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Founded in 1933 by Helen Southern-Holt, the Eoan Group was established as a cultural 

and welfare organisation for the coloured community in District Six. The amateur opera 
company was but one facet of the Group’s activities (which included ballet, elocution and 
drama)  but arguably the most successful, being the first opera company in the country 
to stage full-scale opera’s, with eleven seasons, two arts festivals, and a plethora of tours 
to its name. With the implementation of the 1950s Groups Area Act the company was 
gradually edged out of the cultural centre of Cape Town to its peripheries. The demise of 
the group was, however, imminent without the support enjoyed in the city centre and 
ensuing political tensions. 

The Eoan archive, preserved by the Documentation Centre for Music (DOMUS), 
presented curators Lizabé Lambrechts and Ernst van der Wal with an overwhelming 
amount of material encapsulating a “historical, beautiful, traumatic story” . The exhibition 
thus focuses on the Eoan Opera Group and their relationship to the political, physical and 
personal landscape of South Africa during the latter half of the twentieth century.

Lambrechts and van der Wal’s intension not to merely present a chronological narrative 
of the group’s history is achieved by the interplay of various media, including film footage, 
photographs, interviews, floor plans and seating arrangements taken from the archive. 
Instead this interplay focuses attention on the agency of those involved in the group as 
well as their relationship to the landscapes they exercised this agency in. The sense of 
chronological dislocation is also turned on the viewer. The curators intentionally dislocate 
the viewer, urging one to engage in the archaeology of agency, memory, and place. 

Most archaeologists start with a map, a guide to the surface they are to excavate. Upon 
entering the exhibition the viewer receives such a map showing the layout of the three 
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rooms allocated to the exhibition in the Sasol Art Museum. These three rooms house the 
seven sites of the exhibition.

Site 1: One starts at a poster We Live to Serve, My Word is My Bond. These decorums, still 
on display in the Joseph Stone Auditorium today, set the tone of the exhibition as one 
were the viewer is required to look past the ideologically clad surface of this narrative. 

Site 2: Five Minutes to Curtain is a projection covering the largest part of the first room’s 
eastern wall. It shows us footage taken from the group’s 1967 opera season, capturing 
“fleeting scenes of members of the Eoan Group preparing backstage as well as audience 
members arriving at the Cape Town City Hall.”  The sound of the original archival film 
footage has been lost and the subsequent silence coupled with the intense grain of the 
film presents us with the spectres of dislocated and racialised “realms of spectator and 
performer” . These spectres speak of memories, erratic in their need to escape our grasp, 
distorted by the silence of performances now only heard through memory.

Site 3,4 & 5: Three large  prints  meet the viewer in the next room; The Isaac Ochberg 
Hall (District Six), The Cape Town City Hall (Cape Town Central Business District), and 
The Jospeh Stone Auditorium (Athlone). These three prints assert a sense of re- and 
dislocation caught in static ideology. The first, a blank print, speaks to the absence 
of any documentation on the Isaac Ochberg Hall in District Six, a reminder of the 
presence of the memories of the razed landscape of District Six. The second shows us 
the enforcement of racial segregation in the form of a seating plan, reminiscent of the 
fragmented landscape in which the group had to operate. The third print shows a front 
view and cross section of the Joseph Stone building plans. 

Site 6: While looking at these three murals, one is immersed in a mass of undefined 
sounds. These sounds and their source are located in the Wall of Voices. We move from 
“place” represented by the prints to “agency”- the voices of the group. Twenty-four 
speakers line the western wall and divide into pairs that emit twelve separate tracks. 
Each track has been compiled from interview material with members of the Group as 
well as sound recordings of their performances. All twelve tracks speak at once but as 
one approaches a certain pair of speakers the voice becomes clear and its agency is 
ascertained. 

The wall itself is somewhat problematic. In an exhibition which has gained potency 
from its intense economy, the viewer is confronted with a component which has no 
significant meaning.  The voices of the wall represent the agency of those involved in the 
Eoan Group, the wall itself, however, does not do the same nuanced work here. It exists as 
an aesthetic clash. The “grain of the voice” which informs the organic and aged aesthetic 
theming the exhibition is disrupted by the technocratic presence of the speakers in their 
naked, wired state.  Nonetheless, site six does offer a unique moment in the exhibition 
where sound is introduced for the first time.  

Site 7: The various traces of memory, place and agency of the exhibition are brought 
together in site seven, The Dislocated Landscape. Each of these elements is a trace left 
by the Eoan Opera group that, in the words of Karen Till, “acquire meaning through acts 
of discovery, juxtaposition, and re-presentation” . Moving into the last room, the viewer 
is confronted by a simple cabinet supporting three small images of the Isaac Ochberg 
Hall, the Cape Town City Hall, and the Joseph Stone Auditorium on a lit surface and three 
headphones, each aligned with an image.  The curators went to each of the sites as they 
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exist today and recorded the soundscape. “A landscape remembers and forgets” reads 
the viewer’s map and listening to each of these landscapes sounds the liminal space 
suspended in the tension of memory as a process. 

Instead of a representative history this exhibition has managed to create an 
experimental and experiential environment testing “the degree to which memory, 
archival material, and sound can act as sites of interchange.” This interchange and 
testing comes from the viewer in the excavation of the layers of meaning veiled by the 
traces of the Eoan Group, a veil spun intimately and eloquently by Lambrechts and Van 
der Wal.   
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