of cinema venues 

picture quality and even more so of the moral aspects that surrounded darkness. Using 

darkness as a proxy for the forms of intimacy the cinema afforded, social workers and 

religious associations that formed around the moral merits of cinema were effectively 

to clear up the “unsavory features” of Cape Town’s bioscopes. The charges against 

darkness showed that the dark auditoria mobilized public hysteria in relation to mixed 

gender audiences on charges that cinemas enabled intimacy and contact and that the 

penumbra encouraged harassment of women, turning it unsafe for them to attend 

exhibitions unaccompanied. It is interesting that this slowly changed with the building 

of the atmospheric and other high-end cinema houses and that the moral reservations 

around cinemas in relation to gender and racial intimacy would similarly resort to the 

moralizing aspects of cinema’s experiences with darkness. 

 

Waiting for it to go black 

Relevant to an approach to the darkness of cinema is the relationship between the 

increasing mechanization and sanitization of the interior of the cinema house at the 

same time as cinemas become a stable presence in the city. Even though much of the 

discussion around cinema seemed to focus on the establishment of a universal cinema 

subject, Gutsche describes how the emergence of forms of sounds that coincided with 

the advent of talkies composed a distinct urban dimension. Technical appliances were 

finally entering the otherwise silent space of the household, and the world of domestic 

consumption, such as stoves, fridges, radios etc. This signaled the arrival of different 

modes of experience of domestic space and an idealized form of subjective interiority 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/ 
 



77 
 

that modern, urban inhabitation demanded.32 In this context, the emergence of the 

talkie helped to transform cinema venues into organized sonic enclosures, as opposed 

to the cacophony of the city. This aspect of cinema experience points to modes of 

aesthetic intervention of cinema beyond that which Jacques Rancière calls “optical 

imperialism.”33 Discussing the ways in which the metropole itself assaults the senses 

Casetti suggests that urban stimuli 

are not simple pieces of information presented to the consciousness; they 
function instead as true provocations. The “outer and inner stimuli,” 
flowing  intensely and uninterruptedly, end  up irritating and harming. From 
here comes a change in perceptual activity, which confronts a  true shock. It 
was Benjamin...who pointed out the traumatic nature of sensory stimuli: 
whether walking at the center of a crowd or working in a factory, it is like 
finding oneself on a battleground.34 

 

  Critically, Casetti notes, while the classical “genealogy” of cinema proposes a 

fundamental reliance of cinema on the optical (following the writings of Friedrich 

Kittler and Bruno Latour) and position the visual as the perceptual stance of cinema, 

cinema’s medium presents itself as a paradox. In the early assemblages of cinema and 

its reliance on ‘non-optical connotations’ attached to the screen then we are faced with 

analytical possibilities of the cinematic beyond the visual. These non-optical 

connotations of screen constitute the possibility of seeing screen as “a filter that sieves 

reality” and in which the public finds a shelter, “an illusory protection, and as a divide 

that separates a space of fiction from a space of reality”.35 Writing in the mid-1920s, 

Luigi Pirandello considered the difficulties cinema introduced to European theatre 

                                                        
32 See, for instance Ashley Jackson’s interview with Silebatso Masimega in Botswana regarding the 
social impact of the war and the returned soldiers’ habits of health and sanitation in the reimagining the 
space of domestic interior. Cited in Killingray, 252.. 
33 Jacques Rancière, The intervals of cinema, 2014: 35. 
34  Francesco Casetti, Eye of the Century: Film, Experience, Modernity. New York: Columbia 
University Press. 2008: 114-5. 
35 Francesco Casetti, Op Cit. 2008: 112. 
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publics and suggested that cinema’s popularity was due to its dark rooms forcing 

cinema goers to concentrate on merely one sense: sight. For him, this ‘Wagnerian 

darkness’ of cinema was associated with the desire to transform an absorbed spectator 

as opposed to the light of the theatre that forces the viewer to focus on action without 

being fully absorbed. Pirandello suggested that with the introduction of a mechanical 

sound to match the moving images, cinema as artform approximated itself to the 

liveliness of the live performance and therefore attested to the ways in which talkies 

signaled the “triumph of theatre.”36  

       This resonates, I suggest, with Kracauer’s idea of the experience of the movie 

palace that nostalgically mimics the space of the theatre, flattening the 

multidimensional space of theatre and depth of screen, and contributes to undermine 

the role that the screen performed as generating illusions. For Kracauer, the total 

artwork experience aimed precisely at underplaying the connotations of the screen and 

presenting the cinema interior as an organic whole. For Casetti, these other senses of 

cinema expand our notions of the cinematic not only as an optical intervention, but 

also, and even more, an environmental medium that complexifies the lineages of 

cinema beyond a technological continuum with other visual media. Recognizing the 

social force of  this new, “potentially oppositional medium”, turns the cinema, in 

Casetti’s words, into a ‘bad object’: 

[F]or a long time, the cinema reclaimed its specificity, and this claim was 
due to the fact that not only did the cinema not have a specificity, but that 
it was precisely a great medium because it did not have a specificity. So, 
the desire to have a specificity was hiding the fear of an absence of 
specificity which was the only specific specificity of film. This denial was 

                                                        
36 Luigi Pirandello, “Will talkies abolish the theatre?”. In: Pirandello. Shoot!. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press. 2005 [1926]: 220.  
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extremely interesting because it regarded the very fact that cinema is a 
flexible, free, and uncontainable medium.37 
 
Darkness features as an allegory in the imagery of the newly established sound 

cinema. Gutsche suggests nostalgically that in the place of the silent bioscope the 

talkies now leveraged the “the raucous cackling noises” of the film. “Gone was the 

soothing darkness” many lamented, as the talkie superseded the orchestra and the silent 

drama as form. As cinema approached its now modern dwelling, it interestingly started 

to raise concerns on its effect on the minutiae of everyday life, especially when it came 

to women. The effects attributed to the American cinemas and talkies were based 

mainly on dress and manners. Interestingly, this attained an important class dimension, 

as most of the public grievances in the press assumed that women that attended 

bioscopes were more likely to be influenced by the modes of consumption inspired not 

only in films but also by the perceived extravagant venues. 

  Gutsche notes that the unreality of the silent film and its glorification of unlikely 

characters in lavish and extravagant settings had made the public’s identification with 

actors more difficult. The talkies for her would have had much more impact in the 

subjective identification of audiences, particularly women, and the actors on screen, 

via mimicry. Here the sense of cinema “becoming one with the people” masks a desire 

to make cinema one with the class aspirations of a discerning elite.38 This was then 

established by the cultural ascendency of the atmospherics as the latter reflected a 

conflation between going downtown for cinema and the experience of the urban 

“intoxication with noise”: 

                                                        
37 Francesco Casetti, The Cinema is a Bad Object: Interview with Francesco Casetti. Senses of Cinema, 
2017: np. 
38 Van Graan, A. 2011. Negotiating modernism in Cape Town: 1918-1948: an investigation into the 
introduction, contestation, negotiation and adaptation of modernism in the architecture of Cape Town. 
University of Cape Town. 
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The advent of the talkie was not immediately widespread. Sound films 
appeared under circumstances of unparalleled magnificence in most of the 
big towns; but elsewhere the public had to wait for months (and sometimes 
years) before new cinemas were built or old theatres wired. Thousands of 
people were forced to go to town to behold the current sensation and these 
special circumstances alone served to impress them with the wonders of 
the sound film.39 

 
 There was an intensified atmosphere in cinemas that also intensified the 

“pervasiveness” of American culture, including American English pronunciation, part 

of the sense of “fakery” of the type of escape that now cinemas offered: whereas in 

bioscopes the sense of escapism was lived only vicariously through being transported 

elsewhere, now the cinema had to emulate through its own aesthetics that fantastic trip, 

as a form of aesthetic ‘fraud’. Horror film, for instance, “was made much more 

terrifying by the addition of sound” while anti-war films such as Lewis Milestone’s All 

quiet on the Western Front (1930) exposed South African audiences to the horrifying 

visual and sound of wounded soldiers on screen. If the bioscope before offered an 

escape out of trying social conditions, the nature of the escape changed. In other words, 

the advent of sound allied to the building of the atmospheric cinema was now 

experienced as inflaming rather than soothing the senses. 

 

Building cinemas and nation building 

The advent of the sound film in 1929 combined with the appearance of the atmospheric 

cinema changed the role of the cinema house’s interior. Audiences were now absorbed 

by the mechanical appeal of cinema and cinema publics began to associate the aesthetic 

shock of sound technology with the artistic merit of films. Besides electricity, the effect 

of sound system and the accelerated tempo of films assumed the passivity of the 

                                                        
39 Gutsche, 1972, p. 222. 
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cinema-goer’s response to the cinema apparatus. Sound and war appeared to arouse the 

senses and pull audiences out of the anesthetic pharmakon of early bioscopes into the 

mechanical frenzy of palaces, turning the latter too, to use Aidan Erasmus’ term, into 

a “warring motif”.40  

  Lewis Milestone’s All Quiet on the Western Front was an anti-war epic and 

considered anti-German.41  It impressed Cape Town and the audience “remained in 

their seats after the performance and were not able to talk, the frightening thrill of this 

war film remained for a while”.42  Theatre goers also booed and hissed during the 

showing of Refugees in 1939, prompting a Nationalist cinemagoer to ask the Minister 

of the Interior whether the film in question should not have been withdrawn for being 

anti-German propaganda. A Member of Parliament was also involved in this protest 

and others were made in the House of Assembly against anti-Nazi films. It is 

unsurprising, given the political mobilization that took place in cinemas, that from 1941 

the British were involved in producing war propaganda. This created, as I show in 

chapter four, hostility towards cinema among Afrikaner nationalists and an attitude that 

privileged creating cinemas for their own people.  

  In Germany the showing of the Milestone’s film caused a sequence of Nazi 

fueled riots in cinemas, with Nazi supporters disrupting screenings of the film with 

shouts of “Judenfilm!”. Milestone’s epic drew to German cinemas, Thomas Doherty 

described, “hordes of brownshirts, with Goebbels in the lead, [who] descended on the 

Mozart Hall and demanded that the theater doors be shuttered and the film print 

destroyed”. The cinema, Goebbels would later remark, “[w]ithin ten minutes…was a 

                                                        
40 Aidan Erasmus. “The Sound of War: Apartheid, Audibility, and Resonance.” PhD Thesis. University 
of the Western Cape, 2018.  
41 Thomas Doherty, Hollywood and Hitler, 1933-1939. Columbia University Press, 2015, 4. 
42 Michael Eckardt, Film criticism in Cape Town 1928-1930. 2005. 
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madhouse”. While Doherty’s description of the Nazi rally is astonishing, what I find 

compelling is how, even as a space in which the horrors of war are being showcased 

and frowned upon, the political repression in the cinema is still considered a 

“desecration”: 

Whether in the cathedral-like expanse of a grand motion picture palace 
or a cozy seat at the neighborhood Bijou, the movie theater was a 
privileged zone of safety and fantasy—a place to escape, to dream, to 
float free from the worries of the world beyond the Art Deco lobby, a 
world that, in the first cold winter of the Great Depression, was harder 
and harder to keep at bay. All the more reason to view the Nazi-instigated 
violence as the desecration of a sacred space.43  

 
  During the wars, cinema was mainly a source of information. When soldiers 

came back home and started to repopulate the streets and the bioscope, urban sounds 

were also a trigger for the mimetic reliving of battleground experience as “the usual 

earth tremors we felt from time to time would cause many of the overseas soldiers to 

run out of buildings, believing a bomb had exploded.”44 Some of the young men who 

could not join the war joined the cinema business, producing equipment in the North 

African and Indian theatres as an apprentice repairers of cinema apparatus. In the 

streets, cinema was also part of the war celebrations. 

Victory celebrations were ‘sober,’ and ‘gay’ simultaneously, and while 
‘ten thousand people [were] packed in the middle of Adderley Street…In 
the cinemas, films depicting the highlights from the war were shown. 
Portraits of the Allied war leaders drew prolonged applause. Patrons 
joined in singing popular songs of this and the last war with gusto.’45 

 

  Although the Union Defense Act 1912 stipulated that the small permanent 

Defense Force and the potentially larger Citizen Force should be confined to ‘citizens 

                                                        
43 Thomas Doherty, Hollywood and Hitler, 1933-1939, Columbia University Press, 2015 9.  
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of European descent’, over a hundred and twenty black men served in the War and 

formed thirty seven percent of the Union Defense Force. Black men felt discouraged 

to enlist due to memories of the previous wars, the fact that they were not allowed to 

carry arms or to take part in combat. In late 1915 a so-called “Cape Coloured” battalion 

was formed, while most regiments still did not accept black enlistment. The difficulty 

in encouraging enlistment was due in part to the war being largely seen, in the words 

of Frank Sexwale, a white man’s war.46  

  In Cape Town, despite the racist restrictions, some were pushed to enlist 

because of lack of jobs and future perspective for men in recession. The propaganda 

machine was in full speed. 

Posters were placed in beerhalls, railway stations, cinemas and clubs, and 
on buses and trams. The advantages of military service were proclaimed in 
press advertisements, radio broadcasts and films. A common aim, 
particularly in the case of the specially commissioned films, was to depict 
‘the building up of a Native soldier from civilian life to that of a finished 
soldier’.47 

 

  Propaganda that stressed patriotism persuaded some prospective recruits but 

invariably motives were laced with political, social or economic expectations. J. 

Sephiphi said his motive for enlisting, like that of many others, was that the war offered 

a slight hope that things could get better and that black soldiers could arrive back in a 

better political scenario. R. Moloi, a Sergeant, notes how he fought in war as he “did 

not want to be a slave in this country”. J. Hlope, who served in the Middle East, found 

interacting with white British soldiers who accepted him as a human being to be a 

startling experience. In a letter written in 1943 he reported on how black soldiers 

experienced sharing public facilities such as movie halls. The war brought an attention 
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to cinema as a space of luxury consumption, with soldiers enjoying in some instances 

for the first time the possibility of saving and entering the market of cultural goods – 

even if those suffered a considerable reduction due to inflation and shortage of supply. 

At the time of return, soldiers had “learnt the value of money and they have been taught 

to love necessary luxuries – things like cinema, wireless broadcasts, newspapers”.48 

  The war also allowed for black soldiers outside South Africa to visit public 

facilities with white counterparts as the British public sphere did not have enough 

financial support for racially segregated amenities. Many black soldiers wrote home to 

comment on how they were attended in the same ward as white soldiers in the hospital 

when wounded. One black South African soldier remarked on how he “enjoyed the 

best time which has never been enjoyed by any person in South Africa. We were dining 

on one table, getting the same type of food, sleeping in one ward, one cinema, same 

showers and same ‘equality’ of opportunity...”49 But censorship rules of 1930 also 

curtailed the possibilities of black soldiers in the war having access to certain cultural 

material, and even the content of the letters they sent back to South Africa were 

censored. Films were banned to black soldiers from all parts of Africa if they featured 

interracial intimacy. 

  Even if in South Africa racial discrimination had divided racially segregated 

audiences about the merits of the war, propaganda was increasingly dispensed to 

elevate morale. The war propaganda machine was propagated by government but 

liberal social science researchers, such as Ernst Malherbe, took the war as a moment to 

test the pedagogical impact of mass media and the universality of his most empiricist 
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and positivist stances. Mass media was now a vehicle for education, and education on 

war in particular. In South Africa the idea was to portray a war against Germany as a 

war for freedom.50 The vision of the role of cinema was one that counted, in fact, on 

the element of impassivity that sound and the cinema technology allowed: indeed, in 

the 1940s, when Malherbe was promoted Director of Military Intelligence, he remarked 

on how one “cannot answer the film back.”51   

 In 1929, Malherbe was appointed director of the Bureau for Education 

Research. At the inaugural meeting of the National Research Council and Board in 

1938 Malherbe suggested that facts are like “sticks of dynamite”: they could be “a 

shock to mental inertia, to social complacency and to existing beliefs.”52 In Malherbe’s 

knowledge politics, without facts, Fleisch suggests, politics failed to translate into 

social change, limiting itself to “an emotional activity that generates, at best, sound and 

dust.”53 Malherbe left the Bureau in 1939 with three research divisions, educational, 

social and psychological; a national library on education and social science; and a film 

division. The chief function of the Bureau, however, was to conduct surveys and 

research work and to administer the Carnegie Foundation research grants. In 1932 

Malherbe was involved in the Carnegie Commission that investigated the so-called 

problem of the ‘poor white’ in South Africa, which combined the desire for racial 

advancement and the liberal basis for the advancement of national education. These 

educational concerns are addressed to the welfare of the child and the social conditions 
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of the so-called ‘Native’ – a set of ideological arrangements mobilized in the cinema, 

and which I approach in my next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3: A CINEMA ON FIRE  

 

What historians generally characterized as the ideological distinction between 

segregation and Apartheid is crossed over in the making and management of cinemas 

in the Cape. Thus far we have seen how imperial formations and liberal governance of 

the cinema were used to create and control a rationalized cinema public. These 

formations, I argue, will prove foundational to the institutional makings of what would 

later be known as petty Apartheid: the obsessive control of public facilities and places 

of entertainment along racial categories. What I begin to show in this chapter is how 

these government regulations and political authority over the cinema was first 

experimented in relation to the regulated attendance of women and children before 

being extended later to black publics, particularly black youth, captured in the signs 

that they met in the entrance of many cinemas: “Not for Bantu. Not for children under 

12”. The way I proceed is by first outlining the gender and age separation in cinema 

before I suggest how these regulations were appropriated under Apartheid to generate 

new answers to what both nationalists would frame as the ‘Native question.’ 

  In this chapter I therefore approach the creation of both a cinema for children 

and black audiences, particularly the so-called black Africans. I show how segregation, 

as a term and political strategy that enters Cape Town public spaces in the 1910s, 

shaped early experiences of cinema before Apartheid. These developments mark 

cinema’s break with any possibility that once signaled its incipient form of multiracial 

public sphere, while also becoming a cautionary tale against liberalism and racial 

tolerance, based largely on the perceived dangers of cinema in the rest of the country. 

In the 1940s, cinema was perceived as attaining a purpose of modern pedagogy 
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modeled in factories and urban centers. Cinemas and hotels, which Kracauer calls 

‘shrines to the cultivation of pleasure’ were certainly part of the repressive project of 

Apartheid but they cannot, as I have shown, be placed unproblematically as part of an 

“archipelago of settler institutions.”54 I suggest that a historical approach to what has 

been called ‘colonial capitalism’ has to be attentive to forms of class aspiration that are 

at best ambivalent in relation to imperial and liberal modes of governance.55 

 In this context, the cinema appears to black publics as an ambivalent political 

alternative to this question: both as a space of alienation and a promise of glamorized 

future in the backdrop of many passages - either from the countryside to the city, from 

the mines to the home or from the compound to the cinema. The cinema house figures 

as a possibility of individuated relief from massification and de-personalization and 

therefore complicates a clear position of cinema and black stardom amidst intensifying 

segregation. This ambivalence, I suggest, signals cinema’s supposedly ‘coming of age’, 

when black actors appear in films and forced migration to cities began coupled with 

less stringent labor laws and segregationist rules – including in cinemas themselves. 

The sense of escape is thus what indeed constitutes cinema as space – its relation to 

concrete forms of imposed mobility and a point of relief in the city’s rigid plan.  

   The pedagogical character of cinema was to become part of a larger project, 

one specifically political. In this form, the cinema of Apartheid classified and delimited 

the publics of cinema and defined the kinds of cinema which were appropriate to a 

class-fragmented black public and the kinds that were worth promoting in a purported 
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white nation. I suggested that cinema in this sense was deployed not only to “rationalize 

the pleasures of the salary-earning armies”, as Kracauer would have it56, but that 

cinema’s ‘pleasure barracks’ constituted a central element in the organization of 

stratified black working class that was to be carefully placed in the city, and in liberal 

political positions in relation to racial classification of cinemas and cultural taste.  

  In chapter 2 I described how the advent of the sound film and the atmospheric 

dramatically changed the landscape of cinemas in late 1920s and in the early 1930s. I 

showed how, after the advent of sound, the interwar period showed that the war was 

no longer peripheral to the experience of cinema, as war achieved prominence as a 

centralizing motif of the cinema. If silent cinema, discussed in chapter 1, achieved the 

social significance of an escape from political unrest and pharmakon for local and 

metropolitan political disputes, I showed how this changed with the advent of the 

atmospheric. The aftermath of World War I witnessed the intensity of competition in 

film trade, particularly among the smaller cinemas for the influx of black workers in 

the cities and cinema audiences. Film competition led to a perceived decline in the 

quality of pictures offered, matched only by the perceived decline in patronage and 

‘safety’, and, as Gutsche suggests, the charges against cinema were not only based on 

the content of films considered objectionable but also on the quality of cinema 

buildings.57 

  Hence my focus in this chapter on cinema’s perceived manifold technical and 

aesthetic challenges in the interwar period. I examine, particularly, how these technical 

challenges were absorbed in discourses about the dangers attached to the cinema as 

both moralizing leisure venue and pedagogical device. I suggest that this ambivalence 
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– namely between potential for danger and corruption and for moral and civic education 

– motivated government attempts in the late 1930s to regulate cinema attendance that 

hinged both on an emergent so-called “Native question” and the question the welfare 

of children. Critically, this period marked the cinema industry’s dispute between the 

two companies which held the monopoly of film exhibition and distribution in the 

country, and their competition for palatial venues and middle-class publics that led to 

the extinction of much of the city’s small bioscopes. I approach public suspicion around 

the safety of cinemas and how it legitimized both state regulation and market 

competition, and pointed to the establishment of cinema through an appeal to 

respectability and control of venues. This control, I argue, centered largely on the figure 

of the child.  

  My aim in this chapter is twofold: first, to shift the focus of repression from 

film to the state’s regulation of cinema attendance and second, to show how cinema 

sought to contain the specter of class and racial degeneration. Following this, I suggest 

that the establishment of racial and age barriers in cinemas in the 1930s and early 1940s 

preceded and helped to shape more elaborate and explicit regulation and classification 

imposed under Apartheid after 1948. I begin this chapter with a historical overview of 

children’s cinema attendance since the 1910s, followed by the efforts of Provincial 

government’s censorship as a “ritual imprimatur”, following Robert Gordon’s 

characterization in colonial Namibia.58 I conclude by recalling a case of arson in a New 

Brighton cinema in Port Elizabeth which gained national prominence as a cautionary 

tale, channeling hysteria around cinema’s potential for racial tolerance and 

inclusiveness. 
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Cinema houses coming of age 

Early bioscopes in Cape Town offered poor ventilation and precarious safety as the 

venues consisted mostly of makeshift halls and shop premises, with a single door 

operating as point of entry and exit. Seats were often flimsy, uncomfortable and not 

attached to the ground, representing a security hazard in case of an emergency 

evacuation. Alongside unlit staircases and other flammable material, these formed 

cinema’s constellation of death-traps.59 The most emblematic of cinema dangers, as a 

report by the Chief Officer of Cape Town Fire Brigade suggests in 1911, was fire. In 

the report, fire equipment was described as largely unsatisfactory and the report 

prescribed a licensed fireman to be present in all bioscope exhibitions. That year an 

operator’s box caught fire in Port Elizabeth’s Electric Theatre, destroying one of the 

reels and leaving patrons injured. Other venues throughout the country pushed 

municipalities to enforce anti-fire legislation, and accounts of tragic events in overseas 

cinemas circulated in the media. In 1912, fire reportedly caused the first fatality in Cape 

Town, at the City Bioscope in Sir Lowry Road. The coverage of the event was 

exacerbated by this being a case of false alert: a child set off the fire extinguisher, 

followed by a cry of “Fire!” and public stampede. An audience composed “largely of 

coloured people and easily-impressionable elements” was perceived as naturally prone 

to panic.60  

  This anecdote articulates the danger of cinema in relation to the two public 

formations engendered in Cape Town cinema houses: children and black publics. The 

popularity of cinema amongst children coincided with the increasing interest and 
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attendance of black audiences, and black publics, particularly the so-called black 

Africans, generated great anxiety around what kinds of sociality cinemas enables. In 

other parts of the country, other physical dangers were associated with the intimate 

atmosphere of bioscopes and the so-called ‘black peril’ fueled government debates 

about multiracial audiences, which marked the ‘repressive era’ of South Africa 

cinema.61 The fear surrounding spaces of perceived unregulated proximity between 

black men and white women was articulated in cinema, and contributed to defining 

national election in 1929 by instrumentalizing the white middle class fear of urbanized 

black masses.62 At this point, public anxiety and concerns around black audiences 

motivated a series of legislation around age classification and restricted access to 

“children, coloureds, or natives.”63 

  Cape Town’s cinemas were often crowded with children and infants. Gutsche 

describes how women brought their babies to screenings and breastfed “under most 

unhygienic circumstances” and how sound technology was often interrupted by the 

noise of children.64 Not only was cinema regarded as not prepared to accommodate 

young audiences, young patrons of different class and racial groups were often in close 

proximity and contact. The response to children and black patrons in this space was to 

be described as a sensory means: children, babies, women and unbarred racial mixing 

turned the cinema into a space in which, in Gutsche’s words, a “vociferous humanity” 

appeared crudely to the senses – exemplified in her accounts of cinema interiors and 

their “fetid atmosphere.”65  
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  At a psychological level, in cinemas where “hundreds of children screamed and 

shrieked” the danger was a long-lasting effect of “emotional exhaustion”. Furthermore, 

the intimate atmosphere of small bioscope exhibitions reportedly enabled various 

forms of sexual harassment. The gendered character of cinema attendance in the turn 

of the twentieth century is also inevitably related to cinema attendance of children. 

Women entered early cinema houses in Cape Town and elsewhere in the country 

typically to entertain their children, Gutsche suggests, turning both children and 

women into avid cinema-goers.  

  In the first decades of the twentieth century, children of all races were seen, felt 

and smelt inside and outside bioscopes surrounded by “little boys who strutted about 

in buffalo chaps made from hearth-rugs.”66 Cinema was also thought of as a space for 

children's education and entertainment. This was not uncommon in the colonies where 

the offer of free shows to soldiers or orphans, or by screening educational films about 

hygiene, production processes, and industry was the norm.67 In 1912, for instance, 

Abraham Fisher arranged a Kinemacolour representation of the Delhi Durbar at the 

Metropolitan Hall in the CBD responding to the call of Mayor Frederick Smith. 

Hundreds of boxes of chocolate were distributed in the cinema to the children as part 

of the initiative, which was widely reported in local newspapers.68 In July 1916, in a 

similar move, the Mayor invited children from several local orphanages for a bioscope 

exhibition at the Alhambra.69 In 1917 a municipal ordinance was passed in order to ban 
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the exhibition of the film “No more Children”70 as the Cape Province Board of Film 

inspectors found the film inappropriate and condemned its public exhibition for 

advertising birth control.  

  The 1917 American drama Enlighten Thy Daughter, directed by Ivan 

Abramson caused the Bioscope Advisory Committee to review film classification. The 

Deputy Commissioner of Police, Colonel Gray attended the preview of the picture and 

the committee’s report suggested that it was extremely inappropriate for matters of sex 

and the sexuality of young women to be discussed in such spaces. In addition to the 

supposed spread of morally dubious values there was an assumption that cinema would 

morally corrupt young women influenced by the worshipping of characters and actors. 

The committee believed this system absorbed a considerable proportion of the young 

public, particularly adolescents and, apart from the sentimental disturbance it created, 

they believed it inspired activities such as the writing of letter, soliciting autographs 

and photographs or reading cinema magazines.71 

  With the rise in the cost of living and the decline in the purchase power of the 

white middle class, it became necessary to increase the appeal of the cinema to motivate 

audiences to pay entrance fees. At the same time, cinema was rapidly turned into an 

appropriate refuge for white children by substituting after school programs and 

presenting itself as a form of child care, offering children a place off the streets. 

Newspapers were quick to catch up with the idea of children in urban cinemas as a 

nuisance. Many cinema owners complained about the difficulties caused by offering 

half-price tickets for children, and created methods to enforce age control by having, 
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for example, a measuring device stamped on a wall outside bioscopes. The focus on 

the health of the children’s welfare public spaces turned the bioscope into a potential 

threat to children and the public order.  

    Soon children were not only avid cinema-goers, they were also seen on screen 

as main characters in several films, with the audience relating to the plight of orphans, 

unborn fetuses, the “prodigal son, little golden-haired children, innocent maidens and 

mustached mountebanks.” 72  Filled with frenzied action and a crudely triumphant 

morality, the general fun of dramatic films alternated between the sensationalism of 

escapes and feasts of prowess, and the pathos of domestic scenes. Again, Gutsche 

described in sensorial, even animalesque terms what the dramatic appeal of early films 

must have caused in young audiences: a public that “vociferously” acclaimed the 

grotesque of both the cinema house and its pictures. Certain films were not shown at 

all in the Cape Province.  

  After World War I the bioscope was at first target of criticism for its hygiene 

and ethical standards, before the attacks concentrated on the content of films. In this 

period, the prevalence of melodramas drew attention to the cinema potential to 

represent a danger to children’s education that mobilized the indignation of many 

religious advocacy groups regarding both the educational promises of film and the 

perceived moral dangers of bioscopes. Despite public concern, by the early 1930s 

children’s attendance showed no signs of fading. The popularity of cinema among 

young audiences prompted many studies, which concerned the social role of cinema in 

a society now set to ‘protect’ the innocence of childhood from class and racial decay.  
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  If cinema was initially a proxy for technophobia and the perceived physical 

dangers of machinery such as a bogus medical widespread concern with the “eye-strain 

of flickers” caused by cinema – later public attention turned to the attendance of 

children at evening performances. These, educators and physicians argued, left school 

children tired and sluggish in the classroom in the day following a night at the movies, 

causing them to neglect homework and struggle to concentrate. Gutsche describing 

how a “cowboy atmosphere” was taken to the classrooms and making it harder for 

students to be disciplined, as they would respond to teachers by emulating tough 

characters. 73  Movie stars and characters were admired by young women and 

grievances in the press reported on how children began to identify with mafia members, 

underdogs by emulating the language of moral dramas. In the photograph I reproduce 

below, one can see how many children attended the projection at the Globe Bioscope, 

on the border of the neighborhoods of Woodstock and District Six, offering a variety 

of American silent melodrama.  

  Gutsche compares the effects of the cinema with a soporific or escapism from 

financial depression. She associates cinema with the effects of distraction of all kinds, 

cigarette smoking, nudism and even crosswords and novelties, like the “yo-yo” – a toy 

whose popularity she credits with the ability of diverting thought. In this context she 

places the building of the Metro in 1934 in Johannesburg – as a way out of the 

monopoly established by African Consolidated Theatres and Films that controlled the 

exhibition and distribution circuit at that point and had opened the palatial atmospheric 

Capitol in 1931. The Metro marked the establishment of the atmospheric in the country, 
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followed by the Colosseum in 1933 in Johannesburg in the presence of General Smuts, 

just like the Capitol opened in the presence of General Herzog. The mayor of 

Johannesburg Mr G W Nelson opened the Kinema’s Plaza in Johannesburg in the late 

1920s proposing a new design of cinema space for seeing first-run films. The palatial 

atmospheric offered high quality images and sound and represented, in the words of 

the Prime Minister, “a magnificent gesture in the face of the depression”.74 

  There was a struggle between the African Theatres and Kinemas with 

companies bidding high sums of money against each other for films. “Public patronage, 

despite the attraction of new and palatial theatres, was very unevenly sustained. In 

larger towns, it might be maintained at a reasonable remunerative rate by the constant 

provision of good and expensive films; but elsewhere it fluctuated considerably and 

many of the lesser bioscopes on both circuits barely covered expenses”.75 In the same 

period, as Michael Eckhardt shows, newspapers’ film critics began to focus on bigger 

cinemas to the detriment of the small bioscope.76 For Gutsche the 1930s marked the 

decade in which cinema-goers did not discern between film offers and cinema houses 

and despite the fact that films offered were regarded by some as ‘poor’ or 

‘disreputable’, cinema became a consolidated middle-class pastime.   
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Figure 4. Children as part of the audience of the Globe Bio in Woodstock circa 191577 

     

  The suggestion for pastimes with a psychological and educational nature. The 

cinema impregnation of social structure began to be paralleled in the non-commercial 

field, and into the field of education. 78  The National Council of Women (NCW) 

arranged two experimental exhibitions to children in 1937 and 1938 in a partnership 

with African Consolidated Theatres. Ernst Gideon Malherbe, then director of the South 

African Bureau of Educational and Social Research, responded to criticism of cinemas 
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suggesting that children emulated what they saw on the screen in a playful way. For 

him the danger lay precisely in the films’ lack of a consistent set of values. The NWC, 

on the other hand, suggested that current research showed pernicious effect of cinema 

on children. They suggested certain films, like the “cowboy” type, for example, was 

reason for worry.   

 

A cowboy atmosphere  

The suggestion that cinema could have an impact on children’s emotional states and 

behavior also inspired British researcher Richard Ford to study the reaction of children 

to the dramatic fates of film heroes. In 1939, Ford published a study that focused mainly 

on the effects arguably quantifiable by recording children’s facial expressions during 

screenings.79 Public anxiety around cinema and children emerged in the context of new 

theories and techniques in State Education, of social protests against Victorian methods 

to curb so-called “juvenile delinquency”, and the growing realization of the importance 

of children in relation to the decline of population growth in the late 1930s. Later, 

British public opinion around cinema and the institutional responsibility of children 

care in post-war generally shifted from prohibition to policy, and from censorship to 

classification, with the State seizing on the educational and ideological influence of 

cinemas. Public policy then moved a step further onto the notion that children’s 

aesthetic taste and morality could be molded by the state and that children could be 

“trained” to appreciate the kinds of leisure, including cinema, that was suitable to 

specific age and social position. 

 A generation of film-going children is learning to pick up points and 
impressions on the screen very quickly – how quickly and how 
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permanently we do not yet know. Their receptiveness and their power of 
association are being trained; and this training is possibly not the least of 
the services which the new medium may render – if the material is right. It 
is as important to their taste in films as in music; from the social point of 
view, more important.80 

 

  Cinema was questioned as a suitable medium for all kinds of educational 

purpose, but particularly those related to sex education and gender roles. The idea was 

that the cinema could become a place where one 

witnessed the spectacle of young girls, some of whom could not be many 
months or days over sixteen, gazing open-mouthed at the story unfolded on 
the screen with its disgusting pictures of consultations in doctors’ rooms 
and its revolting indecency of the procuring of married women as clients 
for an unscrupulous surgeon…81 

 

  Burns notes how in Cape Town, particularly in black neighborhoods, cinema 

allowed young girls and women to be seen in the company of young men in such a way 

that it would not be considered a threat to gender respectability. This was particularly 

important in places where men enjoyed considerably more freedom and cinemas 

afforded a space for mixed gender socialization. Specific facilities for women like the 

“Ladies Cloakroom” had become a disreputable feature of the small bioscope and was 

substituted by the “excellently-appointed” Cosmetic Room.82 

  There were other modes of inhabitation that were now part of the urban 

landscape of Cape Town. The factory workers, especially the women, make an 

interesting correlation with cinema as a medium of supposed technological neutrality. 

Writing on the charged ideological terrain of factory and its aesthetic ambitions, Ilze 

Wolff shows how the 1938 Rex Trueform factory was a modern moment for Cape 

                                                        
80 Richard Ford, 1939. Children in the cinema. George Allen & Unwin Ltd. P.3 
81 Thelma Gutsche, Op Cit. 1972, 145 footnote 18 
82 Thelma Gutsche, Op cit. 1972, 221, footnote 18  
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Town’s Salt River, with the construction of “the most modern factory in the world”.83 

The factory interior indexed “Modernism’s focus on functionality, fast pace, 

architecture”. It was a decisive moment, according to Wolff, not just for Cape Town 

but also for the self-affirmation of two immigrant Eastern European Jewish 

businessmen to assert their own modern identity and consolidate a political gesture in 

which “modern ideas on social engineering were definitively inscribed onto the fabric 

of the city”. 

  Anna Weiss 1950’s research about a Cape Town’s factory black female workers 

(“Cape Coloured” Women and “Malay” Women in her terminology) described how 

“film shows” were presented periodically to an audience of about 150 workers. It also 

shows how, in the sanitized space of the factory, ideas of the ‘Malay’ workers as 

“dirty”, deeply influenced the kinds of film entertainment shown in the factory. In the 

relationship between factory life and films84, Weiss places films at the intersection of 

education and leisure and the critical space of “culture” within Cape Town factory 

life. The Disney short animation “Dirty family”, as explored by Weiss, was about 

contagion and contact in the family– the meta-linguistic approach of cinema, I suggest, 

to what was presented as haptic dangers in cinema halls and beyond – factories, streets 

etc.85 Disney cartoons about hygiene and disease were shown and also the occasional 

travelogue.  

                                                        
83  See Ilze Wolff, “Unstitching Rex Trueform: exploring apartheid modernity and architectural 
modernism through the Rex Trueform garment manufacturing factory, Salt River, 1937 – 2013”. 
84  Weiss, A. 1950 “The Cape Coloured woman: within an industrial community and at home”. 
University of Cape Town. 
85 Weiss does not specify but I assume this is the short animation “Cleanliness Brings Health” (1945, 
8:29 min) hired by the former Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs in the United States 
to create a series of films for developing countries, “Health for the Americas.”  For a broader discussion 
about class, dirtiness and Disney Studio’s animations, see Eileen Jones, 2018 “Klass and kids’ films” 
in Jacobin, 22 August 2018.  
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  Film takes a particularly important stance in Weiss’ study, as if to symbolize 

the neutral ground of theory and to equate technology with hegemonic culture. From a 

supposedly scientific standpoint, it is possible to condemn certain ‘traits’ identified in 

workers while placing the latter largely outside of the cultural grid.86 Cinema operates 

at a similar way to where Weiss’ study positions herself: the voice of the film coincides, 

most importantly, with the voice of the researcher herself as she responds to one of the 

workers who asked her if washing her hands would prevent her child’s illness, Weiss 

responded, as if her voice and the intention of the film coincided: “It would definitely 

help to keep her well.” 

  It is unsurprising, therefore, that children’s attendance shaped in many ways the 

ways we come to think of the technological prowess of cinema. As cinema houses 

became more standardized, separate sessions and venues were designed for the youth; 

matinees – or daytime screening shows – came to be associated with the safety of 

children, and a more suitable space and time for the young to socialize without adults. 

In the late 1950s, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO) developed an extensive report on the influence of the cinema 

on children and adolescents and the kinds of effects “[t]his new element in the lives of 

children” caused. Furthermore, it suggested the cinema, as a place outside the domestic 

space or the institutional control of school, was now an ungoverned realm: “What is 

the extent of this influence? Is it in the main a good influence or is it wholly bad?”87 

                                                        
86 For the complex relations between Disney films and the commodification of culture cf. Esther Leslie. 
Hollywood Flatlands: Animation, Critical Theory and the Avant-Garde. London and New York: Verso, 
2002. 
87 Ford, 1939. Children in the cinema. George Allen & Unwin Ltd. P.1 
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  In 1952 a physician in Durban attempted to prove in a study that the bioscope 

had a pronouncedly pernicious effect on what he called “workless juveniles”.88 To him, 

these young viewers were rendered particularly impressionable “by being at a loose 

end” and with purportedly little to constructively occupy their thoughts, they “accepted 

the suggestion of current silent films and resorted to crime”. For him the cinema’s role 

in education was “about equal to the food value of alcohol”. Thelma Gutsche has 

similarly compared the intellectual value of cinema on children to the appeal of cheap 

literature and tabloids.  These considerations similarly place the children – particularly 

those who frequented what Gutsche terms the “lesser bioscopes”, those which were not 

converted for the projection of talkies – as main targets of a perceived demoralizing 

effects of melodramas that depicted nudity or sexual innuendo.  

 The picture palaces and sound equipment increased the perception of what was 

regarded as the moral danger of cinema. Its “evils” were aggravated by the more 

widespread attendance of children and the failure of parents either to break the cinema 

habit or to choose suitable films. The physician even suggested that much of the fantasy 

and unrealistic elements characteristic of the early bioscope disappeared with the 

advent of sound films. The imposition of sound, he contended, curbed the emotional 

impact of the cinema and improved the standard of acting considerably. Conversely, it 

intensified other aspects: the additional impressiveness that sound conferred on films 

had a “pernicious effect” on children’s emotions. 

  Critically, cinema was also treated as being in its infancy. “For many years the 

cinema has been a very convenient whipping-boy” affirmed Richard Ford, blaming 

silent cinema for offering only “blood-and-thunder entertainment...for the benefit of 
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the lower classes in unhealthy, flea-ridden, ill-ventilated halls called Picture Palaces.”89 

Ford cited how the Irish Weekly Times promoted that “[p]ictures do a lot of harm, and 

the sooner Government make picture-houses a closed place for young people, the 

better”.90 Citing the report of the Watch Committee in Oldham in 1938, Ford lamented 

that 

[i]t was a very sad day for England when the pictures arrived. If they 
could persuade the children to attend the night schools instead of going 
to the pictures theirs would be a better country and they would be a better 
people.91 

 

  Matinees were then deemed a palliative solution in this direction. Held 

generally one day a week, they were supposed to separate children from major public, 

even if they did not always screen age appropriate films. The concern for children as 

part of the mass public cinemas was meant to create intensified in Cape Town amidst 

discussion of music and cinema legislation in the 1950s. The Audio-Visual class of the 

Department of Education of the University of Cape Town sent out forms to schools in 

the Cape Peninsula in 1955 to measure the frequency with which (predominantly 

White) children attended local cinemas: thirty venues in the areas of the study only.92 

The results of questionnaires of about 17,000 pupils showed that between 37% of them 

(roughly between 6,000 and 7,000) attended local cinemas regularly. 

 

                                                        
89 Ford, 1939. Children in the cinema. George Allen & Unwin Ltd. P.69 
90 cited in Ford p.71 
91 Ford, op cit 72 
92 Olivier, S.P. 1955. Bioscope attendance of children in Cape Town. 
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Civilizing leisure 

The idea that leisure venues could have a pernicious effect has its roots in the late 

1910s, with the increasing need for class specific venues for workers’ leisure.93 By the 

1920s, workers mobilization and increasing industrialization and urbanization of black 

populations caused both conservative government and the liberal political elite to 

mobilize around the need for both leisure venues that were both suited to the needs of 

race and the encroachment of segregationist politics that regulated the attendance of 

‘Coloured, Indians and Africans’. Bhekizizwe Peterson describes the period between 

1920 and 1940 as a time of great importance to the history of motion pictures in South 

Africa due to the participation of African audiences, even if tangentially to official 

history. He notes how not only was race leveraged in public discourse as “the modality 

through which social conflict was experienced” by differently oppressed social groups, 

but that a particularly culturally inclined African middle-class was endowed with a 

messianic power.94 For black workers, and Africans in particular, there was a concerted 

effort to turn leisure venues into spaces for “moralizing” the leisure of Africans and to 

turn time away from work into a moral matter.95  

  This anxiety around free time of workers also informed notions of cinema as a 

space in which individual senses could and should be mechanically monitored and 

regulated: if early cinema houses profited from the excitement of collectively seeing, 

with audiences exposed to an uncontained variety of scents, sounds and touches – all 

                                                        
93 Bickford-Smith, Vivian. “Leisure and social identity in Cape Town, British Cape Colony, 1838-
1910.” Kronos, no. 25, 1998, pp. 103–128: 104. 
94 Bhekizizwe Peterson, The politics of leisure during the early days of South African cinema, In 
Balseiro, Isabel, and Ntongela Masilela, eds. To Change Reels: Film and Film Culture in South. Africa. 
Detroit: Wayne State UP, 2003: 34. 
95 Couzens, Tim. “‘Moralizing Leisure Time’: The Transatlantic Connection and Black Johannesburg, 
1918 – 36.” In Industrialisation and Social Change in South Africa: African Class Formations, Culture 
and Consciousness 1870 – 1930, edited by Shula Marks and Richard Rathbone, 314 – 337. London: 
Longman, 1982. 
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sensory proxies for racial connotations of dirtiness and the grotesque – late cinema was 

to prescribe how seeing together should be industrially sanitized and regulated. 

Cinema’s racial and age classification was now invariably coupled with forms of class 

distinction that determined what kinds of audiences should be curtailed or encouraged 

under the auspices of cinema’s increased technological administration.  

  A 1910 article in the newspaper of the African Political Organization that 

advocated the rights of ‘coloureds’ deprecated the “wild behavior” of patrons who 

wasted their money on cheap beer and bioscopes for an evening’s entertainment. 

Gutsche depicts these fans as disreputable and considers their unruly behavior to be 

pathological. She completes her synopsis of the social place of the cinema on the eve 

of World War I as a time like no other in history when cinema in South Africa was to 

“reach a lower standard or suffer a more opprobrious reputation.” Once more cinema 

was to be described in all its potential grotesquery and animality – the behavior of 

‘African’ and ‘coloured’ audiences at cinemas was described as “vociferous” and as 

causing resentment in white attendants. 

  These concerns slowly moved towards a preoccupation with the relationship 

between children’s cinema attendance and crime. While it was nearly impossible to 

link actual crime to the cinema’s perniciously erotic appeal at this time, its effects, if 

less spectacular, were nonetheless profound and were deeply deplored by social 

workers. It was often argued at this time that at least the bioscope kept men out of 

trouble and away from more injurious forms of distraction. On the other hand, the 

Church alleged that it was the direct cause of the fall in church attendance.96 Burns 

shows how Southern Rhodesia in similar ways was haunted by its own idea of cinema 
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‘black peril’ in the early twentieth century and fear of white settlers that cinema spaces 

could facilitate black men’s assault on white women. 97 A letter published in the 

Rhodesian Herald in 1912 complained about the conversation among several black 

patrons during a screening at the Palace Theatre. “To all who have the least knowledge 

of the working of the Native mind”, assures the author of the letter, “the danger of what 

I witnessed and heard last night will be self-evident.”98 Between 1917 and 1920 the 

police in the colony’s two major cities banned several films that showed violence 

against white people, including ‘scenes showing two white men being murdered by 

natives, and an endeavor being made by natives to secure and carry off a European 

woman to their kraal”. Rhodesian papers also carried reports of assaults in the 

neighboring Portuguese colony of Mozambique, which authorities there ascribed to the 

influence of the movies. 

  In 1926, a Natal paper complained that ‘a new menace to European prestige has 

been discovered in the indiscriminate exhibition of films to natives.99 It is shown the 

witnessing of certain scenes depicting the seamy side of the life of the European must 

have had an indescribable effect on the “Native mind”. By 1930, the options for black 

audiences, and African moviegoers in particular, were expanding, with four cinemas 

in the Transvaal built for ‘native’ audiences and several other venues that allowed black 

audiences to attend cinemas in segregated areas. These venues were to be contained at 

all costs inside and outside government and police jurisdiction. So-called ‘Coloured 

cinemas’ in particular, notably the ones dubbed ‘society’, were deemed perniciously 

over-intimate, with overly narrow spaces between seats, permissible dagga smoking, 
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dried fish snacks sold at the gates and consumed in galleries, noises of children, sight 

of mothers breastfeeding during screenings and other reported ‘assault’ on the senses.  

  Punishments and other forms of social control were imposed to contain venues 

and patrons: [o]ne South African woman remembered how her parents, Russian Jewish 

immigrants, had opened several bioscopes before World War I and how “her mother 

would keep order in the theater with a stick, beating recalcitrant patrons under a haze 

of marijuana that hung over the screen”.100 Such experiences were also associated with 

noise disturbances: many stories of not-so-reputable cinemas report on how audiences 

responded out loud to characters on-screen or booed them and spoke to other cinema-

goers in far seats; also how some patrons would read subtitles aloud, among the rattle 

of loud chewing, sipping drinks etc. At times, this reported unruliness in the cinema 

was also described in a positive light alongside memories of youth excitement, 

curiosity and performance of autonomy. As a cinemagoer evocatively suggests in 

Shamil Jeppie’s interviews, the times one prepared to go to the cinema were also “the 

times when you were looking forward to acting like a teenager.”101  

  The anticipation was part of an enactment of adulthood, as children were “going 

out now to bioscope, they have got to prepare themselves, get their shoes, their dresses, 

their clothes”. Childhood memories that circulate in public accounts of cinema suggest 

not only that it was appropriate for children to frequent cinema freely and 

unaccompanied, but also that cinemas were meant for children, with the particular 

forms of enchantment and novelty with which these venues were associated from the 

very beginning.  
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I went to a suburban bioscope yesterday (Saturday) afternoon. The place 
was crowded with children – from babies in arms to girls and boys of 
fourteen.’ Yet the theater’s program did not appear to have been tailored 
to this audience, as it reportedly ‘consisted largely of a blood-curdling 
melodrama – the usual thing – gambling, drunken men, half nude women, 
and, of course, there was a murder, when the heroine of the play knocks 
her husband over the head and he falls a limp, gruesome mass on the 
floor’102 

 

  The advent of the atmospheric and the consolidation of cinema as a middle-

class pastime in South African cities sought to prevent or at least control the attendance 

of children and black audiences by appealing to a world of fantasy and escape. When 

the Capitol, South Africa’s first atmospheric, was launched in Pretoria in 1931, its 

interior designer Percy Rogers Cooke evoked the world of childhood. In the theater’s 

program, he invites patrons “into all the wonders of another country and a by-gone 

age… with delightful insistency to even those amongst us who may have thought that 

childhood’s days are gone forever”.103  

  James Burns describes how Ralph Bunche characterized the Star Cinema in 

Cape Town in 1937 as “a rather large, plain, barn like structure” in which “every type 

of mulatto [is] represented in the audience”.104 Bunche also commented on the apparent 

lack of patriotism of these audiences, who ‘paid no attention when “God Save the 

King” was played at the end. They just moved on out.’ In spite of those exceptions, 

most South African theaters remained segregated. As a writer in the Indian Review in 

1938 observed, ‘practically all European public entertainments are closed to the Indian. 

He cannot enter a white bioscope… There are, of course, coloured bioscopes to which 
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he can go, but there he must rub shoulders with natives and dirty Hottentots and this 

the average respectable Indian does not wish to do.’105   

  In 1928 Alexander Mitchell, South African Secretary for Public Health, sent a 

letter to Professor R. Wilcocks at the University of Stellenbosch justifying the 

investigation of the so-called ‘poor white’, pertaining, as one expert definition suggests 

to an “untrained European, unemployed or unemployable, and so degragded 

economically that he cannot live like a white man without charitable aid.”106 In South 

Africa the 1930s, as the Volkskongres of 1934 suggests, was marked politically by the 

rise of Afrikaner nationalism leveraged by the perceived public health issue of the ‘poor 

white’. But more than that, as Aletta Norval argues, the question of ‘poor whites’ was 

coupled with the ‘Native question.’107 In the South African Bureau of racial affairs, 

Verwoerd legitimized the upliftment of whites to the detriment of so-called Coloured 

and natives, expanding the concern for the white poor beyond questions of education 

and unemployment to state welfare, with amelioration of public health beyond urban 

areas, and critically, a renewed attention to issues of the poor and recreation, “with a 

view to combating neglect and degeneration and the abuse of leisure time by the poor 

white in slums”.108 

  As I examine more in-depth in the next chapter, politicians under Apartheid 

sought to appropriate and moralize cinema according to an idea of the nation and the 

                                                        
105 Cited in James Burns, Cinema and Society in the British Empire, 1895–1940. 2013:148. 
106 “Investigation into the 'poor white problem' in South Africa, 1928.” University of Cape Town 
Libraries. 
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cultural survival Afrikaner volk and the creation of a viable Afrikaner public sphere.109 

While the volkskongres idea of ‘poor white’ was directed at whites in general, in 1947 

it takes the shape of a specific concern with the urbanization of the Afrikaner, Afrikaner 

welfare and the specific concern with Afrikaner urban proletarianization. These were 

related to the conditions of the Afrikaner at the aftermath of the war, but Aletta Norval 

argues that these conditions related in a deeper sense to the urbanization of Afrikaners 

and to the urban injunction for the idea of an Afrikaner volk. This idea inspired the 

constitution of a nationalism based not only on an idea of political freedom, but cultural 

freedom. 110  In October 1937 van Rensburg describes how anti-Communism and 

antisemitism were mobilized in defense of “the State, the Church and the volk” which 

threatened to penetrate “every terrain of life, at the family, at work, in leisure.”111  

  The following decades saw the persistent discourse of nationhood to be a device 

of segregation and the attenuation of forms of class distinction associated with a claim 

to “whiteness”. The process of reconstituting Afrikaner volk meant to exclude 

‘coloureds’ who otherwise had an affinity forged by proximity and intimacy, to 

“purify” Afrikaner language and curtail the class ascendancy of middle-class 

‘coloureds’. In that context the 1950 amendment to the Immorality Act of 1927 shifted 

from sexual acts to focus on interracial marriage and the national threat posed by the 

Coloured child as a child of a “hybrid race”.112 The idea that each race should be 

considered an independent ‘nation’ each with its own racial pride was offered as a 

progression of the white nation and Christiandom. In that sense, Norval suggests, the 
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Population Registration Act came into that context as an urgent matter towards an 

official position in relation to the so-called ‘Coloured question’.  The Group Areas Act 

of 1950 appears to complement the question of race as focused on colouredness as a 

“supplement” to white population as coloureds were “too close for comfort”: the 

official position was that this population group, while difficult to perceive as to 

construct in racial terms “did not constitute a numeral threat to the white community 

and their ‘difference’. 113 The question of the volkseie cinema was formed around 

education and had yet another child in mind: the African child. 114 

 

‘Native’ cinema, fictions of freedom 

In March 1946, Paleker suggests that the Cape Town Council approved Mr. Mphela, a 

Langa  businessman involved in film shows in New Brighton, Port Elizabeth, and that 

he was part of a syndicate who had intention to finance a bioscope exhibition in the 

area. 115  In the period immediately after World War II the image of the cinema, 

particularly under the name of local bioscope, became a community institution.116 

Considering Bill Nasson’s oral testimonials from the District Six in the interwar years, 

                                                        
113 Aletta Norval, Op Cit, p.130. 
114 Indeed, Premesh Lalu suggests, much of an attempt to circumvent race by anti-colonial nationalists 
would precisely take part on rituals of political morality common to liberalism that reproduced the 
reification of difference as race which proved conducive to neoliberal formations after World War II. 
Following a critical reading of Dr. Silas Modiri Molema’s work, Lalu argues that while liberalism 
claims for itself the moral high ground after Apartheid, the implication of embracing the liberal rationale 
risks facing the same political deadlock represented by the “Native question”, therefore reproducing the 
logic of difference that it purports to overcome. Cf. Premesh Lalu. “Concept of post-apartheid can help 
humanities debate.” Mail & Guardian. 7 June 2013. 
115 Gairoonisa Paleker. “Creating a ‘black film industry’: State intervention and films for African 
audiences in South Africa, 1956-1990.” PhD Thesis. University of Cape Town, 2009, p. 43. 
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Charles Ambler suggests how the figure of the cinema and the cinema owner “seemed 

less agents of broader capitalist interests than marginal, small-scale business men.”117  

  This might explain why an incident in a cinema in New Brighton gained 

national prominence. As the screening of the American Western Gunfighters (1947) 

was about to commence at the Rio Cinema, a number of youths reportedly entered the 

building and ordered everyone out. The black audience left the place but the manager 

and other staff found themselves trapped in the bioscope’s projection room when the 

building was set alight. The group consisted of the bioscope manager, Rudolph Brandt, 

and his wife, Edith; a technician and his young assistant. When the group which 

remained attempted to exit via the fire escape, they were set upon, stabbed and 

mutilated. The manager’s wife was reportedly assaulted and raped.118 This connection 

with the history in New Brighton is relevant because it was considered a model 

township and although there is no evidence that the cinema was in any way related to 

the attacks in particular, Langa film shows were canceled.119 The fate of cinema – as 

part of the target symbols of “white power and authority”120 was to change along with 

the “undisciplined mob-like behavior”121 of the “angry mob”122 its mass public helped 

to create. Riot-control strategies were devised to deal with riots in a “humane” fashion, 

de-escalating tactics – but in truth what was under permanent suspicion was both the 
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disorder of unclaimed masses and the post facto ability of different political groups to 

name the ideological operations behind their activities and damages.  

  There is a larger debate questioning if the police were infiltrated in the riots.123 

But the fact that the white murder victim was a liberal Jewish cinema manager 

projected the story in sensationalist accounts, suggesting for instance that he died 

singing a political song, convinced he would not be attacked due to his political 

currency in the black community. Hendrik Verwoerd, who was to become South 

Africa’s Prime Minister for the National Party in 1958 and infamously for his 

intellectual contribution to the notion of Apartheid, seized the opportunity by 

associating this particular incident with the danger of white liberals’ racial tolerance 

and political naivety.124 This period marked a historical break with the idea of pacifism 

within the ANC and the fear of infiltration of government agents as a group called 

Cheesa Cheesa (from chessa: to burn) as per Treason Trial testimonies in 1956 by 

Ntsangani and ZK Matthews letter from his son in 1954, mentioning the killings and 

the cinema.125 

  In 1977, a ticket collector at Rio Cinema by the name Kibi was charged with 

contravening the law. He first confessed hearing a man speak in the auditorium of the 

cinema and inciting the public and delivered an address starting with ushering 

“Amandla” with fist up.126 The man’s name was Monde Spier, and the latter suggested 

that people should go to work on the following Monday and anyone who went to work 
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should have houses burned with petrol bombs. Invariably, cinemas and its link to 

violence and “delinquency” became an established topic in social research in South 

Africa. One of them, conducted by the University of Cape Town’s Institute of 

Criminology and published in 1981, concerned “Violence on cinema, television and 

the streets”127, whose premise already imply a link between cinema and screen violence 

in addressing issues such as “delinquency” in particular ‘communities’. Through 

structured interviews with children and adolescents in a random sample of two hundred 

families in Athlone, Bonteheuwel, Grassy Park, Newfields Estate, Hanover Park, 

Manenberg, Mitchell’s Plain, Retreat and Salt River, the research meant to reveal 

children and youth’s preference for so-called violent films and of those, one which 

appears particularly popular: the Kung Fu-karate genre.  

 

Figure 5 “Burnt Rio Cinema” South African Police Service Museum and Archives. Reproduced in Vuyisile Msila, A Place to 
Live: Red Location and its history from 1903 to 2013, 2014:172. 
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 Children were seen as supposedly attracted to violence as a defense against the 

perceived violence of society. This is epitomized in the account of a fourteen-year-old, 

who in Mana Slabbert’s research is reported as saying: “I want to learn karate tricks so 

I can defend myself against the skollies [of my community]”.128 What this study in 

particular does is to amalgamate different factors of research of children in cinemas 

and conflate these factors: the actors are working class children of color. The study is 

developmental, it asks for more – rather than less – government regulation and 

denounces cinema at the same time as it places within a broader spectrum of a series 

of systematic dislocations of peoples and groups in Apartheid.  

   Since 1959, as legislation over age classification became ubiquitous in urban 

cinemas, the then Minister of Bantu Administration and Development Dr. D.L. Smit 

determined that cinemas should be provided for each ethnic group and run “by their 

own people”. 129  In that way, the Minister contended, cinema would open new 

opportunities in racial-specific communities while eliminating friction between 

different racial groups in the city. Perversely, budding black audiences were imagined 

and portrayed as emergent teenagers in urban public spaces, and positioned in a 

generational development often told in films that explored class mobility and forced 

displacement to characterize African experiences of urban migration. The idea was that 

black audiences, like children, would slowly develop a sense of taste. Thus, the 

provision for so-called ‘coloured cinemas’ started after World War II without the 

presence of a strong European market.  

                                                        
128 Mana Slabbert, Violence on cinema, television and the streets. 1981: 24. 
129 Debates of the House of Assembly (Cape Town: Parliament, 23 January- 27 February 1959), p.1205. 
Quoted in Siphesihle Cyril Molefe, Leisure and the making of KwaMashu 1958-1989. 2009: 49. 
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  If there was a need for a cinema for the African under Apartheid such a space 

offered a double vision of the city: both a space for an escape and social control. Drum 

editor Can Themba notes how cinemas also mobilized the desires that fueled forms of 

class aspiration: “It sounded as if Africa was being transported into the fascinating 

world of Hollywood and [Hollywood] meant glamour and wealth and idolatry”. Both 

the shining and idolatry can be compared to the aesthetic appeal of gold, with the 

‘shine’ conflating celebrity and gold, Johannesburg’s most illustrious commodity.130 

Whereas in Johannesburg black audiences needed to get special permission from the 

managers, the racial barriers to cultural products became more acute inside cinema 

venues where black patrons were confined to segregated seats. While leisure was a 

perceived solution to social alienation, and while films offered an escape from the 

reality of inequality and racial oppression, ‘multiracial’ segregated venues might have 

just heightened the sense of injustice.  

  This, I argue, helped to channel the particular film ‘tastes’ that cinema was to 

forge. Sheila Patterson suggests that escapist films were not only a class subterfuge but 

also a form of racial relief, with which she justifies the fact that black film-goers were 

arguably more attracted to action and thrills, horrors, slap-stick, and westerns.131 This 

epitomizes the genre that Andrew Worsdale labels “township escapism”132: such a 

qualifier points precisely to the notion of ‘escape’, social and spatial, to which cinema 

responds only ambiguously: the forms of passage already engendered in the South 

                                                        
130 See Chisholm, Linda. 1987. “Class and Color in South African Youth Policy: The Witwatersrand, 
1886–1910.” History of Education Quarterly 27, 1, pp. 1-27. For an analysis of the aesthetic relations 
between race, celebrity and shine see Anne Anlin Cheng. “Shine: On Race, Glamour, and the Modern”. 
PMLA, Volume 126, Number 4, October 2011, pp. 1022–1041. 
131 Sheila Patterson, Colour and Culture in South Africa: A Study of the Status of the Cape Coloured 
People within the Social Structure of the Union of South Africa. London: Routledge. 1953: 185. 
132  Andrew Worsdale. “Gauteng film history”, Gauteng Film Commission, 
http://www.gautengfilm.org.za 
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African urban landscape and its imagination are not accommodated comfortably in 

cinema’s ambivalent interiors. In cinema the core of private-public life was envisioned 

and experienced aesthetically, as forms of urban mobility were imposed by forced 

displacement and denied domesticity.  

  I find evocative Jacqueline Stewart’s analysis of the social position of cinema 

houses in the context of mid-Twentieth Century African-American migration in the 

United States as “the promise of the North and the city”. Cinema articulated the dream 

of being free from Southern states’ racial restrictions, offering both a language and a 

proper “space for expressing and experiencing a new sense of freedom and 

participation.”133 Escape to and in places like Chicago manifests cinema’s escapism in 

a very literal form as migration and escape from Jim Crow.134 Paula Massood similarly 

argues that while silent “race-films” warned the new-comers of the dangers of the 

American city, the transition to sound meant a renewed power of “the presence and the 

promise of the city”.135 Cinema-going indexed the “large exodus or emancipatory 

movement” with the emergence of African-American actors and actresses on the 

screen; it also meant bringing into light, in her analysis, “an entire people”: 

To “emerge” into the “light” of the screen was to claim a space of official, 
sanctioned self-representation. This representational space, or “new field” 
as DePriest called it, “seems to have represented … a means to broader 
social recognition for African Americans; the cinema appeared to be 
nothing less than a national mirror, legitimating as American subjects the 
social groups whose images it captured.136  

 

                                                        
133 Stewart, Jacqueline. Migrating to the Movies: Cinema and Black Urban Modernity. University of 
California Press. 2005 
134 Stewart, Jacqueline. Op Cits. 2005: 150 
135 Paula J. Massood. Black City Cinema: African American Urban Experiences. Temple University 
Press. 2003:3 
136  Ryan Jay Friedman, Hollywood's African American Films: the transition to sound, Rutgers 
University Press, 2011: 2 
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In South Africa, places like Sophiatown, which was often nicknamed the “little 

Chicago of Johannesburg” 137 , were an instance of cinema’s escape. In Dovey’s 

historical account of cinema-going, the reality of cinema differed from the “real” of the 

streets, in the account of jazz singer David Serame, who noted how cinema “really kept 

us off the street.”138 Cinema houses were part of a public sphere with specific coded 

forms of institutionalized sociality, and thus the form of experience they offered was 

equally liminal.139 These performances presented an alternative to the charged space 

of the public, and cinema-going became a passage in and out of the city and its 

alienating streets, manifesting the dream of a cinematic form of worldliness and the 

embodiment of what Walter Fernandes and Miguel Hurst, writing in Angola, called 

cinema’s “fiction of freedom.”140 But this was also reflected in the films destined for 

black audiences, with the staging of the urban space embodying the glittery glamour 

of celebrity and the emergent stardom of cinema stars such as Dolly Rathebe.    

Rathebe’s popularity rose as a real-life “township star”, particularly associated 

with South Africa’s first feature-length film aimed at black audiences, African Jim (also 

called Jim comes to Jo’burg, Eric Rutherford, 1949). In it, Jabulani Twala is a man 

who leaves Zululand to try his luck in the City of Gold. In one of the film’s memorable 

scenes, singer Dolly Rathebe performs on stage in an African nightclub standing 

between a bewildered Twala and his potential white employer, who gives him a random 

                                                        
137 Baines, Gary. “On location : narratives of the South African city of the late 1940s and 1950s in film 
and literature : film and history in Africa”  South African Historical Journal, 48: 1, 2003 
138 Lindiwe Dovey & Angela Impey (2010) African Jim: sound, politics, and pleasure in early ‘black’ 
South African cinema, Journal of African Cultural Studies, 22:1, p. : 59, emphasis added 
139 Alhambra’s speakers projected sound in the streets when tickets were sold out. One “had to go early 
to get a seat as the Midnight Shows proved to be so popular...that was when Jonny (Cryboy) Ray came 
there and I was not fortunate to get an inside ticket, but thankfully they had Speakers on the outsides 
(the Streets were packed)”. Reproduced in “Cinema Treasures”, 
http://cinematreasures.org/theaters/12772 
140 Walter Fernandes, Miguel Hurst. 2015. Angola cinema: a fiction of freedom. Goethe-Institut. 
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“white” name, “Jim”. In Rathebe’s concert, the actress appears before a panorama of 

Johannesburg, placing herself between Twala and the background city to convey Jim’s 

experience of Johannesburg. This scene is a contrast with the film’s initial scene and 

the sarcastic cry of black workers as “[t]hey [whites] call us Jim!”. The stage presence 

of Rathebe is heightened by Johannesburg pictorial background in Jim’s most 

individualizing instances: the nightclub’s performance, much like the visual shot of the 

Metro Cinema on screen, opposes the crude geography of the city, in which migration 

is an inevitable path of the black worker towards becoming de-personalized or 

“Jimnified”.   

The prelude of African Jim hints at this ambivalence when it attributes the 

picture’s “unpretentious aesthetic” to the “quaint mixture of the naïve and sophisticated 

[which] is a true reflection of the African native in a modern city.”141 Black audiences 

are to be treated as the children of cinema.142 It is unsurprising that films also provide 

ways of inhabiting the urban space, as Shamil Jeppie’s informant suggests, after seeing 

a Noir film instructive about urban cartography, that now “I only plan my robberies 

with a map”.143  

 

 

                                                        
141 Dovey and Impey. Op cit. , 2010, 63. 
142  This language of infancy was also deployed in HIE Dhlomo’s defense of leisure venues for 
‘Africans’ as part of the aesthetic concerns of the New African movement. He suggested that the 
“African must, like infants, learn to stand before we can walk.” 
143 Shamil Jeppie, Aspects of Popular Culture and Class Expression in Inner Cape Town, circa. 1939-
1959. MA Thesis. University of Cape Town. 1990. 
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CHAPTER 4: APARTHEID AND THE CIVIC CINEMA 

 

The National Party was elected to the government of South Africa in 1948, on the 

promise of introducing a new system of political and racial cleavage in the country: 

Apartheid. Scholars have long debated Apartheid’s character - from a materialist 

analysis of how the regime guaranteed the supply of cheap black labor, through 

accounts of its haphazard and incoherent development, to those emphasizing the 

discursive truths that it attempted to generate. 1  In this chapter, however, I read 

Apartheid through the cinema house, and suggest that the latter allows us to examine 

the different dimensions of racial separation enacted in the domain of leisure and 

collective entertainment. I show, moreover, that these dimensions are manifested at the 

level of the Apartheid city. To do this, I approach Cape Town’s massive land 

reclamation project in the business district that anticipated the complete obliteration of 

one of its most significant black neighborhoods. This also involved the rejection of a 

particular model of metropolitan cinema, exemplified by the Alhambra, and the 

curtailment of a black cinema public in District Six. In place of the latter, a new kind 

of cinema was developed to channel the desires of a new nation. Together, I suggest 

that old and new cinemas point to a key feature of Apartheid’s cultural aspiration: the 

embracing of a particular form of civic and technologically advanced sense of cinema 

and the simultaneous rejection of cinema’s worldliness, as it was associated with 

metropolitan and British historical connections.  

                                                        
1 See Harold Wolpe ‘Capitalism and Cheap Labour Power in South Africa: From Segregation to 
Apartheid”, Economy and Society, 2, 1, 1972. Deborah Posel. The Making of Apartheid: Conflict and 
Compromise. Oxford: Claredon Books, 1989.  Aletta Norval. Deconstructing Apartheid Discourse. 
London: Verso, 1996. 
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  In Cape Town, by the early 1940s, the possibilities of inter-class and inter-racial 

spaces of leisure were largely associated with cinema. Two ‘national’ cinema houses 

represented, however, Apartheid’s urban planning aspirations, namely the Alabama, in 

the Bo-Kaap, and the Van Riebeeck Cinema in the central commercial district. I focus 

on these cinemas and how in the early apartheid period they came to reflect the 

formation of new divided publics under the sign of ‘community’, largely contributing 

to hardening Apartheid’s spatial and racial divisions.2 I suggest that Apartheid redrew 

older geographies of segregation in order to reimagine the historical trajectory of 

cinema. 3 North American architects designed cinemas for newly developed areas. 

Municipal laws strictly regulated cinema attendance and the national government, 

seizing the moment of local popularity of cinema and the European film market 

collapse after World War II, created a state subsidized scheme that stimulated the 

production, cutting or outright censoring of American competition.  

  The ideological hold of cinema was also enacted in the emergence of urban 

planning alongside the aesthetics of a futuristic architectural modernity. Cape Town 

was placed at the epicenter of cinema state bureaucracy and as the pivotal space for the 

aesthetic convergence of so-called community bioscopes and ‘black cinemas’. While 

the expansion of the atmospheric indexed the worldly ambitions of a global film trade 

and other-worldly aesthetic, as I have shown, now municipal and national interests 

worked jointly to dissociate cinema houses from their imperial and metropolitan 

                                                        
2 Riley, E. “From Matieland to motherland : landscape, identity and place in feature films set in the 
Cape Province, 1947-1989.”  PhD Thesis, University of Cape Town, 2012..; Coates, P.. “The South 
African Library as a state-aided national library in the era of apartheid: an administrative history”.  PhD 
Thesis. University of Cape Town. 2015. .; Botha , N.. “The Gateway of tomorrow: modernist town 
planning on Cape Town's Foreshore 1930-70”. MA thesis.  University of Cape Town, 2013. 
3 In Johannesburg, a perhaps analogous space is  the Eyethu Cinema for ‘Africans’ in Soweto’s Mofolo 
District, built  in 1969. Eyethu points to “ours”,“our own”, a position that lost traction after cinema’s 
desegregation in 1985 when more affluent Soweto residents began to favor city cinemas.  

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/ 
 



123 
 

aspirations. This was achieved by shifting the landmark of cinema modernity and by 

obliterating the old largely British South African “Theatre district” to reshape the city 

within the contours of Afrikaner nationalism.4 Institutional discourses in the late 1940s 

suggest that cinema houses became part of the monumental landscape of the Apartheid 

city, laying an ideological ground marked by the publication of Hans Rompel’s 1942 

double-volume Die bioskoop in diens van die volk, calling for a bioscope in service of 

the nation.5  

  Hence my approach to the politicization of cinemas as an instance of their 

subordination to the national, and as a purported modern aesthetic of the city that 

recalibrates the political ambivalence of modernity and cinema’s early iterations.6  I 

suggest that new cinemas forged a disposition of the city’s center in relation to the sea, 

largely by reclaiming the Foreshore land and severing the Civic Center from the 

maritime past represented by the harbor and the beach. They also portrayed a perceived 

realignment of the political interests of the cinema within the telos of Van Riebeeck’s 

nation. While segregated cinemas were in line with the new regime’s creation of strictly 

controlled racial ‘communities’, in my chapter this figures as secondary to the 

repositioning of Cape Town in a monumental rather than ‘cinematic’ modernity. In Bo-

Kaap’s Alabama, there was an imagined connection between the location of a 

“coloured cinema” and the early modern arrival of the Alabama Confederate ship 

(immortalized in the Afrikaans folk song “Daar Kom Die Alibama”) at the Cape.7 The 

                                                        
4 On the idea of Apartheid’s cultural attachment to particular historical narratives as a mode of “curating 
the nation”, see Leslie Witz. Apartheid’s festival: Contesting South Africa’s National Pasts. 2003: 11. 
5 Hans Rompel, 1942. Die bioskoop in diens van die volk. Bloemfontein: Nasionale Pers Beperk. 
6 Tomaselli, Keyan. (2008). Paradigms in South African cinema research: Modernity, the New Africa 
Movement and beyond. Communication. 34. 130-147.  
7 Valmont Layne argues that the song enabled the Cape musical genre of goema to “secure a status as 
racialised folk memory” repositioning a form of sonic anticipation to counter the Cape’s moral anxiety 
that justified early segregation and racial classification. Cf. Valmont Layne. “Goema’s Refrain: Sonic 
anticipation and the Musicking Cape.” PhD Thesis University of the Western Cape, 2019. 
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Jan Van Riebeeck Cinema, the national cinema, was to house the imagined arrival of 

Jan Van Riebeek and re-chart the cinema geography in the CBD alongside the 

centralized statue of the father of Afrikaner nation.  

  Hence in this chapter I examine the entanglement of trajectories of racialized 

urban design and public ordering in the Apartheid city through cinemas. To do this, I 

draw on the City Engineer Solomon Morris’ report in 1951 on the vision for a renewed 

city center that anticipated Apartheid’s festival and the forced removal of the city’s 

‘coloured’ population to the new housing complex of Mitchell’s Plain designed by 

Morris. I explore the politicization of urban planning in Cape Town, its relation to 

forced removals in the city and the creation of racially demarcated zones that set the 

stage for the 1950s dream of Cape Town as an ethno-nationalist ‘“Metropolis of 

Tomorrow.”8 I show how the making of the Cape Town’s so-called Civic Center 

demanded a teleological idea of Afrikaner modernity that focused on what urban 

planner Roy Kantorovich - part of Cape Town Foreshore Joint Technical Committee - 

named the architectural mobilization of civic emotions.9  I also consider the character 

of ‘black cinemas’ and its relation with the creation of ‘black film industry’ in the wake 

of Afrikaner nationalism.10  

I conclude by discussing the political senses involved in the nostalgic 

reminiscing of Cape Town’s “Mother Theatre”, the Alhambra, in 1972. This period of 

roughly a generation, I suggest, marks the experience of Apartheid cinemas amidst the 

collapse of the vision of the imperial atmospheric and the National Party’s nod to 

                                                        
8 S. S. Morris, (1951) Metropolis of tomorrow: A development plan for the Central City and Foreshore 
areas. Cape Town: City of Cape Town. 
9 Roy Kantorovich, “The architect in society.” South African Architectural Record. Oct 1943, 28, 1-12, 
pp. 253-263. 
10 Cf. Paleker, G. “Creating a ‘black film industry’ : state intervention and films for African audiences 
in South Africa, 1956-1990. University of Cape Town. '' 2009: 2 
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Afrikaner high culture with the opening of the Nico Malan Theatre. In 1972, the year 

of the collapse of the central district’s esteemed movie palace, Thelma Gutsche 

published her 1946 doctoral thesis, the first comprehensive study of South African 

“motion pictures”, coinciding the demise of the grand cinema with the demand of a 

grand historical narrative. While this narrative sought to organize cinema development 

in relation to its technical “modernity” and, largely through a liberal lens, dispel ethno-

nationalist narratives, I show how it does so without ever implicating the colonial and 

imperial foundations of cinema in the bureaucratic making of Apartheid cinema. 

 

Cinema in the service of the nation  

In the first decades of the twentieth century the names and forms of cinema marked 

their allegiance to an idea of empire, in addition to the performance of the singing of 

the British National Anthem inside bioscopes. In the late 1930s, as Afrikaner 

Nationalists began to consolidate an economic movement into a political movement,11 

cinemas also drew their attention as places and practices that needed to be mobilized 

in the formation of an Afrikaner cultural hegemony. The National Party was 

notoriously uneasy with the sociality engendered in bioskoopbeskawing, or “bioscope 

culture”, directing most of their public attack at cinema’s purported immorality and 

potential to dilute racial and class distinction. In 1940, leaders of the Broederbond 

commissioned an investigation, published by the Nasionale Pers, to propose the 

conversion of a medium from volksvreemde – or alien to the people – into volkseie – 

belonging to the people.12  

                                                        
11  Dan O’Meara. Volkskapitalisme: Class, Capital and Ideology in the development of Afrikaner 
Nationalism, 1934-1948. Johannesburg: Raven Press, 1982. 
12 David Gainer, Op Cit, 2000. 
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[A] press report under the title “Culture bans cinemas” announced that 
an Afrikaner cultural society had decided that true Afrikaners did not 
patronise cinemas, its members objecting to the playing of “God Save 
the King” and maintaining that until Afrikaners built a cinema for 
themselves, they should not patronise those existing.13   

 
What was implied is that cinema’s ties with Hollywood were to be surpassed 

by a state-led development of the industry that turned both films and venues in South 

Africa to fit in a nationalist project. The challenge of Afrikaner nationalists in and 

outside government was to develop modes of production and consumption of cultural 

goods that most appropriately embraced and expressed Afrikaner nostalgia and sense 

of cultural totality or volkskap. The comments column of Die Huisgenoot, the largest 

circulation Afrikaans weekly, were representative on how a perceived attack on mass 

media justified government intervention. “Our biggest daily papers, the cinemas, the 

school system, the language of our courts, the shops with their fashions and 

merchandise, the furniture in our houses are all bastions and agents of a foreign culture 

which claims for itself the right to overrun and conquer the world.”14  

  Relating the merits of a national cinema production, Rompel considered that an 

Afrikaans film industry should not be left to big corporations. As a response to this 

aesthetic and political demands of films, Rompel not only suggested and presided over 

the Afrikaner Amateur Motion Picture Organization (Reddingsdaadbond Amateur 

Rolprent-organisasie, RARO) but also reimagined the cinema house to the politico-

aesthetic demands of Afrikaner volkseie cinema. Focusing on the indigeneity of 

Afrikaans, interestingly, the cultural products of Afrikaner culture - which Steyn 

suggests promote the reification of the Afrikaner life as a form of society15 - should be 

                                                        
13 Thelma Gutsche,  Op cit. 1972: 272 n52. 
14 James T Campbell, “The Americanization of South Africa” 1998: 21.  
15 For the relation between Afrikaans film industry and the ambitions of an Afrikaner culture industry 
cf. Adriaan Steyn. Op Cit, 2016. 
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housed by and reflected in smaller, community spaces. These spatial demands suggest 

the ways in which Afrikaners related uneasily to large leisure spaces in the metropole. 

In other words, Afrikaans films should be faithful to the slow, delayed tempo of largely 

Afrikaner country life, the appeal of the outdoors contrasting to indoor spaces, and with 

an ostensible distaste “for films about big palaces, night clubs [and] pubs.”16  

 It is not irrelevant that at the time of the creation of RARO the mayor of Cape 

Town launched a new variety of “super-cinema” showcasing an architecture with 

purported “distinctly South African flavor” and also, critically, “a happy contrast to the 

Alhambras, Colosseums, Plazas and Waldorf-Astorias which, without wishing to be 

offensive, might be considered uitlanders.”17 This turn to the cinema of the nation was 

not merely anti-imperial, disconnecting cinema from its metropolitan ties, as with the 

Alhambra, which marked the maritime connection between cinema and the sea. This 

was a moment in which, following Rompel’s demands, a cinema in the service of the 

nation18 could connect the ‘indigenous’ aspirations of national film production with the 

‘spirit’ of the Afrikaner volk.19 Later, Afrikaner nationalists manifested a demand for 

volk national theatre which culminated in the building of a nationalist Opera House in 

the heart of the Foreshore’s Civic Centre. Different from the former atmospherics, 

Afrikaner cinemas bore more modern features with a perceived ‘dignified simplicity’. 

                                                        
16 Hans Rompel 1942b, 58. 
17 Cape Times, 4 October 1952. Cited in David Gainer, Op. Cit.  144 
18 Notably, the use of the bioscope terminology also points to a move towards a “vernacular” cinema 
within the claims of indigenous film industry. 
19 Critically, for an approach to the formation of Afrikaans cinema publics, Steyn’s analysis moves 
alway from a discourse of consumption - only insofar as consumption here is already perceived as 
moving away from ‘big capital’ or what I identify as metropolitan connections. Steyn, more 
interestingly, eschews from a consumption analysis to a coupling of notions of film’s aesthetic 
formation and the formation of the ‘consciousness of a people’ (volksgevoel) in Apartheid’s vision of 
volk cinema. 
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    The idea of a national cinema in the image of the nation contrasted with the 

aesthetic of picture palaces and atmospherics, a now passé Orientalist variety of cinema 

architecture that predominated in seaside architecture and did not seem to suit any 

longer the new aesthetic of the nation. So much so, David Gainer suggests, that in the 

late 1940s cinemas in South Africa started to be branded ‘uniquely South African’ on 

their exterior. This is the case of the Alabama Cinema, Gainer points out, as a showcase 

for North American technology from the air-conditioning to its sound-system20, which 

marked a new era of the Cape’s cinema aesthetic as the first black cinema in the city 

center. Marketed to what was then called ‘non-European’ audiences, its architecture 

“was peculiarly South African, housed in the restored Wicht Zaal building (foundation 

stone laid in 1889), formerly a church hall and a center of cultural activities.”21 

   Films were also uniquely South African, with the state subsidizing mainly 

Afrikaans films (those with at least 70% of their dialogue in Afrikaans). These films, 

as Eustacia Riley shows, reflected the new regime’s desire to create and represent a 

form of “territorial identity” with the Cape landscape, mostly naturalizing it through 

the spatial regulation and erasure of black areas and people. 22  As this required a 

refashioning of the presence of Afrikaners in the city and implicated the complete 

reconstruction of the city boundaries in the model of the Nationalist Party, it is 

unsurprising that architects – even those who ostensibly opposed the political tyranny 

of the state - gained prominence in governing urban change. One of them was Roy 

                                                        
20 David J. Gainer. “Hollywood, african consolidated films, and “bioskoopbeskawing,” or bioscope 
culture: aspects of american culture in cape town, 1945-1960”, 2000, 142 
21 David Gainer, op cit, 142-143 
22 Riley, Eustacia. From Matieland to motherland : landscape, identity and place in feature films set in 
the Cape Province, 1947-1989.”  PhD Thesis, University of Cape Town, 2012..; 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/ 
 



129 
 

Kantorovich, a professor at Wits University who joined the municipal government’s 

effort to transform Cape Town’s Foreshore in a proposal submitted in 1947.  

   

Anticipating the ambitious project to reconfiguring the “face” of the city’s commercial 

district, Kantorovich was the keynote speaker that accompanied the launch of an 

exhibition entitled “Rebuilding South Africa” in the Architectural Symposium held at 

the University of the Witwatersrand on August 1943. The occasion marked a series of 

lectures that linked the power of state reconstruction, national town planning and “The 

art of architecture”, a theme under which the invited architects conceived their posters.  

The exhibition showcased the aesthetic ambition of centralized, national urban 

planning with a main purpose to link ‘beauty’ and ‘functionality’ to the new rigid 

architecture of the city. These architects-turned-urban planners sought to combine the 

functionality and aesthetic sense that Apartheid brought together under the aegis of the 

“civic”, which I closely examine in the next sections.  

 

Civic emotions and architectural honesty  

The opening of the Van Riebeek Cinema in 1952 was not an ordinary occasion. Mayor 

Sonnenberg attended the launch of the cinema as the city enjoyed the public commotion 

and preparations around the Tercentenary Festival celebrating Jan Van Riebeeck, 

marking, following Gainer, a concerted effort by Apartheid’s enthusiasts to incorporate 

“South African history into the walls of cinema.”23 This took part in a larger approach 

to urban planning and architecture of the city that mobilized sectors of Cape Town’s 

municipality in order to dispute or accommodate the national policies of racial 

                                                        
23 David Gainer, Op Cit, 2012, p. 144. 
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exclusion and dispossession. These municipal commissions also deliberated on the 

aesthetic appeal of the new Civic Centre, built “from scratch” from the reclaimed sea 

land in front of the city’s business district known as the Foreshore. The city assembled 

the Foreshore Committee, of which Roy Kantorovich became a member. 

Part of the aesthetic imaginary of the state-funded architectural modernity of 

Apartheid connects to the ideas Kantorovich laid out in his 1943 lecture. In that event, 

he invited fellow architects on a journey travelled by the aesthetic civic ‘spirit’, from 

its supposedly pre-historical origins, through medieval towns, European Renaissance 

and finally to modern cities. This allowed him, first and foremost to conflate the state 

with the technical makings of modernity - a motif that has been explored in recent 

scholarship on Apartheid.24 With capitalism defining most of the ad hoc changes in the 

modern city, a severance of notions of civic design and town planning had now to be 

realigned, a role he believed only the state’s will power was capable of doing. 

Providing a schema that was largely based on an idealized continuum of European 

modern history, Kantorovich and by implication, the proponents of the Foreshore, 

imagined a ‘civic Renaissance’ in Cape Town, that would on the one hand be adequate 

to a certain political climate or, given the national circumstances, enable a different 

kind of social climate away from forms of tyrannical powers on the other.  

The national state, nonetheless, performed a fundamental role in this idea of a 

modern redesign of the civic, as it promised to unify aesthetically a city whose parts 

did not add up. If the market and urban planners and citizens were left to their own 

                                                        
24 Cf. Stephen Sparks. “Apartheid Modern: South Africa’s Oil from Coal Project and the history of a 
South African company town” PhD Thesis, University of Michigan, 2012. Also Noelleen Murray, 
“Architectural modernism and Apartheid modernity in South Africa: A critical inquiry into the work of 
architect and urban designer Roelof Uytenbogaardt, 1960-2009.” PhD Thesis, University of Cape 
Town, 2010. 
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devices in laissez-faire governance, the idea of the civic was in danger: buildings of 

different periods and styles could eventually topple the civic grandeur of unifying 

piazzas or town squares or curtail the public potential of City Halls and other civic 

buildings. Kantorovich was unmistakably in favor of a systematic, controlled state 

intervention as much as he was in favor of a board of specialists dictating the aesthetic 

outline of national planning. The architectural form of the modern city needed to be 

unified as a national aesthetic and ‘honest’. By that he meant that façades should be a 

clear statement of spaces, and a function of its content. Honesty and functionality were 

the key for a modern city and a national cohesion. The accompanying exhibition whose 

launch followed Kantorovich’s lecture, reinforced the architect’s role in the aesthetic 

remaking of the Foreshore as a feature of the Civic Center and as the “gateway” to the 

new nation.  

The reference to the “Gateway of South Africa” is in itself interesting as it 

previously referred to the old Pier that adorned the connection between the land and 

the sea before the 1940s land reclamation that would lead to the development of the 

Foreshore. The difference between these ideas of a gateway is not tangential to the 

ideological machinations of Afrikaner type of nationalism: whereas the Pier looked 

outwards, to the sea, the Civic Centre, built on the reclaimed Foreshore, looks inward 

to the city and the South African interior. But the exhibition also contained an 

indictment on the cinema. The promise of a new cinema, as one of the posters in the 

exhibition shows and I reproduce here, is part of the modern city’s cohesive and 

functional landscape aligned to the “modern shop”. It is presented as ‘de-ornamented’ 

and in line with the new paradigm of architectural ‘honesty’. A special attention is 

given to the cinema as a building, with discrete elements, such as the walls. The walls 
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of the cinema used to support buildings and now the walls appear as assuming a 

functional role: they were like “skin” to concrete and metal.25  

 

 

Figure 6: “Do you think this an honest expression of a modern cinema?” – copy of a poster in the 1943 
exhibition Rebuilding South Africa.  

 

                                                        
25 Roy Kantorovich, “The architect in society.” South African Architectural Record. Oct 1943, 28, 1-
12, pp. 253-263: 106. 
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The material and abstract relations of architecture and town planning are 

resolved - in a rather Hegelian turn - as defining the “spirit” of the times behind this 

new juncture formed at the intersection of architectural beauty and functionality.26 This 

intersection presented itself as a remedy to the Afrikaner’s ‘Geist’, which was seen as 

the coupling of a volk consciousness and nationalist aesthetic. Afrikaners’ influx to the 

city also introduced competing visions of a white city and the shape of its purported 

“center” that reframed the debate of nationalist versus metropolitan sensibilities.27 The 

suspicion of the ornamental and the blatant association of ornamentation and fascism 

– both aesthetic critiques that cohere in the architectural convention under the aegis of 

“modernity” – involves accusing Apartheid’s control of mass publics of “mass-

mesmerism.”28  

The latter is abhorred in particular for its potential of creating a city whose 

totalizing civic purposes is reflected in buildings’ aesthetic ‘dishonesty’ or the aesthetic 

mismatch between their façade and interior functions. The “old” cinema house in 

particular represented such an aesthetic excess, a disjuncture between surface and 

interior that should be historically surpassed. The war in that sense represents, at least 

for the new wave of architects-turned-bureaucrats, not an aesthetic motif but a 

possibility of seeing the city as a modern tabula rasa for new large-scale civic 

                                                        
26 Critically, John Western refers to the impossibility of forging a “new community spirit” under 
Apartheid, worsened by the mobilization of class status and fear in racially informed new social 
enclaves after forced removals - such as in the Cape Flats. John Western, Outcast Cape Town, 269. 
27 The discussion of Afrikaner aesthetic forms is, of course, beyond the scope of this project. For a 
comprehensive approach to different elements of Afrikaner kitsch cf Megan Lewis. Performing Whitely 
in the Postcolony: Afrikaners in South African Theatrical and Public Life. University of Iowa Press, 
2016 and Carla Potgieter. Reading rubbish: pre-apartheid to post-apartheid South African kitsch. MA 
Thesis. University of Stellenbosch, 2009. For an account of its cultural afterlives in the aesthetic ‘zef’ 
and the latter’s returns as ‘kitsch chique’, see Anton Krueger. “Zef/Poor white kitsch chique: South 
African comedies of degradation” Safundi, 13, 3-4, 2012, pp. 399-408. 
28 Roy Kantorovich, p. 106. 
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projects.29 Whether the occasion of reimagining an entire town comes at the expense 

of the sea in the Foreshore reclamation or via aerial bombings, Kantorovich sees no 

ethical issue in representing military devastation of entire towns or villages as 

“fortuitous opportunities”.  

Two years after the planning of the Foreshore, Kantorovich joined another 

South African architect, Norman Hanson, in the newly-founded state of Israel, more 

specifically in the neighborhood unit Afridar, in the city of Ashkelon. Not irrelevant to 

the work of Kantorovich in Cape Town, whose ambivalence I am exploring in a similar 

way, Ayala Levin’s account of the project suggests that even though it reflects a “semi-

private settlement initiative for an ethnic and class-based enclave” destined mostly for 

‘Anglo-Saxon’ Jewish immigrants, it was modelled after progressive experiments in 

the design of townships in South Africa and represented a contrast with the model of 

Israel’s centralized planning approach to possibly offer a more inclusive sense of civic 

building.30 Managed by the South African Jewish Appeal, the project functioned as a 

‘model town’ for the integration of the immigrant population from the Middle East and 

North Africa. In spite of Kantorovich’s suggestion that Apartheid “should not be the 

essential feature of Israeli planning”, in Levin’s conclusion, Afridar ended up 

reproducing apartheid’s most infamous strategies.31  

Whether the idea of the Civic Centre was purportedly one of inclusion, the main 

strategy was to connect the Foreshore with Parliament, and make the city center 

                                                        
29 Ayala Levin (2019) South African ‘know-how’ and Israeli ‘facts of life’: the planning of Afridar, 
Ashkelon, 1949–1956, Planning Perspectives, 34:2, 285-309 
30 An inscription in Afridar Civic Center says “And they that shall be of thee shall build the old waste 
places”, reproduced in English, Afrikaans and Hebrew, marking the historical coincidence, one year 
earlier, of the birth of the state of Israel and the governance of the National Party in South Africa. 
31 Kantorowich to Glikson, June 3, 1956, SARA ARCH 503.1/3/3 cited in Ayala Levin (2019) South 
African ‘know-how’ and Israeli ‘facts of life’: the planning of Afridar, Ashkelon, 1949–1956, Planning 
Perspectives, 34:2, 285-309 
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converge with the main square where a statue of Jan Van Riebeeck looked toward the 

interior and had its back to the sea. This refashioning helped to destroy other 

connections that exceed the imaginary of anti-imperial nationalism, by disconnecting, 

critically, the trajectory of the Klopse Carnival from the Bo-Kaap to District Six. These 

connections represented “the symbolic link between work and home, leisure and 

commerce for the ideal (middle-upper class) citizen.32 Moreover, by reimagining the 

civic center as such, it contributed to erasing the varied ways in which the black urban 

public embraced cultural activities in the city, and claimed a connection between 

different but related black neighborhoods, which had, in previous regimes, been 

reduced in segregated enclaves. 

 Following a Foucauldian analysis of the city’s forced removals of black 

neighborhoods, notably the most pervasive of its iterations in District Six, Van Graan 

suggests that they operated as “a catalyst for spatial change and the dislocation of lived 

space” as a form of recreating the city center as “modern” and “rational”. This view 

considers Apartheid mobilization of a “civic authority” alongside planners and 

architects as urban bureaucrats who deploy modernist aesthetics as apparatus of control 

and displacement. The removal of black citizens as undesirable elements of the city 

deems them the not-yet modern by virtue of their incapacity to inhabit the city center 

and, consequently, perform civility.33 

    Besides the reassertion of the civic authority and the enactment of racist 

policies, the sea was also being claimed. The passenger terminal that connected 

Capetonians with it in the early twentieth century was abandoned by the building of 

                                                        
32 Martin Botha, Op Cit. 2013: 52 
33 Van Graan, A. 2004. “The influences on the two inner city housing projects of the Bo Kaap and 
District Six in Cape Town that were built between 1938 and 1944”. University of Cape Town. 
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the Civic Centre and its connection with the suburbs was severed. Whereas the sea once 

represented the ‘Gateway to South Africa’, and the main focus point of the foreshore 

that connected pedestrians and the sea, this connection was to be curtailed by land 

reclamation. The City Council pushed for the construction of a small harbor in “an 

unhappy compromise” with the National Party. Nicholas Botha suggests that the 

compromise resulted in the current broad boulevards which “cut the foreshore up into 

windblown stretches of asphalt and concrete, filled with car parks and roaring traffic, 

inaccessible to pedestrians” and reflected “brutal, authoritarian regimes.” 34 Nigel 

Worden evocatively suggests that this was when “‘they’ took the sea away.”35 

 The 1947 Foreshore Plan was subjected to further debate and contestation in 

the form of the 1951 Metropolis of Tomorrow Report. This was due to the ubiquitous 

use of cars and the rapid growth of Cape Town’s suburbs and marked a shift from the 

visions of architects and businessmen to the pragmatic implementations of engineers, 

in particular of Solomon Morris. Botha suggests that an important motif to architects 

was “the theme of visions and ‘utopias’” which formed the exhibition called “Cape 

Town, Your City”, an affirmation of the Modernist-inspired aesthetic indexing the 

“modern as the guarantor of efficiency, progress and human satisfaction.”36 Botha 

argues, even with Corbusier’s influence, the City Beautiful approach to town planning 

had virtually dominated the development of the city center before its focus had shifted 

from seafront commercial buildings to housing and establishing an impact in the 

definitions of home and domestic interior.37  

                                                        
34 Nicholas Botha. “The Gateway of Tomorrow: Modernist Town Planning on Cape Town’s Foreshore, 
1930-70”, 2013: 110. 
35 Nigel Worden, 1992: 19-20 
36 Nicholas Botha. “The Gateway of tomorrow: modernist town planning on Cape Town's Foreshore 
1930-70.” MA thesis, 2013: 110. 
37 Nicholas Botha, op cit, p.110. 
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Figure 7: 1931 Map of Cape Town and the so-called “Theatre District” 

 

[Figures 7-9 show the transformations of the urban space in Cape Town. In the first map, in 1931, there is a 
theatre district that is marked close to the shore and there is pedestrian pier. By the second Map, in 1960, the Pier 
has disappeared, land has been reclaimed and the pier has been demolished. A stature to Van Riebeek has been 
erected. By the third map, in 1990, the foreshore has been built up, more harbor development has happened, a 

commercial waterfront has been added to the harbor area, and District six is marked in white, mostly unoccupied.] 
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Figure 8: Cape Town Map 1960 

 

 

 
Figure 9 Cape Town Map 1990  
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  Articulating Lisa Kane’s suggestion that Cape Town’s unfinished highways are 

a political artefact, in line with an “ideology of seeing from above” and the aesthetic 

vision of another member of the Foreshore Technical Committee, Leslie Thornton-

White. The latter was influenced by Le Corbusier’s “clinical models” that reflected his 

fascination with airplanes and the aerial perspective they afforded. The aerial view 

inspired the perspective of aerial photography and became a “modernist weapon” 

revealing the grid of major urban developments that would otherwise be unimaginable. 

For this purpose, any large-scale project’s measurements and space demanded 

comprehensive three-dimensional giant view, “which engineering practice was also 

able to know orders, themes and systems from above and, crucially, to cost and locate 

them too”. 38  Buildings became spectacles of past struggles and artefacts of 

remembrance in a renewed post-war national disposition. Kantorovich evokes 

Stalingrad in his historical narrative of civic emotions to describe how a reconstructed 

city should not only replace waste and rubble with new buildings, be they homes or 

factories. It should, foremost, “be a living memorial to the struggle” through which a 

city would be enlivened.39 

  These conflicting visions converging in so-called ‘modern cinemas’ and their 

deployment in political publicity stunts by mayors in Cape Town, set the tone for a 

wave of nostalgia for cinemas of a by-gone era, and through these unphased cinemas, 

what Cape Town was perceived to represent. In Cape Town, the city would come alive 

again in time to showcase the political aspirations of the Civic Center around the sense 

of national publics that the 1952 Van Riebeeck Festival inspired. This sense of being 

                                                        
38 Lisa Kane, “Building the Foreshore freeways: The politics of a freeway ‘artefact’”. Paper presented 
at the 30th Annual Southern African Transport Conference 11-14 July 2011 "Africa on the Move", 
CSIR International Convention Centre, Pretoria, South Africa. 
39 Kantorovich, “Civic design”. South African Architectural Record. April 1948: 99. 
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part of a “crowd” was to be experienced in public displays of white nationalism 

ostensibly performed as a form of political resistance and victorious repudiation of 

British colonialism. These ‘crowds’ grew accustomed to the newsreel, as Leslie Witz 

suggests, in which a “voice-of-God commentator” drew cinema publics to the national 

festival.40  

 

Home-grown cinema 

The implication of the civic aesthetic in the translation of Apartheid modernity into 

Apartheid cinema. Whereas Afrikaner Nationalism adopted a modernist aesthetic as a 

state apparatus, this contrasts with the nature of the modernist program and that of the 

Apartheid state in “trying to create pure beginnings out of nothing.”41 Noeleen Murray 

suggests that apartheid appropriated certain modern symbols to create a form of 

Apartheid modernism.42 Whether Apartheid ‘hailed’ modernism to responded largely 

- and “honestly” - to its aesthetic, the capture of the city center and the reclaimed land 

from the sea for the construction of the Foreshore represented a continuum of the notion 

of the civic. The regime’s commitment to a cinema for the nation drew from a different 

genesis of cinema than that of the ‘wasteland’ of atmospheric or grand theatres. 

    It is not therefore not surprising that Cape Town’s Civic Center was designed 

as itself a monument, with the ‘civic’ appearing as both materiality and emotion. This 

was formed within the relationship with the sea and within an Afrikaner telos of 

progress. But architects were part of a larger process of importing particular modes of 

urban inhabitation and design that were co-opted by this particular project as a project 

                                                        
40 Witz, Leslie. Apartheid’s festival. 180 
41 Wintermeyer 2015: 63 
42 Noeleen Murray, Op Cit, 2010. 
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of the nation. That is why the popularity of the cinemas of Apartheid, I suggest, gained 

momentum precisely at the moment of concrete demolition of the old ‘theatre district’ 

and also when the atmospheric as a concept began to disappear in South Africa and the 

world. Alongside the making of civic cinema is the invention of Afrikaner high culture 

in the figure of the Nico Malan Theatre. The latter was part of what Botha identified as 

the “Monumental Approach” to city planning, and set to become an icon of the 

aspirational moment for whites in the city and Afrikaner capital.  

 

 

Figure 10 Alabama Cinema in Loop Street. Courtesy of the Western Cape Archives. AG Collection. 
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 Some of these developments, nonetheless, do not follow a linear trajectory and 

reflect the internal debates within Afrikaner nationalist movements in the 1950s, 

particularly the disputes about the so-called “coloured question”. In accounts of what 

was called ‘petty Apartheid’, scholars suggest that forms of strict racial separation were 

formed as a political response from Verwoerd’s ideological camp in relation to the 

perceived flexibilization of the question of race. This perceived flexibility appeared in 

debates where the question of the racial classification of ‘Coloureds’ in public spaces 

should have been one of social integration based on ‘culture’ or exclusion based on 

race.43 These debates appeared in the discussion around the cinema houses and the city 

centre, and fuelled the moral hysteria mobilized by District Six as a literal incorporation 

of Colouredness into the imagination of Afrikanerdom. The rejection of integration is 

manifested spatially: in the words of Verwoerd, “government and the leaders should 

stand like walls of granite. The survival of a nation is at stake.”44   

   Cinema houses reflected this separation both by a complete segregation of 

facilities, and segregation in relation to racial areas where they sought to be built and 

managed ‘by their own’. At the market level, Apartheid created a market nightmare by 

confining audiences to particular spaces and therefore limiting the reach of cinema that 

now was circumscribed to governments racial definitions. The construction of cinema 

houses was also displaced from the city center, where not only the land costs were 

inflated and prohibitive to any cinema builder or company but pointed to the fact that 

cinema-going cultures themselves were to be properly housed. Cinemas were to be built 

elsewhere, in neighborhoods and places that claimed particular publics or manifested a 

                                                        
43 This is of course an oversimplification of the argument made by Moodie. See T. Dunbar Moodie. 
“Vicissitudes of the National Question, Afrikaner Style” in Webster, E (ed). The Unresolved National 
Question in South Africa Left thought under apartheid and beyond. Wits University Press, 2017. 
44 Van Rooyen, 1971: 103 cited in T Dunbar Moodie Op cit. 2017: 118. 
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demand strong enough so that their neighborhood would warrant a participation in the 

film circuit. In 1953, the Reservation of Separate Amenities Act consolidated an 

umbrella national imposition of legal segregation on cinema venues, but municipalities 

had the freedom, in turn, to decree entire sections of cities and places as amenities open 

to whites only.  

   Cinemas, under the Act, had to apply for licenses for multiracial audiences, and 

in that case provide separate amenities at all levels, including separate toilets, entrance 

halls, ticket offices and separate counters for cafeterias and parking lots. For whites-

only, city cinemas had to either increase their appeal to cinema enthusiastic audiences 

who travelled from the suburbs or had to move to the suburbs and through them, help to 

conceive small public pockets in which white cinemagoers forged a connection with the 

metropole. The building of a cinema in a particular neighborhood indexed the latter’s 

modernization, and pivoted by cinema an area showed to be moving from a rural, or 

villagey status, to the status of representing a metropolitan connection (particularly in 

newly built white middle class suburbia). This move has also been affected by the 

construction of drive-ins that justified - quite literally - the building of structures outside 

city limits, often sponsoring the creation of traffic signage, installation of robots and 

roads enclosures for easy access, a matter I approach closely in chapter 5. 

   In the 1950s, the cinema house in Cape Town represented a different kind of 

worldly connection, one forged by Hollywood Americana, one that was not perceived 

as weakening national claims, but which strengthened the technical advancement of 

South African as a nation-state. Connecting neighborhoods to an idea of world tourism 

and travelling, a new vision was being formed of Cape Town as a Gateway of South 

Africa beyond the sea travels of the early twentieth century. Neighborhood cinemas 
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mimicked the latest in the American technical advancement, pairing modern equipment 

with a familiar feel and sense of intimacy. The Princess Theatre in Retreat, for example, 

which at the time housed one of the country’s largest screens, boasted paintings made 

by an Athlone artist on its walls. The launch of neighborhood cinemas became the perfect 

opportunity for photo-ops and political stunts, for their relationship with both nation 

building and techno-politics associated with urbanization and city expansion.  

   And yet in the period that followed the end of World War II, cinema publics 

began to express the desire for more than the war-inspired newsreel. This, combined 

with the consolidation of radio broadcasting, meant that people preferred to receive 

international news in their own homes instead of at the cinema. In many ways, part of 

the concerns of reconstruction of the city was to reimagine spaces of entertainment that 

were both conducive to the project of a white nation, and therefore meant that strict 

regulations should be put in place to control spaces and public facilities, but also within 

those facilities, an absolute separation should take place, as if spaces became a form of 

political pedagogy that reinstituted the appropriate mode of inhabiting complete 

segregation. The instructions on how to implement these policies was contested. 

In 1950, in the industrial Bellville suburb, for example, the prospect of the 

creation of a “non-European” bioscope prompted an association of Belville South rate-

payers to oppose its construction with the justification that there was already another 

black cinema in the area and that the creation of another would be unnecessary at best 

and would cause the competition to push black cinemas out of the film circuit.45   

                                                        
45 Objections to Coloured Cinema, Correspondence between Belville South Ratepayers Association and 
City of Cape Town, Cape Supreme Court (CSC), 1950 Western Cape Archives and Records Service 
(KAB). 
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   Things changed considerably in the landscapes of Cape Town urban cinemas 

when the District Six was declared a white area in 1966, culminating in a series of 

infamous removals of an entire neighborhood to newly built housing complexes outside 

the city limits, and demolition of most of its iconic buildings, including the cinema 

houses.  Bill Nasson suggests that in District Six what was fondly known as the local 

bioscope represented the homely, the familiar, and not the intrusion of an impersonal 

market entity. For Nasson this was “penny capitalism with a chubby face”46, profoundly 

infused in the ordinary details of community life. Jacqueline Maingard’s recent reading 

of oral histories of District Six makes an even stronger case for the role of bioscopes in 

the area.47  She argues that bioscopes were “points of topographical orientation”, places 

that were anchoring points in residents’ memories of significant life events, in coming-

of-age tales, meeting life partners and brushes with the law. While famously places 

where dagga [cannabis] was consumed and local gangs marked territory, these cinemas 

were also places visited by international film stars, places that facilitated global cultural 

connection.  

  Several oral history accounts suggest the special position the bioscope had in 

District Six.48 Nasson calls it a place “to which both adults and children went in order to 

be cocooned in the dream world of the flickering screen”.49 It was clear, though that 

bioscope owners sought to capitalize on the popularity of the medium, with cinemas 

                                                        
46 Bill Nasson, Op Cit, 2016. 
47 Jacqueline Maingard (2017) “Cinemagoing in District Six, Cape Town, 1920s to 1960s: History, 
politics, memory” in Memory studies 10, 1: 17-34. 
48 Felicity Swanson and Jane Harries  (2001). “‘Ja! So was District Six! But it was a beautiful place’: 
Oral Histories, Memory and Identity” in Sean Field (ed) Lost Communities, Living Memories:  
Remembering forced removals in Cape Town.  Cape Town: David Philip. Noor Ebrahim (1999) Noor’s 
Story: My life in District Six. Cape Town: IM Publishing. Hettie Adams and Hermoine Suttner (1988). 
William Street, District Six.  Cape Town: Chameleon Press.  
49 Bill Nasson. ‘She preferred living in a Cave with Harry the Snake Catcher: Towards an oral history 
of popular leisure and class expression in District Six, Cape Town, circa 1920s-1950s’.  
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such as the Star, National, Rio and West End competing on ticket prices and attempting 

to pack as many people into the bioscope as possible. The atmosphere often became 

chaotic in the rush for tickets for popular films with some pre-selling tickets and causing 

cinema houses to become completely overcrowded. The owner of the Empire and the 

Union bioscope in District Six was said to have put the ticket prices down so that children 

could also afford it. The bioscopes were therefore packed with children.50 The bioscopes 

were sites of local class distinction, both within cinemas – where downstairs seats were 

cheaper than those in the galleries, and between cinemas, with the Star bioscope 

characterized as a place housing all the flies from the fish market next door, and the 

dagga use so widespread that there was “more smoke than people”.51 

  Since the late nineteenth century, the area had been regarded as overcrowded 

and unhealthy, but little was done to improve it. By 1940, the destruction of District Six 

was planned as part of the restructuring of this city. Described by the city engineer as a 

“blot in a beautiful city and a disgrace to civilized conceptions of how human beings 

should live”, the neighborhood’s proximity to the city meant that it had the potential of 

“prime real estate”.52  While the declaration of the area as “white only” did not happen 

for another 26 years, within another six, much of the area had been razed.  

  It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to engage discourses around District 

Six and what it became through its destruction and commemoration.53 Suffice to say that 

                                                        
50 Julius, Chrischené. (2008). “‘Digging [D]eeper than the eye approves’: oral histories and their use in 
the Digging Deeper exhibition of the District Six Museum.” Kronos, 34, 1, pp. 106-138.  
51 Quoted in Swanson and Harries, 2001, p. 72. 
52 Quoted in Swanson and Harries. “‘Ja So was District Six!’ But it was a beautiful place’: Oral 
Histories, Memory and Identity” 64. 
53 Western suggested in 1981 that while the precarious living conditions in District Six have been 
sanitized in some white liberal memorialization of the District following its destruction, it is necessary 
to recognize its symbolic importance as a lost space of creativity, possibility and urbanity for black 
South Africans, otherwise cast as out of place in the Apartheid city. See Western (1981) Outcast Cape 
Town, as well as Duane Jethro (2009) “Waar Val Jy Uit? District Six, Sacred Space and Identity in Cape 
Town” in Journal for the Study of Religion, 22, 1, 17-41. 
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District Six is remembered as a space of urbanity and racial and religious diversity, 

where bioscopes are remembered as facilitating social interactions imbued with 

aspiration for new possibilities, especially when contrasted with the absence of such 

possibilities in distant neighborhoods of the Cape flats to which people were forcibly 

removed. 

 

Cinema wasteland  

The 1960s marked Apartheid’s hold on the cinema, with middle-class aspirations being 

largely associated with consumption of Afrikaans cultural products, while any given 

form of “racial proximity” was saturated with a sense of increasingly individualized 

forms of consumption and a “resolute interpersonal estrangement.” 54  Under the 

Apartheid’s Group Areas Act of 1950 there was a racial demarcation of areas in the city 

and cinemas were now declared white, non-white or for the non-European or had 

segregated “multiracial” audiences. The kind of cultural imperialism or totalizing ability 

of cultural industry has prompted a vast literature when the Frankfurt School moved to 

the United States. In South Africa the fear of cultural imperialism mobilized a hysteria 

for the cultural invasion of American products and a culture of mass consumption, of 

which the cinema seems to be the perfect emblematic case. These spaces, only by 

separating publics, succeeded in ‘raising distraction to the level of culture’. By the early 

1960s, Cape Town had 58 cinemas and 4 Drive-ins in the greater Peninsula. In relation 

to number of venues, box office returns and general attendance, Gainer shows how Cape 

Town became South Africa’s second most important city after Johannesburg. 

                                                        
54 Posel, Deborah. 2018. “Getting Inside the Skin of the Consumer: Race, Market Research and the 
Consumerist Project in Apartheid South Africa.” Itinerario 42 (1). Cambridge University Press: 120–
38: 123. 
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   After the Van Riebeeck Festival in the early 1950s the development of the 

Foreshore left little to be enthusiastic about civic spaces. As Botha describes, 

[t]he effect of the Cape weather was particularly singled out, and the open, 
dusty parking lots that occupied undeveloped land were symbols of the 
stagnation. The dreary architecture, the flight back to the old city by businesses, 
the wide road crossings that were unfriendly to pedestrians and the lack of 
significant amenities meant it was not a desirable destination. The new Civic 
Centre and Nico Malan Theatre would do little to improve this - their Brutalist 
facades were even more unwelcoming, with the wind tunnels under the Civic 
Centre developed the reputation for toppling busses, and pedestrians had to 
cling to railings and lamp posts to avoid being whipped away.55 
 

The Foreshore became, following Nigel Worden, a product of apartheid “when Pretoria 

conquered the city and planted anonymous buildings such as the Department of Internal 

Affairs, the Customs house and two segregated railway stations between the city center 

and the bay.”56 

   In the late 1960s, the project for a grand national theatre in the Foreshore started 

to take shape. A group of experts was commissioned by the national government and 

sent on an ambitious survey of opera houses and cultural centers in Europe and North 

America, visiting over fifty venues in less than two months. The theatre was a 

consolidation of the plans for the seashore in a dispute between municipal and federal 

government. Named after the National Party Provincial Administrator of the Cape, 

Johannes Nicholas ‘Nico’ Malan, the theatre building was motivated by a nostalgic 

yearning for a ‘proper’ theatre in the city, and that stood markedly apart from early grand 

cinemas, potentially revitalizing live performances. The Nico Malan was marketed as 

inclusive and therefore used tax revenue from both “Coloureds” and “Europeans”. The 

                                                        
55 Nicholas Botha. “The Gateway of Tomorrow: Modernist Town Planning on Cape Town’s 
Foreshore, 1930-70”, 2013: 110. 
56 Nigel Worden, “Unwrapping history at the Cape Town Waterfront”. Paper presented at the Wits 
History Workshop: Myths, Monuments, Museums; New Premises? 16-18 July, 1992, p. 20. 
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‘bioscope’ section of the foreshore was set to occupy a separate, not so glamorous, 

segregated enclave. 

Meanwhile in 1969, the Cape Times’ chief reporter Roger Williams, perhaps 

seduced by the climate of mourning and nostalgia mobilized by the destruction of the 

city center’s picture palaces, published an editorial in which he recounts a fictitious 

conversation that took place between the celebrities who flitted across cinemas where, it 

seems, English nostalgia could outlive any of the present anticipation. He described how 

cinema impresarios of a past era haunted the place, and how the ghosts of Isidore 

Schlesinger and Harry Stodel relived the opening night of the Alhambra, watching Al 

Johnson’s American musical The jazz singer (1927). “It was almost as though they had 

come as a corporate spirit to express their concern over the plan [of demolition]”, 

Williams reported. 57  The ghost of the designer of the Alhambra’s revolving stage, 

Reuben Alexander, gazed at the city’s skyline, reportedly “very sore” about the 

building’s imminent collapse and lamented that “[the walls are] as solid as they come – 

and I can assure you the demolishers will have a heck of a job pulling them down”. In 

1970, the city announced that with the demolition of the Mother Theatre, “even the ghost 

needs a new haunt” an alarmist pre-empting of the compulsive building of commercial 

high-rises and uninspiring concrete office blocks that followed the phasing out of the 

Alhambra. 58 

                                                        
57 Roger Williams, Editorial. Cape Times 1969. 
58 “Even the ghost needs a new haunt”, Cape Times, 7 October 1970. 
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Figure 11: The Demolition of the Alhambra Threatre 

   

  Alhambra’s first stage manager was one such ghost who needed to find a new 

haunt, as CBD cinemas quickly turned into Cape Town’s urban detritus. The Alhambra 

was filled with spectral images adding to the uncanny presence of the Moorish building 

in a modernizing city center. In April 1972 the image of the Alhambra stage drowning 

in its rubble populated Cape Town’s English-medium print media and imagination. Die 

Burger and Cape Argus reported for months, along with nostalgic descriptions of the 

cinema debris, the stories of a decrepit auditorium haunted by past performances, to be 

later recast as a performance of the city’s imperial pasts. A few months into the 

demolition process, the mystique of the Alhambra still captivated newspaper readers, 
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cinemagoers and the site’s passers-by. The pile of rubble where the stage once stood 

along with the steel beam that once bore the weight of stalls, inspired cartoons and 

newspaper stories, so much so that the Alhambra – now a phantasmagoria – continued 

to haunt Cape Town’s urban dispensation, from architects, builders and urban planners 

to entertainment impresarios and politicians.  

   All over South Africa images from America, product advertisements and 

fashion, emerged. With such a wide range of bioscopes to choose from tied to a single 

circuit, as Gainer puts it, “a Capetonian had the opportunity, if they had the money, to 

view the same film as any other Capetonian, regardless of race.”59  

A Hollywood film in Cape Town in the 1940s and 1950s would first play at 
the largest European-only cinemas in central Cape Town. Then, after 3-6 
months on the    circuit, the film returned to Cape Town to play the second-run 
European cinemas, the first-run Non-European cinemas, and the suburban 
cinemas. After another 6-12 months on the circuit, the film returned to Cape 
Town’s smaller Non-European cinemas, third-rate European cinemas, and if 
appropriate, to a Saturday morning children’s show (musicals and westerns 
were deemed appropriate).60 

 
   Cape Town liberal press quickly found ways to re-embrace the perceived 

democratic impetus of cinema publics formed by those, of course, of “cultivated taste”. 

Newspapers now presented cinemas as a way of forging an all-inclusive audience – As 

this letter to the Cape Times suggests in 1974,  

  We have every confidence that the vast majority of White opera, theatre, 
ballet and music lovers who patronize the Nico Malan would be happy to 
share the joy and exaltation of great art with people of similar civilised 
tastes who do not happen to be White [sic].61  

 
  This appeared ostensibly in the liberal defense of the creation of a cinema for 

‘Bantus’ in the Somerset Road area of Green Point in the mid-1970s. Receiving strong 

                                                        
59 David Gainer, Op cit, 2000. p. 113. 
60 David Gainer, Op cit, 2000. P.  114-5. 
61 “Amenities for all”. Cape Times, Feb 21, 1974. 
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objections from the predominantly white residents of Green Point and Sea Point, the 

proposed establishment of an 800-seat ‘black cinema’ for workers who lived in the 

area, the proposer of the scheme, J Moir Gordon, presented to the City Engineer a need 

that was supposedly “urgent”. Gordon was in favor of small cafes and restaurants 

catering exclusively for black patrons in Sea Point’s Main Road, and did not envisaged 

any problems with those establishments in predominantly white areas as long as they 

were “adequately controlled”. This need was especially acute, for Gordon, at a time 

when the only public spaces offered for black publics in the area were “servant rooms 

and liquor outlets”.62  

  The deputy minister of Bantu Administration and Education nonetheless 

brushed off Gordon’s appeal as the “greatest nonsense”.63 “I cannot think why some 

people should try to get started on building a bioscope for the Bantu in an area where 

Bantu are still without eating facilities and even places to sit.” The avalanche of public 

grievances that the proposal received concerned this establishment being a private 

enterprise trying to exploit black patrons. Here, the relationship between Bantu 

administration and cinema is that of a concerned parent: “there is money to be made 

out of a bioscope. But this Government will not allow the Bantu to be exploited by 

capitalists who want to make money.” Furthermore, a cinema for black patrons 

prompted the fear of white residents for the safety of their own children: “Would you 

like your children to go to the ice rink [behind the site of the proposed bioscope]” asks 

one reader, “knowing there will be 1000 blacks almost directly behind it?”64  

                                                        
62 “Cinema planned for City Blacks” (sic), Cape Times, 20 Feb 1974 
63 “Jason: No plans for black bio at Sea Point”, Cape Times, 26 Feb 1974 
64 “Fears in Green Point: black cinema plan opposed”, Cape Times, 22 Feb 1974 
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  While cinema poses a threat to racially demarcated areas and desirability of 

capitalist exploitation, the cinema is wanted elsewhere. A home is needed for cinemas 

where cinema belongs, defended by more liberal readers. In other words, where private 

and municipal interest harmoniously conflate, where racially specific audiences 

“mingle” rather than clash, and where capitalism does not wish to abuse but to bring 

together people as a “magnet for show-goers”65. The mobilization of the need for 

entertainment in a designated white area presupposes the limits of audience formation 

and the mobilization of a language of rights, taste development and belonging. “White 

residents in Sea Point also had their rights”, reminds a reader, “They [the residents] 

were entitled to be protected against possible irritation and unpleasantness caused by 

crowds of Africans, many of them from outside Sea Point, who would go to shows 

there.”  

Can night life be created in the vicinity of the Golden Acre, say – bearing 
in mind that cinemas and theatres recently built and reconstructed must 
perforce remain where they are, however, ill-placed from the point of 
view of the purpose envisaged? 
 

  But the city was prohibitively expensive for any cinema new-comer and 

audiences were moving at an accelerated pace to suburban enclaves. The solution was 

to build cinemas where they are supposedly needed: far from the white city, black 

cinemas for black “communities”. The new Cape Flats – created for accommodating 

entire neighborhoods following their forced removal from different parts of the city – 

is one of such areas. By the end of the 1970s, cinema was less of a threat than a panacea; 

it could induce violent behaviour while at the same time promise to tame particular 

affect and contain political unrest.       

                                                        
65 13 March 1974, Cape Times, “Night Life”. Response to City Engineer Dr S S Morris 
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  As a response to an unfulfilled promise, the Waterfront would later became a 

place built as “an evocation of nostalgia”66, a return to the city of the sea that marked 

its once proud past, even if Cape Town's economic preponderance was lost long before 

the lifetimes of even the oldest visitors. It thrives on ‘timelessness’ as “1860s blur 

easily into the 1930s.”67  Its building is an expression of what Worden calls the “ethos 

of the Waterfront”, a world purportedly free from that dominated by Pretoria.  

                                                        
66 Worden, Nigel, Op. Cit. 1992: 19-20 
67 Worden, Nigel, 1992: 19-20 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/ 
 



155 
 

CHAPTER 5: THE FALL OF A DRIVE-IN’S ‘BERLIN WALL’ 

 

In this chapter I consider the experience of the drive-in in relation to the bureaucracy 

of racial segregation and a political authority that struggled to fully ascertain its 

dominion in the “intimately anonymous” space of mass media. 1  Focusing on the 

popularity of the drive-in, I examined how the modes of inhabitation it inspired could 

leverage an understanding of desegregation, and of what William Mazzarella called 

cinema’s public affects, vacillating between cinema’s “sensuous resonances…and the 

competing ways in which they get partially harnessed to social and political projects of 

value”.2 For this purpose, I show that it is possible to think of the cinema’s “public 

critical potency” as Litheko Modisane suggests, by engaging the political and sensory 

dimension of cinema experience.  

  This chapter approaches the formation of the drive-in and the implications of 

this modality of cinema for the fate of cinema houses in Cape Town and South Africa 

at large. I focus on a particular drive-in called the Sunset, in the formerly white 

neighborhood of Wetton. The Sunset had a parking space for 950 cars, a 24-meter 

screen and arguably the largest projection and sound equipment in Africa.3 But while 

the Sunset had one of the most technologically advanced drive-in equipment, it was 

infamously known by its two-meter wooden partition that separated the parking space 

into black and white audiences, popularly called ‘Berlin Wall’ after the infamous Cold 

War divide. After years of ‘drive-in apartheid’, in 1985 the Sunset feared the 

                                                        
1 William Mazzarella. Censorium: Cinema and the Open Edge of Mass Publicity. Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2013: 220 
2 William Mazzarella. Op Cit, 2013, p. 40 
3 Gainer, David Hollywood, African consolidated films, and “bioskoopbeskawing,” or bioscope culture: 
aspects of American culture in cape town, 1945-1960. MA Thesis, University of Cape Town. 2000:192 
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repercussion of the destruction of its wall and the implications of becoming the first 

drive-in in the city to integrate audiences, besides the use of bathrooms and cafeteria.  

  I examine in this chapter the repercussions of the fall of the drive-in Berlin wall 

in debates about desegregation of cinemas – one of the last leisure venues in South 

Africa to open for all races. I begin by offering an account of the drive-in as a lens into 

desegregation of leisure spaces in Cape Town, alongside the affective elements of the 

drive-in experience in relation to analytical lenses Crain Soudien called ‘integration-

scapes’.4 If for more than sixty years cinemas in Cape Town separated audiences by 

race, I suggest that the end of segregation of cinema houses was not a technical matter 

or bureaucratic arrangement, but a dynamic interplay of different state, market and 

individual interests.  

  While the picture palace appeared to be under threat of extinction in the late 

1970s, I show how white cinema impresarios and companies attributed to the 

Provincial government’s entertainment tax the blame for their financial constraints and 

feared the arrival of television offering a more private, contained avenue for film 

consumption. The Group Areas Act contributed to moving cinemas to the suburbs, with 

the Apartheid government subsidizing local films and supporting cinema-going as a 

racially exclusive “community” entertainment. This move helps to explain, at least in 

part, the growth of black-owned cinemas and drive-ins, as I discuss in this chapter. 

Contrary to the state’s plans, I argue that these venues played a pivotal role in the 

desegregation of cinema, pressuring owners to reject the government’s imaginary of 

spatially contained and racially defined audiences. Desegregation also became a way 

in which white cinemas owners expressed discontent for cinema’s financial crisis, 

                                                        
4 Crain Soudien, Constituting the class: An analysis of the process of ‘integration’ in South African 
schools, 2004:92. 
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reimagined integration as a strategy to attract new publics, and aspired to what 

Tomaselli and Shepperson later identified as cinema’s “multiracial monopolies”.5  

  Following this, I consider the merits of thinking with cinema beyond the 

perspective of films6 and attuned to the ways in which spaces of collective viewership 

shape ‘scapes’ of race, class and leisure before desegregation. Approaching walls in 

postcolonial urban spaces as a symbolic and material token of “marking differences, 

imposing partitions and distances, multiplying rules of avoidance and exclusion and 

restricting movement”, as Teresa Caldeira suggests7, I show how the wall mobilized 

political affects that anticipated the end of apartheid in cinema. My approach to 

desegregation departs from drive-ins as geographic and “borderlands”89, to examine 

cinemascapes in Cape Town and their strategies to circumvent segregation. These 

developments, as the evocative Berlin Wall suggests, unfold against the background of 

integration, nationalism and cinema’s claim to global publics at the brink of a post-

Cold War world. After the fall, I turn to the image of ‘multiracial’ audiences, and the 

fate of walls in a fragmented cinema industry. 

 

 

                                                        
5 Keyan Tomaselli, Arnold Shepperson, “Transformation and South African cinema in the 1990s”. In 
Nwachukwu Frank Ukadike, Critical Approaches to African Cinema Discourse, Lexington Books, 
2014: 119 
6 For a comprehensive analysis of South African films, cf. Martin Botha’s South African Cinema 1896-
2010 and Lucia Saks’s Cinema in a Democratic South Africa: The Race for Representation. Examining 
the formation of South Africa film black spectatorship and B-scheme films, see Litheko Modisane’s 
South Africa's Renegade Reels: The Making and Public Lives of Black-Centred Films Palgrave 
Macmillan, New York, 2013 and Gairoonisa Paleker. Creating a ‘black film industry’: state intervention 
and films for African audiences in South Africa, 1956-1990. Diss. University of Cape Town, 2009. 
7 Teresa Caldeira, City of Walls: Crime, Segregation, and Citizenship in São Paulo. University of 
California Press, Berkeley, CA, 2000: 2 
8 Laura Fair, Reel Pleasures: Cinema Audiences and Entrepreneurs in Twentieth-Century Tanzania by 
Laura Fair. Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 2018:4 
9  Arnold Shepperson & Keyan G. Tomaselli (2000) South African Cinema Beyond Apartheid: 
Affirmative Action in Distribution and Storytelling, Social Identities, 6:3, 323-343; In Beavon, “The 
post-apartheid city: hopes, possibilities, and harsh realities” 
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Entering the drive-in  
 
  Ag pleez Deddy, won’t you take us to the drive-in? 

All six, seven of us, eight, nine, ten 
We wanna see a flick about Tarzan an’ the Ape-men 
An’ when the show is over you can bring us back again10 
 
 

Patented in the United States in 1933, the drive-in comprised a projector, an outdoor 

screen visible to cars and a large parking lot. The early appeal of the drive-in was its 

sense of domestic comfort: a man reportedly designed it after his mother expressed the 

desire to experience the cinema as if she was sitting on her own couch.11 The autonomy 

and privacy that the drive-in offered meant that it had the potential to escape 

government regulation: even in South Africa, drive-ins were considered sites of 

unsupervised teenage attendance associated with flexible gender boundaries and sexual 

experimentation. In the 1950s, before it was exported to many other places around the 

world12, the drive-in enjoyed a surge in popularity in the United States, with over four 

thousand sites accounting for a quarter of American cinema revenue.13 The popularity 

of the drive-in appeared amidst the threat of television competition and the decline in 

cinema attendance, suggesting how television could transform the drive-in by offering 

a more individualized medium of exhibition.  

  Yet the drive-in stood as resilient competition for television in the sense that it 

offered a variety of activities for the entire family, such as cafeterias and playgrounds. 

Whereas the drive-in’s popularity appeared initially lower in relation to first-release 

                                                        
10  Taylor, Jeremy (1992). Ag Pleez Deddy!, Songs and Reflections. Pretoria, SA: Jeremy Taylor 
Publishing. 
11 Kerry Sergrave, Drive-in Theaters: A History from Their Inception in 1933, 1992 
12 Ben Goldsmith, “The comfort lies in all the things you can do”: The Australian drive-in-cinema of 
distraction. Journal of Popular Culture; Summer 1999; 33, 1; 
13 Mark A. Fox, “The economics of drive-in theatres: From mainstream entertainment to nostalgia on 
the margins” 2015 
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film venues, in the future they would be able to survive with second- and third-run 

films.14  While the phenomenon of the drive-in appeared as an alternative to ‘closed’ 

venues and their intricate interiors, it also drew inspiration from other leisure venues. 

Its public possibilities of film consumption expanded both the social and subjective 

space of cinema, offering a sense of collective openness and individual convenience 

for the middle-class family, as David Gainer shows, which radically transformed 

cinema experience.15 The drive-in demanded a very large amount of land and a mobile 

audience willing to attend outdoor venues that, differently from earlier bioscopes, did 

not offer a stage for live entertainment.16 

 

 
 

Figure 12: Stills from British Pathé 

 

  It follows that the drive-in represented an important marker of the modernizing 

colonial cultural life, as shown by the historical importance of the Fox Drive-in Gala 

                                                        
14 Ibid. 
15  David Gainer, Hollywood, African Consolidated Films, and “bioskoopbeskawing,” or bioscope 
culture: aspects of American culture in Cape Town, 1945-1960. University of Cape Town, 2000:185 
16 The Sunset’s stage for live audience (albeit only in the white side of the partition) was an exception 
to that rule, as I will show. 
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on Thika Road in 1950s Nairobi, Kenya.17 In Tanzania, as Laura Fair shows, the drive-

in became the symbol of ideas around African ‘modernity’ and state-led development, 

a form of incipient political public sphere Fair characterizes as “drive-in socialism.”18 

The drive-in especially appealed to Dar Es Salaam’s cosmopolitan aspirations with the 

promise of economic distribution and the increased ownership of cars that followed the 

country’s independence. While under colonial authority black citizens were confined 

in the countryside and kept away from city centers, going to the drive-in and seeing 

films changed formerly racialized patterns of cultural consumption. The drive-in 

therefore became part of the imagination of national independence and autonomy 

increasingly associated with freedom of movement and the vision of a public sphere 

not clearly regulated in relation to race, gender and class. This explains why, for Fair, 

the drive-in is often remembered with nostalgia coupled with generational longing: the 

yearning for the 1960s and 1970s’ drive-in’s “sultry, sensuous evenings” as these were 

defining moments of “closeness, compassion, and confidence in the future” in the wake 

of independence. 

The drive-in is a deeply resonant emotive place because it provided space and 
poetic license for these dreams to congeal with both the power and the 
transience of the weekly melodrama enveloping the screen. There was much 
that went wrong with Tanzanian socialism, but the drive-in was one place where 
some things went right.19 

 

                                                        
17 A video of the British Pathé shows various shots in daylight showing construction of Theka Road 
drive-in cinema in Nairobi, Kenya, around 1958 and an audience of largely white men wearing 
tuxedos.The caption says "The video shows MS inside Projection room. MS projector beam. VS film 
being shown. MS Restaurant which supplies food to the cinema audience. LS Cars lined up a view film. 
Various shots of the loudspeaker being placed in car." (Orig. Neg.) Old record suggests material dates 
from around 19/03/1958. FILM ID: 2892.17. 
18 Laura Fair, Reel Pleasures: Cinema Audiences and Entrepreneurs in Twentieth-Century Tanzania by 
Laura Fair. Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 2018 
19 Laura Fair. “Drive-in socialism: debating modernities and development in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania”, 
2014:1102. 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/ 
 



161 
 

This aspirational sensibility turned the drive-in into a place “to...transcend ethnic and 

class exclusivity and... gender and generational cleavages,” and a platform from which 

to forge a more homogenous audience and a cinema in the new image of the nation. It 

also marked transformations in the city as emergent black publics traversed former 

white neighborhoods’ borders on their way to the drive-in and back. 

  In South Africa, as early as 1952, a letter to the newspaper reported that cinema-

goers in Johannesburg were turned away from sold-out drive-ins.20 While the weather 

in Johannesburg and Pretoria was better suited to these venues, Cape Town welcomed 

the American novelty as “[t]heir occupants look up at a mammoth screen, eat hot dogs, 

drink coffee, listen to the programme through a loudspeaker unit which clips on the 

dashboard. Even if it’s raining, the show goes on. You are snug in your car.”21 Due to 

the harsh weather and strong winds, by the end of 1961 Cape Town had built four 

against Johannesburg’s seventy drive-ins. Unsurprisingly, numerous restrictions 

accompanied the popularity of these venues, especially considering the drive-in’s 

potential of racial and age mixing, as in other places in Southern Africa and across the 

continent.  

   Apartheid’s form of legally imposed racial segregation and the consequent 

formation of specific areas for designated racial groups transformed the shape of the 

urban fabric. The creation of concrete and symbolic barriers to urbanization, such as 

pass control and the attachment of people to homelands and forced removals radically 

transformed the city inhabitation and determined the experience of cinema-going. As I 

show in my thesis, with the increased cost of building and leasing cinemas in white 

                                                        
20  David Gainer. Hollywood, African Consolidated Films, and "bioskoopbeskawing," or bioscope 
culture: aspects of American culture in Cape Town, 1945-1960. University of Cape Town, 2000:185 
21 David Gainer, Op Cit, 2000.  
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neighborhoods and the city’s commercial district, cinemas migrated to the suburbs in 

the 1950s and, as David Gainer shows, transformed its landscapes.22 Significantly, the 

first drive-in applications in Cape Town appeared just after the promulgation of the 

Separate Amenities Act of 1953.  

  One of the first of its kind, the operations of the Skyvue Drive-in started in 

December of 1957 in Kuils River.23 It was initially referred to as the Monte Cristo 

Drive-in, after the Monte Cristo Farm on Main Road was zoned for a Steel factory and 

a textile manufacturer before being purchased by Allen Miller’s trusteeship for ‘open 

air entertainment’. The drive-in soon got into financial trouble, largely attributed to a 

series of weekends of “inclement weather”. It opened its shares in 1959, with judicial 

management attempts to increase revenue and reduce expenses – a large portion of it 

covering costs of advertisement and the Film Hire and Entertainment Tax. Part of the 

offer to stakeholders included the Sunset Drive-in, inaugurated a year earlier, and 

which was also in provisional liquidation. But despite the anxiety around the 

entertainment tax and Cape Town’s notoriously bad weather – the following years 

turned out to be a time when the drive-in was revived. 

  In 1960, when the Sunset Drive-in asked for the permission to admit ‘Coloured’ 

audiences 24 , the company justified it by suggesting that there were no drive-ins 

exclusive to that particular group. The location of the drive-in in Wetton was also 

regarded as a favorable point, besides the suggestion that many in those communities 

                                                        
22  Gainer. 2000. Hollywood, African Consolidated Films, and “bioskoopbeskawing,” or bioscope 
culture: aspects of American culture in Cape Town, 1945-1960. University of Cape Town, 185 
23  Town Planning Scheme. Western Cape Archives and Record Services (WCARS), PAA, 1657, 
AF20/7/729. 
24  The application for inclusion of black audiences segregated within the drive-in also included 
‘Indians’, a suggestion that was subsequently excluded from negotiations. Ster-Kinekor later applied 
for a special permission for the admission of ‘African’ audiences. 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/ 
 



163 
 

now owned automobiles. The condition was that the space should be rebuilt in such a 

way that the facilities could be divided into ‘white’ and ‘non-white’, that the cafeteria 

and lavatories would provide for each group and, critically, that a non-transparent 

partition fenced off the two sides of the audience.25   

[T]he film itself had to compete with the wind, rain and evening light, 
with children crying, and with faulty receivers. (…) But a drive-in also 
allowed patrons to segregate themselves from other cars, which was 
impossible to do in bioscopes such as the Star, National and West End.26  

 

This relationship between the forms of mobility afforded by the car and the attendance 

of the drive-in are obviously conflated. I relate this to what Ciraj Rassool called 

elsewhere the “Mercedes affect”: in the accounts of Fazil Rassool, the latter reflects on 

his experience of the drive-in taking the family to see a film in a “pearl-coloured” 

Mercedes 190, 

with children hidden under blankets on the floor at the back as they entered 
because of the age restriction. And then the car proceeded over the mounds and 
between the poles with their window clip-on audio units until they were halfway 
to the large screen. There the Mercedes-Benz became an intimate family movie-
viewing space, while they drank coffee and ate cheese sandwiches.27 

 

 The car figured as a family space, a space of leisure and also a “means by which 

he was taught to be strong, resolute and protective in the midst of the tightening grip 

of everyday apartheid” and a racially divided public sphere.28 The drive-in embodied 

the freedom and movement of the car while offering a safe space for families, who tried 

to circumvent state-enforced racial and age regulations.  

 

                                                        
25 Application for Sunset Drive-in. Western Cape Archives and Record Services (WCARS), PAA, 
AF20/7/928. 
26  David Gainer. Hollywood, African Consolidated Films, and "bioskoopbeskawing," or bioscope 
culture: aspects of American culture in Cape Town, 1945-1960. University of Cape Town, 2000:185 
27 Rassool, Ciraj. (2016). Red Mandela: Contests of auto-biography and Auto/biography in South 
Africa. Kronos, 42(1), 195-213. 
28 Ciraj Rassool. Op Cit, 2016. 
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Figure 13 The Sunset Drive-in layout based on the original architectural plans.  Courtesy of the Western Cape Archives 
and Record Services 

  

 The latter, in particular, motivated many complaints; for instance, around the 

idea that neither provincial or national government should intervene in parents’ choices 

to bring children to movies but instead supervise the kinds of films to be shown in the 

main Saturday night feature. In 1971, concerned parents took to newspapers in to 

complain that, with age regulations, if families could not attend drive-in exhibitions at 

all,  
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[w]hat do they expect a family to do? Sit home on a Saturday night, or 
take the children to a town cinema and let them upset other people 
because they cannot sit still? … I hope drive-in owners read this letter 
and take pity on families like us and start showing films that are not 
restricted.29 

 

  Government intervention operated in cinemas from the early twentieth century 

by imposing duties, film censorship and regulation of attendance, as I discussed in my 

previous chapter. When in the late 1970s, cinemas were faced with an unprecedented 

decline in white attendance, the Apartheid government was set to encourage 

entertainment spaces “appropriate” to racially defined communities, urging cinema 

businesses to foster the development of new venues particularly in designated black 

areas, including drive-ins.  

  The drive-in competed with increasingly individualized, domestic modes of 

seeing film in Europe and North America, and with the encroaching of spatial 

segregation, high cost of rentals and scarcity of space in the city, ticket prices were 

pushed.30 In South Africa, racial segregation of audiences and strict regulation of 

children’s attendance contributed to a perception of cinema business as only being 

viable under certain special conditions. Some cinema owners suggested the 

broadcasting of television in their premises offering television rooms and special 

screening times. Others pushed for the end of the racial ban and the multiracial 

admission, which I approach later in this chapter. But first they needed to dispel the 

danger of television.  

 

                                                        
29 “Why these restrictions at drive-ins?” Cape Times, 22 June 1971. 
30 “Drive-in man wants Blacks [sic] allowed”, Cape Times, 1976 
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Television and the ends of cinema 

In 1975, the Argus published a report on three different Cape Town cinemas in order 

to demonstrate how tedious advertising pieces and the supporting program in cinemas 

had become.31 In the paranoia around the “end of cinema” and the television takeover 

it was becoming clear that distributors should now be looking at more adequate 

supporting program alongside the experience of more intimate, comfortable theatres. 

Some directors did not allow their films to be screened first on TV, maintaining 

confidence in cinema as an ideal medium for seeing films, with the large screen and 

technology allowing for an appropriate mode of appreciation and uninterrupted 

projection, and the enveloping darkness enabling concentration. There was also the 

collective effervescence of seeing film with others, and forms of social intimacy I 

explored in my thesis.  

Yet Hollywood films exhibited in Technicolor in large screens and stereo sound 

were accused of masking, rather than enhancing the quality of films.32 The offering of 

newsreels and ‘supporting programmes’ before films that once signaled cinema’s 

cosmopolitan aspirations and pretense of worldliness, now appeared as a limitation to 

cinema’s entertainment value and as disposable. Writing on the diminished appeal of 

supporting program, Cape Times critic Glennifer Gillespie suggested in 1975 that the 

latter were now better characterized as undermining the main attraction. 

Some months ago I was prevailed upon to attend a supporting 
programme. I usually hang about in the foyer, repeatedly studying 
advertisement of forthcoming attractions rather than face a 1948 tour 
of Stonehenge by the Bristol Basketweavers Association. I stared in 
glassy-eyed disbelief at an ancient travelogue called “Dino in 

                                                        
31Glennifer Gillespie. “When will those dreadful first-half films improve?” 11 July 1975. 
32 In 1984 a model of Drive-in Cassette was reportedly created in the Transvaal with the support of Ster-
Kinekor to offer South African drive-in the first experience of hi-fi sound system. 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/ 
 



167 
 

Venice”, or some such title, which told of happy gondolier who strode 
through wintry Venetian streets singing arias amongst pigeons.33 

 

   The high cost of venues was reflected in high prices of refreshments sold in the 

cinema, such as soda drinks and sweets, and now unaffordable to the discontent of 

many patrons. There was also discontent with a perceived poor quality of services 

offered by usherettes. “Then comes the interval”, affirmed one Times reader, “[n]o 

advertisements, but, far more raucous pop vocal pop records being played at loud 

volume (doubtless because there is payment somewhere along the lines for these to be 

plugged). The interval comes to an end, the lights dim – and the advertisements 

begin.” 34  In addition, newspapers began to denounce films that were regarded as 

uninviting and mind numbing, and only concerned in showing the technical aspects of 

movies to the detriment of quality. School holidays, as one reader wrote to the Times 

were the worst for cinema, with the same film being screening in different venues 

across town.  

“The pattern hasn’t changed for forty years. But life styles have and the 
movie bosses don’t seem to have realized the fact. One thing has 
changed however. Twenty and more years ago the supporting 
programme alone was worth your money. You didn’t have to wait till 
after interval to be entertained. The entertainment started right away.35 

 

  If these venues were now struggling to keep audiences engaged, Brian Barrow 

suggests, they themselves were to blame, not television. Barrow provided a few 

examples of how cinemas were not keeping up with the times. A main strategy, he 

suggested, was to shorten the supporting program, now arguably plagued with long 

advertising segments, so that patrons could perhaps find other venues to add to their 

Saturday evenings’ outings, such as restaurants and bars. To adapt to new forms of 

                                                        
33 Glennifer Gillespie, Op Cit. Cape Times, 11 July 1975 
34 George Tansley, “Complaints of cinema-goers”. 9 March 1976. 
35 Brian Barrow, “Cinemas are their worst enemies”. Cape Times. 21 April 1976. 
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leisure cinemas would have to offer alternative times for showings on Saturdays, and 

not monopolize the whole evening. Critically, for Barrow, the quality of ‘escapism’ 

patrons were looking for in movies was now lost in the cinema venue, with the growing 

number of pictures depicting ‘real’ and often depressing melodramas. People were 

looking elsewhere for “escapes”, he contended, but cinemas were not good value for 

money. 

  The imagined solution to the cinema’s supposedly imminent bankruptcy was 

the creation of ‘multiplexes’, dividing large audiences into small ones and offering a 

variety of films in simultaneous screenings. The multi-screen was nonetheless slow to 

become a way out of the cinema crisis in South Africa. The Cape Province’s 

Entertainment Tax became a particular nuisance to cinema companies, such as Ster-

Kinekor, which they blamed for the rising costs of tickets. This seemed to benefit 

black-owned ‘elite’ cinemas for whom taxes were not applied, emerging not only as an 

alternative to exorbitant cinemas, but also as leveraging the entrepreneurial image of 

black cinema owners from a position of non-racialism.36 This was especially the case 

in the public estimation of the growth of black cinemas, with four hundred designated 

“black cinemas” announced in the city in 1977, some of which had state-of-the-art 

facilities.  

  In 1978, the Independent Exhibitors’ Association representative announced that 

twenty-eight black-owned cinemas in the Peninsula had decided not to screen those 

films not released simultaneously to black and white audiences. By 1977, the 

discussion around cinemas was mainly concerned with the nature of the decline in 

white attendance alongside a perceived boom in black owned venues and film 

                                                        
36 Cf. Uma Dhupelia-Mesthrie. Speaking about building Rylands (1960s to 1980s): a Cape Flats history, 
Social Dynamics, 40:2, 2014, 353-370 
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companies.37 Ismail Achmat, manager of Elsie’s River luxury cinemas Scope 1 and 2, 

gave a public statement about how Elsie’s River community was being targeted in a 

defamation campaign. He first denied that his cinemas created a separation of venues 

based on taste and class affiliation, an accusation that, he suggested, implied that he 

gave preferential treatment and better material conditions to his most affluent patrons. 

In his defense, Achmat’s position was that defaming cinemas was also a way to curb 

their popularity and even the social prominence of cinema impresarios from certain 

black and working-class areas, and affirmed that there were “decent people in Elsie’s 

River and they deserve a good cinema”.38  

  He rejected the suggestion that black cinemas were cheap due to their facilities 

lacking sophistication or modern equipment, or that black cinema-goers did not 

demand luxurious venues. By 1978, many white cinemagoers patronized black owned 

cinemas, paying some seventy-four cents a ticket against two-rand and fifty cents in 

white cinemas.39 While black cinema owners enforced segregation in their cinemas for 

fear of being fined,40 many saw an opportunity to evade the racial bar. Anwar Ismail, 

vice-chairman of the Independent Exhibitors’ Association in Cape Town, established 

the association against government and market’s attempt at pushing black cinemas to 

enforce admissions based on race, which he characterized as a “cinema permit system”.  

  He was adamant that black businessmen at the time were enjoying a great 

degree of popularity while restricted to operating only in black designated areas by law. 

“If somebody happens to be ‘fairskinned’”, Anwar Ismail questioned, “who are we as 

                                                        
37 Doug Gordon. “Film group to build 400 black cinemas”. Argus. 25 September 1977. 
38 Cinema seeks to improve image. Argus. 29 July 1977. 
39 Jocelyn Baleson, “Cheaper fare for whites in City’s black cinemas” 5 July 1978. 
40 Cf. Kanti Patel interviews, part of an upcoming film resulting from the collaborative project between 
Premesh Lalu and Blake Steenkamp. 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/ 
 



170 
 

cinema owners to insult the individual by turning them away?” This was not merely a 

case of racial desegregation but a market imposition on the part of white cinemas. But 

there were no cases of cinema ban on what he called a “fairskinned” patron, as long as 

“they benefit by paying 75 cents at our cinemas and if they feel they are getting the 

same services, then they are totally entitled to visit whenever they feel like doing so”.41 

In 1980 Ster-Kinekor gained blanket permission from the Department of Community 

Development to lift the race bar at all three of its drive-ins. All facilities, toilets and 

cafeteria were to be opened to mixed audiences at the Sunset Drive-in. The two 

entrances that previously catered for segregated audiences altered and all patrons 

served at the same ticket box. The decision to desegregate was met with small protests 

calling for boycotts.  

  In 1983, Jerry Stone, then sales manager of the United Cinema Pictures and 

responsible for bringing famous films to South Africa, including Steven Spielberg’s 

1982 E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial, argued that if stores and restaurants in Cape Town 

were open to all races, then cinemas should be too. Not only was he outspoken about 

segregation and business – defending the right for managers to decide on admissions’ 

criteria, not the government – he also suggested the low quality of television was one 

of the causes of the renewed interest in and success of cinemas, including drive-ins. 

“We entertain”, he quipped, “they don’t”.42 SABC had a policy of not showing full-

length films on Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays in order to protect cinema business and 

guarantee cinema’s first release preference on weekends. “Just think of how many 

                                                        
41 Jocelyn Baleson, “Cheaper fare for whites in City’s black cinemas” 5 July 1978. 
42 Gordon Kling. “Cinemas want to go multi-racial”. Cape Argus. 12 January 1983.  
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people were sitting home last Saturday night”, Stone suggests, expecting something 

other than a third-rate film.43  

  Bill Sharp, then Public Relations of Ster-Kinekor, was less forceful in 

attributing the success of cinemas to bad quality television. He considered many 

variables in the entertainment industry and the resurgence of interest in cinema among 

the “younger generation”. Some attributed the renewed success of cinema precisely to 

television. “I haven’t stopped reading newspapers since TV was introduced,” he 

suggested, “[so] most people look at the schedules and organize their viewing times. 

I’m quite sure that if Dallas was on now, you wouldn’t find people going out to the 

cinema or hiring a video at the same time”. 44  Facing the many ends of cinema, 

Apartheid’s vision and hopes for a racialized ‘community cinema’, placed black-

owned drive-ins in the frontier of the medium’s future some years before 

desegregation. 

 

The creation of a ‘multiracial’ drive-in 

Despite segregation, in the late-1970s South African cinema audiences were perceived 

as becoming more homogeneous.45 The popularity of drive-ins was maintained for a 

short period amidst intense government regulation of cinema venues, and the public 

and market began to question state regulation of audiences by race. The grievances also 

related to the Christian-based restrictions on Sunday exhibitions and the veto of cinema 

bars’ liquor licenses and indoor smoking. The smoking bans of 1973, in particular, was 

debated for the first time in the press as a racial affair, with black cinema owners 

                                                        
43 ibid 
44 Quoted in Gordon Kling. “Cinemas want to go multi-racial”. Cape Argus. 12 January 1983. 
45  “Call to relax race bars on cinema audiences”. Cape Times. 28 November 1979. 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/ 
 



172 
 

suggesting that a blanket smoking ban would mean black attendance would be affected 

and, in extreme cases, a challenge in law enforcement within black cinema venues 

could potentially lead to violence. Providing an estimate of the majority of black 

audiences smoking in cinema, Babs Essop, vice-chairman of the Athlone District 

Management Committee suggested that it would be like “stirring a hornet’s nest if 

certain types of cinema-goers were stopped from smoking.”46  

  By maintaining the same rate of tickets for all audiences and proposing a 

multiracial attendance, white drive-ins sought to welcome a supposedly discerning 

black cinema-goer. It is thus unsurprising that drive-ins catering for mixed audiences 

were constructed on the border of white residential areas. Another way in which this 

control operated was through the location of drive-ins to prevent a gathering of black 

cinemagoers close to white residential areas and white spaces of leisure. Gairoonesa 

Palekar describes how these initiatives helped to define a specific kind of ideal black 

cinema-goer, excluding what was considered a “lower class” of black patron. Writing 

to the Cape Times, Patrick Ford suggested, similarly, that smoking in cinemas had 

potentially forced inadequate black patrons out of ‘black cinemas’ but that those 

needed a model of control established in white cinemas. Looking for what he called 

“civilized surroundings”, Ford saw the ban with enthusiasm and noted that while black 

cinema could not offer a similar form of control of venues as their white counterparts, 

he “shall be one of the first TV set owners”.47 Thus some of the enthusiasm for drive-

ins emerged in spite of the promise of television, and sometimes with it – the Funlands 

project on the edge of residential development of Mitchell’s Plain for example, even 

                                                        
46 Ban on cinema smoking: reaction mixed. Cape Times, 29 March 1974. Physical violence warning 
follows ban. Cape Times, 11 May 1974.  
47 Black cinemas and smoking. Cape Times. 20 May 1974.  
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projected a “TV room” as a special showing of television programs with the prospect 

of the latter’s arrival in the country.   

  While TV represented a loss for the white cinemas because it reduced audiences 

dramatically, Paleker suggests that it boosted black cinemas as the cost of television 

turned black audiences away from the medium. The Satbel group behind Ster-Kinekor 

suggested the while they were doing their best to build specific cinema in racially-

specific areas, this was too costly and less profitable if they could simply accept black 

patrons in so-called white cinemas. This was also due to the increased urbanization and 

the formation of black middle classes. The lack of television in homes and excessive 

control of audiences in cinemas was associated with increased crime rates at the same 

time as cinema-going was presented as “soporific” to ‘African’ audiences.48 A drive-

in owner suggested in the SA Film Weekly that he was in fact so concerned at the decline 

of white attendance that he wanted permission to open the drive-in for “Africans on 

Monday and Wednesday nights and the local non-Europeans [sic] and Asians on 

Tuesdays and Fridays”. He justified it by suggesting that a way of dealing with the lack 

of television in black homes was to be remedied by the drive-in.49 

    The popularity of the drive-in cinema was affecting the release patterns of 

films, and marking a change in film viewership moving to the suburbs. This was due 

to the increase in petrol prices and the economic viability of certain film releases. If in 

the 1960s it was still possible for cinema groups and independent entrepreneurs to 

consider the building of cinema palaces and their continental-style audiences, now this 

model of cinema venue was not feasible. The first was that the suburbs had more empty 

                                                        
48 Gairoonisa Paleker. “The State, Citizens and Control: Film and African Audiences in South Africa, 
1910–1948”, PhD Thesis, University of Cape Town, 2001. 
49 Gairoonisa Paleker. Op. Cit, 2001. 
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land but less racial scrutiny, allowing for large areas to be converted into malls, parking 

lots and drive-ins. The second is that cinema audiences now saw more advantages in 

box-bioscopes that meant cheaper prices, good quality films and modern facilities and 

comfort.  

Enforced segregation meant that the parking spaces at mixed drive-ins 
such as the Sunset were divided in two: one half for whites, and one-half 
for coloureds. But a drive-in also allowed patrons to segregate themselves 
from other cars, which was impossible to do in bioscopes such as the Star, 
National and West End. Finally, as cinemas moved out of residential areas 
and into the South African suburbs, Cape Town was slow to follow.50 

 
  

  Besides the advantages of the drive-in and the perceived freedoms it enabled, 

the automobile also assumed a specific function. It first allowed for an increased sense 

of mobility in a city profoundly altered by the Group Areas Act and curtailed by lack 

of public transport. At the same time, it turned the weekend entertainment into a more 

contained and even more satisfying experience, as it was able to provide comfort and 

a degree of negligence in contrast to excessively regulated cinema venues. In relation 

to racial restrictions, the drive-in pushed for desegregated publics as a form of 

increasing its revenue: in East London, a drive-in applied to the Department of 

Community Development for permission to open the facility to black patrons to regain 

lost business arguably “lost to television”. For children, who were often “smuggled” in 

the back seat of vehicles, driving with parents could be a way to bypass strict regulation 

and abusive ticket prices, as drive-ins charged per vehicle and not per person.  

  In 1974, Cape Town’s Director of Housing was the first to advocate the 

building of drive-ins the Cape Flats as a way of curbing the so-called “problem of 

violence” in these areas. He suggested that the lack of amenities in the Flats’ housing 
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schemes was one of the causes of high crime rates and urged developers, and cinema 

entrepreneurs, to come forward. Residents were taking the issue into their own hands, 

he contended, hosting so-called “clandestine” cinema exhibitions in their own homes, 

paying no attention to standard safety measures. J.G. Brand, the City’s Acting City 

Engineer, produced a report to the City Council’s town planning department motivating 

the building of drive-ins in the Cape Flats and their social utility. “The drive-in cinema 

fills an important need of the community,” he suggested, “for it enables the whole 

family to go out together without the worry of possible interference while using public 

transport to go home after dark.51 

   In 1978, by the time of the Goodwood Drive-in request, Ken Pernick, the 

manager of Paarl Valley Drive-in, affirmed they had been operating for mixed 

audiences for several months with shared ablution, including toilets. It was surprising 

that an application for a mixed drive-in in Goodwood, positioned “adjacent to the 

biggest Coloured area in the country,” could be turned down.52 In September of the 

same year, the board of the Coloured Development Corporation received the proposal 

for the “ultramodern” Funlands Drive-in on the Cape Flats exclusively for ‘Coloured’ 

audiences. The Drive-in project proposed a land purchase of 24 hectares with capacity 

for 1342 cars situated in the Swartklip Road, in the borders of what was going to 

become the Mitchells Plain development. The space also included a restaurant and a 

children’s park, turning this into arguably one of the largest projects undertaken by a 

black businessman in Cape Town, Harold Van Ster. As a member of the Coloured 

Development Corporation, he opposed the request of opening to all. The condition was 

that Funlands would only admit all races if Goodwood drive-in “went multiracial.” He 
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pointed to the fact that the condition of separate facilities, such as of separate ticket 

offices and toilets would be unappealing to any new developments.53 In a letter by the 

Director of Local Government of the Provincial Administration, he argued that an 

application for a drive-in exclusive for ‘Coloureds’ should be accepted based on 

research that 

further indicates that there has been an immense increase in the number 
of  Coloured car owners. This increase has reached such a proportion that, 
at the Sunset, where there are separate facilities for Coloureds and whites, 
these people have to take up a place up to two hours before the time in 
order to ensure attendance.  

 
  He suggested that placing drive-ins in so-called Coloured communities was not 

perpetuating Apartheid’s policy.54 Instead, his take on mixed drive-ins was that they 

represented an unfair competition to independent exhibitors who did not have the 

provision to admit white patrons and at the same time could not compete with an 

established company, such as Ster-Kinekor, in assuring the release of popular films. 

This demonstrates the pressure on drive-ins in the rest of the country to rebuild their 

facilities to accommodate mixed-race audiences. Other drive-ins in the country, such 

as the Lowveld Drive-in in the Nelspruit area had been granted permission to 

“Coloured and Indians” – with the condition that separate toilets would be provided.55 

This tendency was not always followed by the relaxing of race bars in all cinema 

venues: in 1980, for example, both the Golden Acre in the City Business District and 

the Cinerama in Rosebank had their permit denied. There were other matters involving 

the integration of cinemas, including issues with non-compliant landlords.56  
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  The CIC Warner group, which owned many cinemas in the country, was also 

pushing for desegregation of audiences. In 1980, the Metro Halfway House in 

Johannesburg, considered one of the biggest and most successful drive-ins in the 

country, had been given permission by the government to be opened to all without 

separation.57 Nic Enslin, general manager of CIC, suggested the group had applied for 

a blanket application to turn at least eighty percent of all Metro cinemas into fully 

integrated facilities. Kevin Hyson, manager director of CIC, saw this as South Africa 

finally entering the global market. 

Multi-racial audiences are norm overseas and internationally. 
Consequently, we have been concerned about the segregation of audiences 
in South Africa, but appreciate the particular local circumstances existing 
here, which have delayed change until now. However the government has 
been making so many positive moves to improve relations between South 
Africa and population groups that we have been confident that this kind of 
development would come soon.58   

 
  In Cape Town, the entertainment tax and the arrival of television in 1976 had 

made the cinema ostensibly hard to maintain for independent exhibitors and prevented 

groups like Ster-Kinekor from expanding to other areas in the city. The end of racial 

restrictions on cinema-going, following other entertainment venues – such as of 

theatrical performances – would be a welcome boost to “South Africa’s favorite 

entertainment medium”. 59  Meanwhile, drive-ins continued to assert themselves as 

important first release venues, amidst increasing support for suburban cinemas. Phillip 

McDonald, manager of Ster-Kinekor Division of Theatre, was set to investigate what 

he considered an anomaly in public policy regarding cinemas and drive-ins in the Cape, 
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the tax and ultimately, lifting cinema’s racial bar. It is to the process of contested forms 

of desegregation of cinemas, and the place of the drive-in in it, which I now turn.  

 

Driving desegregation  

The cinema crisis many attributed to the nascent appeal of television was due among 

other things to increasing costs of petrol and the renewed success of smaller, 

independent exhibitors. The Multiplex also presented a new direction for cinema’s 

future, located in the restoration and improvement of previously successful venues 

rather than the compulsively building of new venues across the city. In 1975, the 

Deputy Minister of the former Bantu Administration, Punt Janson, started to nod 

towards a paternalistic form of integration of white venues, a sign of what for him was 

the image of the future: all races “rubbing shoulders”. “There is one thing that I am 

adamant about and that is that we want those [black] people to settle as quickly and as 

happily as possible in their own fatherland and in their own country”, Janson declared, 

as “we will still meet in the streets and the cinemas and elsewhere”. The mention of 

cinema was not merely incidental, but a suggestion to the possible lifting of cinema’s 

racial ban.  

 In 1976, Robert Howey, general manager of Ster-Kinekor, considered the 

introduction of integrated audiences, mainly in white cinemas, and predicted integrated 

sessions would happen a few times a week. For Howey, black cinemagoers were “very 

sophisticated so I don’t envisage restrictions on movies”.60 Another cinema manager 

rejected the discourse in which black audiences would benefit from integrated (white) 

cinemas, “after all they see the same movies as the whites at much reduced prices, so 
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why should they have to pay more for seats?” 61 In an attempt to boost drive-in 

audiences, a new rate in segregated but multiracial drive-ins in 1977, altering the price 

of tickets from 75 cents per person to two rands per vehicle. Critically, the change did 

not include drive-ins in the Cape Province, and therefore Cape Town, due to what the 

groups considered an unfair system of roughly 30% tax in entertainment duty. This was 

the culmination of a series of disputes over price of tickets and racial preferential 

treatment in film distribution and the resentment of white-owned businesses over the 

tax. If the tax represented an obstacle to the growth of white cinemas in the CBD, black-

owned cinemas, running at much lower costs, fell below the tax threshold. From this 

point of view, integration seemed much more beneficial to white-owned business and 

commercial groups than the black publics they suppose to ‘integrate’.  

There was yet another layer of state intervention to be questioned, such as the 

Christian-based Sunday ban on film sessions, following the ban on smoking inside 

cinemas and the ban on liquor sales in these venues. One of Ster-Kinekor’s strategic 

responses was to become vocal in the media about the costs of tickets against the tax, 

and affirming that they offered luxury facilities and quality films, which black cinemas 

could not offer. Ster-Kinekor defended high prices of white cinema fares suggesting 

that rental costs were exorbitant in the city center and that, significantly, they could 

charge more for running “five-star facilities”, and implying black cinemas could not. 

Apartheid’s policies of building places of entertainment in black areas run by “their 

own people” meant that black cinemas now offered cheaper tickets in black designated 

areas with a degree of racial flexibility that white cinemas did not have. This line of 

argument was nonetheless systematically contested by other cinema venues, like the 
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Three Arts Theatre in Plumstead, Cape Town’s largest cinema, which charged 53 cents 

per adult in matinees, and an impressive 35 cents per child.   

 

 
Figure 14  Cape Town drive-ins in relation to racially demarcated areas62 

   

 In the same vein, black cinema owners contested this narrative. Ismail Achmat, 

responded by reminding Ster that the “Luxorama has been revamped recently” with the 

same standard applied to white luxury cinemas. Rylands’ Cine 40 was in his view one 

of the best in the Cape Peninsula, as “it is carpeted; air conditioned, expensively 
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thesis, Geography Department, University of Cape Town. 
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decorated and even has sheepskin seats. If these aren’t five-star cinemas”, he added, 

“neither are any of the white ones in Cape Town”.63 The Film Trust Group, which was 

behind the plans for hundreds of black cinemas in Cape Town, saw black consumer 

power as another market advantage to black cinemas, particularly in the neighborhoods 

where people would be more inclined to attend screenings rather than purchase a 

television. They supported the view that with no black-centered television 

programming on the horizon, what black cinema and films were enjoying was not 

different from the government subsidized growth experienced by the Afrikaans film 

industry in the previous decades.64 Despite resentment about tax from the side of white 

business and complaints about tickets’ cost by white audiences, luxury black cinemas 

continued to operate at less than a rand per adult, often abandoning the much-advertised 

‘supporting program’ and replacing the long intervals usual of white cinemas with a 

second screening.  

  The success of black-owned business now gave black cinema impresarios new 

ground for contestation, particularly over distribution rights of mainstream American 

films. The release of Saturday Night Fever, the 1977 blockbuster directed by John 

Badham, was perhaps one such turning point. In that same year the Independent 

Exhibitors’ Association, which represented Cape Peninsula’s 28 black-owned cinemas, 

decided that Fever would not be released in black owned venues unless all cinemas 

could screen it. Anwar Ismail noted that the film had not just been released to white-

owned cinemas only, but also that the accompanying advertising stunt, the disco-dance 

competition that anticipated the release, blatantly excluded black establishments and 
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cinema-goers. The producer of the film was allegedly personally contacted in Los 

Angeles to discuss a possible investigation of racial discrimination in film distribution 

on South African grounds and the manager of the Bee Gees, responsible for the 

soundtrack of the film, after learning about the controversy, asked to dissociate the 

group’s image from a large-scale case of racial discrimination.65 

  This was just the beginning of a series of measures black cinema owners 

undertook to circumvent regulations and screen films. They demanded firstly that 

screenings happened at the same time as white cinemas, secondly, without censorship 

cuts and thirdly, to integrated multiracial audiences. The premiere of Richard 

Attenborough’s Gandhi would turn these disputes into an international matter. 

Attenborough publicly declared, with the support of the Indian High Commission in 

London and actor Ben Kingsley, the British actor who plays the Mahatma in the film, 

that Kingsley would be travelling to South Africa while refusing to attend any white-

only premieres in the country. He would instead attend a premiere in Lenasia, outside 

of Johannesburg, with revenues channeled to an undisclosed charity organization for 

Indian welfare that he believed followed ‘Gandhian’ principles. Pen Kotze, Minister of 

Community Development, in a released statement in Cape Town, decided to grant 

blanket permission to cinemas to screen Gandhi to ‘all races’, which the Progressive 

Federal Party (PFP) denounced as “blatant tokenism which smacks as the worst kind 

of racism”.66 The PFP noted that restaurants and theatres were desegregated (at least 

by law) and that if people of all races could sit together at a premiere, than 

desegregation of all other screenings should follow.  

                                                        
65 “Gandhi premieres open to all”. 16 April 1983. Cape Times 
66 “Gandhi premieres open to all”. Cape Times. 16 April 1983.  
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  After the National Party declared a State of Emergency in 1985, the conflicted 

relationship between cinema and the state surfaced in the institutional reception of 

Attenborough’s 1986 Cry Freedom. The film was initially deemed adequate for release 

by the Publications Control Board, which suggested the screening could potentially 

contribute to “creating a climate of hope, openness, tolerance and objectivity in the 

minds of the world outside of South Africa.”67 Four days before the film’s opening, the 

Minister of Information, Stoffel van der Merwe, overturned the decision as the State 

Security Council expressed concern about the supposedly pernicious effects of the film 

on publics under a state of emergency. In 1988, after learning that thirty-five cinemas 

released the film to full houses, the police invaded cinemas and confiscated films on 

the authority of Emergency Media Regulation of the Internal Security Act following 

the orders of the National Police Commissioner General Hendrik de Wit. The 

controversy surrounding the film reportedly occasioned bomb threats received at some 

of the cinemas where Cry Freedom was briefly screened, and in three cases small 

explosions reportedly occurred.68 When the film was rereleased in the country in 1990, 

after the lifting of the State of Emergency, some reported on the excitement of 

audiences with some cinema-goers shouting from their seats.69 

 

“Before you see the picture, see the wall”  

A small group of people protested in front of the Sunset Drive-in before the removal 

of the wall. Similarly, protests took place outside the Nico Malan Theatre after the 

                                                        
67 They reportedly welcomed the structure of the narrative and estimated that this kind of film could 
help to improve racial relations in integrated spaces rather than incite protests. See Kobus Van Rooyen, 
A South African Censor’s Tale. Protea Book House, 2011. 
68 Shannen L. Hill, Biko’s Ghost: The Iconography of Black Consciousness. University of Minnesota 
Press. 2015 
69 Kobus Van Rooyen, A South African Censor’s Tale. Protea Book House, 2011 
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racial ban back in the 1970s, with protestors asking for a boycott of the drive-in and 

signs suggested that “before you see the picture, see the wall”. Ster-Kinekor was now 

pressed by the boycott of American film producers and distributors that refused to 

release films if cinemas and drive-ins did not permit the integration of multiracial 

audiences.70 Ster-Kinekor demanded by the end of 1986 that all cinema venues should 

be desegregated to protect the interests of the franchise, as one document to Cape 

Municipality suggests: 

The Ster-Kinekor group, as owners of the Sunset Drive-in Theatre, is the 
largest single organisation in film industry in the Republic and it is the 
aim of the group to, within the framework of government policy, to also 
extend its services non-White community. The group is satisfied that in 
the light of the present economic climate and ethnic development of the 
people, a part of the non-White community has been developed to such an 
extent that they can harmoniously link in with the abovementioned Drive-
in theatre and that in this way their needs can be positively catered for. 
The Ster-Kinekor Group believes that the granting of this application 
would be in line with government policy can satisfy a real need within the 
non-White population which cannot be fully satisfied in their own areas. 
It will furthermore prevent the closure of the present uneconomical theatre 
and recreate it as a sustainable business to the advantage of the residents 
of the whole area.71   

 
 
  The fall of a drive-in wall in 1985 was thus celebrated by business but for black 

cinema-goers other, bigger ones, were still standing.72 And yet it is unsurprising that 

the drive-in, which sought to cater for so-called ‘multiracial’ (while still segregated) 

audiences, was constructed on the border of white residential areas, where some form 

of social control could be exerted. Whereas the borders and walls were not usually 

material, when concrete walls were demolished it seemed to mend at least in part the 

                                                        
70 While Cape, Natal and Free State agreed to this, the Transvaal refused to desegregate, preferring to 
have no cinemas than to integrate audiences..  
71 “Ster-Kinekor letter to Municipal Officials” in Groepsgebeid/Group Areas, Aansoek om Permit  File 
395,  32/1/4438/15  Western Cape Archives and Records Bureau.. (free translation from Afrikaans) 
72 Jeremy Seekings. The continuing salience of race: Discrimination and diversity in South Africa, 
Journal of Contemporary African Studies, 2008, 26:1, 1-25 
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alienation of such divisions. Melissa Steyn’s cinematic appraisal of apartheid presents 

walls as an enactment of a psychological dynamic that allowed for an affective 

experience of racism as a total split-off.73 The undoing of the Apartheid wall thus 

anticipates the end of a separation in emotional terms, and allowed cinema-goers to 

reimagine the possibilities of a desegregated form of film spectatorship. 

   Although debates about desegregation of cinema continued in the following 

years, the Separate Amenities Act was only legally abolished in November 1989, a 

week after the destruction of the German Berlin Wall. This period saw a new direction 

of South African state government towards control of black urbanization that aimed at 

encouraging industrialization and paternalistic forms of integration. After 

desegregation, the political promise of the cinema that the drive-in both re-established 

and put on hold had reshaped the understanding of the medium and its mass appeal. As 

I suggest in my thesis, this separation was never total and therefore, the wall can also 

represent a failure of a complete split off rather than its triumph. Yet the moment that 

offered cinema this possibility of integration is also one in which the possibilities of 

cinema to create a nonracial public sphere and to become a nation-building device were 

diminished as cinema business announced its demise.  

  Examining the senses that emerged in the cinema around desegregation in the 

present, accounts of the drive-in are attached to this particular political promise. One 

could perhaps approach this moment as what Lauren Berlant calls elsewhere a “cruel 

optimism”: while forms of optimistic attachment provide a temporal framework for 

affects they do so by constantly drawing the cinema-goer to a scene or event where the 

                                                        
73 Melissa Steyn, “’Taxi to Soweto’ and ‘Panic Mechanic’: Two cinematic representations of whiteness 
in South Africa Post-1994” in Shifting Selves: Postapartheid essays on mass media, 2003. 238 
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“object hovers in its potentialities.” 74  Considering the entanglement of cinema 

potentialities in desegregation and the desire for the end of walls, cinema’s many 

possibilities emerge at a time when the image of democratic dispensation is 

disconnected from earlier forms of consumption that defined white citizenry, and 

becomes thus precluded for those who Jacqueline Maingard called “cinema citizens”.75  

  Chris Van Wyk’s recollection of Es’kia Mphahlele’s autobiographical notes on 

cinema inspired him as an aspiring writer who at that point believed that “only the 

world of white people made for interesting books and movies”. Van Wyk grew up 

under the void formed by a mine dump over which the Top Star Drive-in in 

Johannesburg was built and from the vantage of the drive-in, looming over 

Johannesburg “like a gigantic breast”, he encountered a big screen for whites only. “If 

ever I was going to write anything,” he remarked, “it was certainly not going to be 

about people watching movies from a mine-dump”. Yet, through Mphahlele’s accounts 

he saw his feelings around the drive-in “not [as] peripheral to what was happening in 

my country; it was an essential part of history”.76 Jane Taylor suggests that the drive-

in’s screen turns into a motif “of the symbolization process with projections” William 

Kentridge’s Stereoscope, and as a form of “residue” of processes in which “fantasies 

and memories are interwoven.”77 

                                                        
74 Lauren Berlant, Cruel Optimism. Duke University Press, 2001. 
75 Jacqueline Maingard, . “Cinemagoing in District Six, Cape Town, 1920s to 1960s: History, Politics, 
Memory.” Memory Studies 10: 1, 2017, pp. 17–34. 
76 Chris Van Wyk. To Ntate Zeke Mphahlele on your eightieth birthday”, English Studies in Africa, 
43:2, 1-3, 2000: 1 
77  Jane Taylor. “Inner Cities: William Kentridge and the Landscapes of Memory.” Post-Conflict 
Performance, Film and Visual Arts, London: Palgrave. 2016:218 
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CONCLUSION: CINEMA AND AFTER 

 

These are no ordinary times for cinema in South Africa. The wave of popularity and 

profitability that nearly doubled cinema advertising revenue in the past couple of years 

turned the perceived “obsolete” medium’s come back into a feat not short of 

cinematic.1 Following the fortunes of cinema, Luyanda Jafta proposed in April 2018 

the iStarring Cinema to change the ways South Africans think about cinema. The 

company offered local films at tickets low cost and reframed the cinema-goer as a 

participating in the ownership of the company's planned 200 pop-up cinemas.2 Hoping 

to turn the cinema-goer into a cinema industry stakeholder, and a de facto owner of 

the cinema house, this new initiative expected to form a cinema community through 

participation in a shared mode of consumption and transform cinema-going culture in 

South Africa. Cinema-goers would be allowed to bid for a share of the company’s 

profit and a small percentage of every sold ticket. Jafta’s focus was, nonetheless, on 

the “feel”: a sense of trust brought economic redistribution via cinema ownership and 

a full experience of a cinema of the senses: surround sound, individual and volume 

adjustable speakers, the offer of local cuisine and local craft beer, trendy bean bag-

style cushions, ideal temperature and seats that move according to the film. The highly 

individualized space also promised cinema-goers – now accustomed to viewing films 

on Netflix or other streaming services in the comfort of their own beds – a sense of 

home. This marked the return, I suggest, of the cinema of the senses a century after its 

                                                        
1 Mark Ritson, "Cinema’s comeback is a tale worthy of the big screen" 31 July 2019. 
https://www.marketingweek.com/mark-ritson-cinema-advertising/ 
2 Karishma Dipa. “Your chance to own a cinema”. IOL 8 May 2018. https://www.iol.co.za/saturday-
star/news/your-chance-to-own-a-cinema-14841450 
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establishment as an urban fixture and long after its announced demised in the early 

1990s.3 

            As a form of conclusion, I return to the moment ‘after’ the cinema to reconsider 

the afterlife of the cinematic not only as an optical intervention, but also, following the 

notion of Francesco Casetti, an ‘environmental’ medium. By effacing its own forms 

of specificity, Casetti suggests that cinema is a “potentially oppositional medium” that 

becomes therefore a ‘bad object.’ My work departed from a form of historical 

disassembling of cinema and the flattening of reality representation that the screen 

once represented. For Kracauer, the total artwork dissolves the screen allows for the 

experience of the mass cinema as an organic whole. This relates, I suggested, with his 

notion of the “surface splendor” of the movie palace, which by conflating the space of 

theatre and screen enhances cinema’s perceptual claims on the metropolitan life.  

            In Cape Town, by presenting the ways in which cinema houses engaged the 

cinematic medium and proposed to create senses of the city, my thesis sought to 

differentiate between the modes of perception engendered in cinemas and what has 

been called the mass cinema theatre’s “pure cascade of sensation”. My approach to a 

‘sense’ of cinema, following Kracauer’s cultural analysis of the movie palace as a 

translation of the urban ‘mass ornament’, hinges precisely on the difference between 

an assumedly unmediated of the sensory apparatus and the palaces of sensations that 

Kracauer attributes to the 1920s atmospherics of the metropole. Although the senses 

were at the core of my methodological and conceptual approach, my analysis of the 

aesthetic did not eschew an analysis of embodiment and consciousness that present 

                                                        
3 The recent purchase of the historical Paris Cinema in New York City by Netflix is one indication of 
a renewed appeal of the historical cinemas. 
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themselves as symbols of capitalist modernity. Sense is a proxy for the ways in which 

the assemblage of perceptual means animates the nexus between the Marxist notion of 

reification and ideological formations. The foundations of these analysis, which Anita 

Chari evocatively calls a ‘political economy of the senses, are the core of my initial 

research interest.4 Although the latter has been usually centered in debates about the 

relationship between ideology and cultural products under the sign of the ‘culture 

industry’, I read Kracauer’s mass ornament as a different lens onto the sensory 

dynamics of cinema. The challenge presented in a historical approach to sense was to 

circumvent the sheer empiricism of economic and sociological evidence as much as to 

avoid a transhistorical approach to emotional states and political sentiment as pre-

ideological or pre-dialectical under the banner of ‘affect’.5    

            These two elements of the cinematic were conflated, I showed in my thesis, 

under colonial rule. Cinema provoked disputes between different levels of colonial 

administration and later divided union authorities about how such a space should be 

classified, contained and controlled. While liberal or progressive governance sought 

to combat the censorship of cinemas they did not do much to change the terms of 

cinema segregation of publics and its mobilization. Segregation, I argued, consisted in 

not only separating audiences according to race and class differences and taste, but 

also in transforming the critical possibility of cinema and dissolving the potential of 

cinema’s mass publics to translate into mass politics. Apartheid provided a different 

possibility for inheriting the colonial hold on the cinema and its forms of segregation 

by spatializing the cinema in the city. Desegregation of cinemas is a moment of 

                                                        
4 Anita Chari. A Political Economy of the Senses: Neoliberalism, Reification, Critique. Columbia 
University Press, 2015.  
5 A comprehensive appraisal of this turn is, of course, beyond the scope of my study. For this, cf. Ruth 
Leys. “The Turn to Affect: A Critique.” Critical Inquiry, vol. 37, no. 3, 2011, pp. 434–472.  
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transition in which what is assumed to be fixed is de-territorializing cinema and to end 

censorship. The considerations around cinema focused on (liberal) attempts to turn 

cinema into a profitable business while attracting audiences to malls.   

            The moment after democratic transition opened cinemas but it meant that even 

though there was a renewed interest in cinemas in the city there was a decline in 

attendance caused by TV, VHS and later DVD. Three major companies survived: the 

Ster-Kinekor group, Cinemark and Nu Metro. Ryan Williams, managing director of 

Ster-Kinekor, suggests that even with all cinema technical changes, the sense of seeing 

film in a cinema house cannot be replicated. 6  Cinemark spokesperson similarly 

suggested that “If content is king, context is queen and cinema is the throne. There is 

no better way to see a movie than in the cinema.” The third influential figure in 

contemporary South African cinema, the executive for Nu Metro Cinemas, emphasizes 

the importance of ‘tweaking with the cinema-goers journey’. The battle between 

cinema house and domestic house as the true home of cinema continues a topic of 

heated debate. With more in-home viewing of content on wide screens, hi-tech 

televisions are a trend in international markets, but it is one not significantly impacting 

the local cinema sector, it is surprising that all over the world cinema is looking up, or 

as Mark Ritson infamously called it, it is shocking that cinema “that ancient old fucker, 

is hot again!”7    

           But ancient cinemas, as I showed in chapter 1 appeared small, faulty, 

noisy, unventilated and in need of legitimation as a proper middle-class pastime. Here, 

the worldliness of cinema provoked debates around reels speculation and colonial 

                                                        
6 “After a blockbuster year, SA cinema sees bright outlook for 2019” https://themediaonline.co.za/ 
7 Mark Ritson, "Cinema’s comeback is a tale worthy of the big screen" 31 July 2019. 
https://www.marketingweek.com/mark-ritson-cinema-advertising/ 
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authority over the cinema. In chapter 1 I also addressed how the panic about cinema 

audiences in the 1910s and 1920s was about the fear of unconfined colonial masses, 

racial contact and health contagion. In chapter two, I approached the atmospheric in 

the 1930s and 1940s, and pointed to the ways in which a preoccupation with interior 

redefined the aesthetics of cinema experience. This is the time of the atmospherics. 

The writing on cinema, taking as an example a liberal historian as Gutsche and the 

nationalist Rompel, sets out the limits of the development of a fragmented cinema 

industry in South Africa (or whether it shows the failure of such a project). In chapter 

3, I turned to the fears and anxieties attached to the cinema house in their perceived 

capacity to dissolve boundaries. I explored the case of the Rio Cinema in Port 

Elizabeth and its connection with Langa in Cape Town to point to the ways in which 

a cinema on fire represented the fault lines of an ethnonationalist project’s hold on 

publics. 

            In chapter 4, I looked at how cinema attains a political form under Apartheid, 

and the civic cinema is perceived as an appropriate anti-American and anti-mass 

cinema public. This appears as opposed to the Bioscope Man project I evoked in the 

preface, as the latter characterizes a project of burgeoning political masses in the heart 

of colonial modernity. The moment after cinema must deal with the dissolution of both 

colonial modernity and the failure of democratic possibilities that contradicts that 

project. In chapter five, the fall of a drive-in segregation wall is emblematic of a 

narrative of racial desegregation that manages to wish away the first promises of 

cinema and cinema worldliness discussed in chapter 1. The figure of the popular 

cinema encapsulates the hopes in the popularity of the drive-ins.  
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            Finally, my thesis is in line with a non-essentialist approach to cinema. My turn 

to Kracauer suggests an approach that accounts, following Hansen, for both the 

territorialization of the medium and de-territorialization that the film projects. 8  I 

looked at both how cinema technology identified with its mechanical reproducibility 

or with the instrumental impairment of the senses under a modern culture industry and 

also imagined the colonial decoupling of medium and experience. I suggested that 

rationalization of cinema is grounded in the sphere of experience, as Hansen suggests, 

in its “most palpable and most destructive - in sensory-perceptual, aesthetic discourse” 

that subject ‘masses’ to mechanization but also become an important medium of self-

representation. What is remains relevant in cinema’s claim to modernity is a particular 

type of public formations that cinema sets to work within seemingly divergent 

ideological projects. These new assemblages of space and medium turn cinema into 

“an anonymous yet collective theatre experience with a product whose simultaneous 

mass circulation exceeds the local, national, and temporal boundaries of live events.” 

This is in my view the relevance of a study of cinema in relation to colonialism and 

segregation: a critical examination that does not romanticize the “masses” in mass 

cinema nor elevates cinema experience to restore the cultural authority or reduce a 

cultural sphere to a means of postcolonial legitimation.  

             

   

 
  

                                                        
8 Miriam Hansen. Op Cit. 2012. p. 55.  
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