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THERE WAS SOMETHING
HERE BEFORE

In a world of structured illusions, what you see is never the full picture.

There Was Something Here Before is an interactive exhibition by urbanist Zahira Asmal,
that introduces the interlocking layers of past, present, and planned future experience—
both hyper-mediated and hidden—that constitute contemporary Cape Town. Concise
and metaphorical, its layered design visualises the structural DNA of a city that continues
to reproduce spatial apartheid.

The exhibition reveals the city as a palimpsest—made, shaped, and layered with time,
politics, economics, and the movement of people. As the gradient shifts from the

macro level of the city to more intimate, micro details, you are invited to go beyond

the dominant sensory mode of sight into a more polysensory register to encounter the
hidden and unseen stories of the wider Cape Town city-region. And as the textures of the
exhibition shift, so too does its scale—moving from cityscape to archive to the intimacy
of home.

The exhibition forms part of See, an ongoing project produced by Asmal’s agency,

The City, in collaboration with individuals and institutions that are part of, or have a
connection to, Cape Town’s past and present. In 2023, Asmal’s research led her to

Sri Lanka, where she searched for traces of the Cape ancestors that she had learned
about in archives, books, and sites of memory, and that shaped the identity of their
descendants. What traces of the Cape ancestors remain? Who and what did they leave
behind? What stories are being told about them in the places from which they were
taken? These are the questions that fired the making of this exhibition.

On arrival, the visitor, to both the exhibition and to Cape Town, encounters pristine and
idyllic cityscapes. Echoing the design of the city itself, large format, framed and draped
imagery occupies the central space. These are the prominent, all-too-familiar Cape Town
tropes, favoured and accoladed by prime property owners, real estate agents, tourists,
and investors: the mountain, the beach, the modern and developing city, the island, the
garden, the ‘Malay Quarter’, the wine estate, the freedom icons, the language.

Both an architectural and aesthetic device, the frame determines what is included and
what is not, what is seen and what remains out of view and ultimately out of focus,
composing our experience of a place and the mental souvenir we take with us. What we
see and experience of the city is determined by our everyday access to its spaces. This

is vastly different for the city’s various visitors, denizens, migrants, inhabitants—even

its ghosts. The dispossession of indigenous and enslaved people has led to the current
housing crisis, growing informal settlements, and homelessness. Urban apartheid caused
a concentration of socio-economic resources in the centralised white enclaves of the city,
while people of colour were forcefully extruded to its peripheries. This forged a racial and
class map, which entrenched the blueprint of violent segregation that was the defining
feature of the original colonial settlements. The people who laboured to make the city
and those who maintain it, continue to have limited access to it. You can walk the streets,
sometimes even enter the building, but you are excluded from the frame—consigned to
the city’s ragged edges.
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The journey deepens for those who refuse to settle for the visual allure of the postcard
view. As you move through the space, you are invited to go beyond the dominant framed
optics, to experience deeper traces and tellings. The counter narratives of Cape Town

are held within ten cardboard boxes and a suitcase that contain archival fragments and
private worlds. Asmal’s use of the cardboard boxes is a reference to the human remains
that are locked away in the ossuary of the Prestwich Memorial, a contentious heritage
site located in Green Point in central Cape Town. In mid-2003, an extensive slave burial
ground was uncovered during the building of a luxury development, The Rockwell.

The City of Cape Town exhumed the remains and placed them in cardboard boxes—

the bones of thousands of people who built the foundations of the city hidden away,
while cranes and scaffolding are almost constantly in view, signalling the brazen
persistence of the property boom. Contained within the exhibition’s boxes are archival
objects that bespeak indigenous rites, slavery, forced removals, the suppressed history of
South Africa’s ‘death squad’ units, housing struggles, displacement, South Africa’s Bill of
Rights, and more. These are boxes that call to be opened.

While visiting sites of slavery and indenture in South Africa, Senegal, Sri Lanka, India,
Indonesia, Zambia, Portugal, Mozambique, and Mauritius, Asmal has often wondered:
did the enslaved people get a chance to say goodbye? Who did they leave behind?
Who searched, prayed, cried out for them? In most cases, identities, family lines and
connections were stripped away from enslaved and indentured people, along with any
link to their places of origin. In the timeless spirit of call and response, Asmal invited
Cape residents - Adi Badenhorst, Daiyaan Petersen, Gulshan Khan, Marsi van de Heuvel,
Patric Tarig Mellet, Uzair Ben-lbrahim, and Yasser Booley - to contribute items that are
deeply personal to them, along with handwritten notes to share with visitors to the
exhibition. Imparted with trust, the artefacts contained in the suitcase invite you into
people’s homes and hearts - “We are here”.

Persist. Inquire. Touch. Feel. You are encouraged to open the boxes, receive the contents
of the suitcase, read the letters, hold the rubble retrieved from District Six, read the
Arabic-Afrikaans poem, draw these things close and breathe in their lingering fragrances.
Consider the originating threads that run between Cape Town and Colombo. How may
visibility and knowing continue to connect both places—South Africa

and Sri Lanka?

Zahira Asmal is an urbanist and director of The City, a research, publishing and place-
making agency, she founded in 2010. In her projects, Asmal seeks to enhance the
making of public places in South African cities. Her current project, See, explores
contested urban histories, equal representation in the memorialisation of history and the
construction of resilient postcolonial urban places and identities. See More
@urbanwonder @thecityagency

Wwww.iseeyou.capetown

There Was Something Here Before was produced by The City with support from the
Embassy of the Kingdom of the Netherlands in Sri Lanka.
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Public Programme

Catalysed by the content of the exhibition,
Zahira Asmal—with the support of the
team at the Embassy of the Kingdom of
the Netherlands—has curated a thought-
provoking public programme to inspire
participation, conversation, and debate.

All events are open to the public and free
of charge. In some cases, registration
may be required. Follow The City
@thecityagency for programme updates.

Asmal, together with scholars from
Colombo, will lead daily exhibition
walkabouts. For group bookings, contact
Menaka Rajapakse +94 77 876 0871.

FRIDAY, 18 JULY 2025

17:30 - 18:30
Press event (by invitation only)

18:30 - 20:30

Exhibition opening (by invitation only)
Welcome by Ambassador Bonnie Horbach
Introduction to There Was Something
Here Before by Zahira Asmal

SATURDAY, 19 JULY 2025

10:00
Exhibition walkabout with Zahira Asmal

10:30
Film screening: Mother City, directed by
Miki Redelinghuys and Pearlie Joubert

Known as the ‘Mother City’, Cape Town

lies resplendent between the iconic Table
Mountain and the icy Atlantic ocean.
Mother City charts a defiant grassroots
social movement against city and

provincial officials and property developers
in one of the world’s most unequal cities.
The story starts in 2016 when the
government sells prime land, earmarked for
affordable housing, to a private developer.

This careless disregard of the desperate
housing needs of Capetonians gives rise to
a social justice movement, Reclaim the City,
that campaigns for desegregation and calls
for affordable housing.

Following the personal story of activist
Nkosikhona Swartbooi over a period of six
years, Mother City documents this David
and Goliath battle in a city still disfigured
by spatial apartheid.

12:30

Is Cape Town made for everyone?

Zahira Asmal in conversation with Firi
Rahman, Iromi Perera, and Varuna de Silva
about city-making and societies.

Set in a landscape of immense natural
splendour and abundance, Cape Town

is a city of extremes that elicits constant
shifts between the idealistic/sublime and
the painful/enraged. In Cape Town, one of
the world’s most socially and economically
unequal cities, not all cultures are regarded
and commemorated equally. Many of

the city’s inhabitants are descendants of
slaves who share a common inheritance of
displacement, bondage and exploitation.
Capetonians have been divided in

their lived experiences and they have
emancipated themselves through hard-
won civil rights. In recent years, protests on
campuses and across the city have turned
violent, with student and civic activists
demanding not just more equitable service
delivery, but also greater visibility and
presence in the centre of the city.

In this discussion about Cape Town,
connections to Colombo will be traced.
What may we learn about both cities?
Topics of city-making, gentrification,
history, memory, exclusion and inclusion will
be unpacked in relation to urban cultures
and future making.



14:30

Film Screening: Being Here. Stories of
Home, by Sharni Jayawardena

Sharni Jayawardena in conversation
with Iromi Perera, Vraie Balthazaar
and Zahira Asmal

Filmed in 2023, Being Here follows the lives
of four working-class Sri Lankan women
and the place they call home—Colombo.
The documentary explores the realities

of living in a city aspiring towards ‘world-
class’ status. The research that inspired and
informed this film was undertaken from
2020 - 2022 by Asha L Abeyasekera, Iromi
Perera, and Vraie Balthazaar as part of the
UKRI-GCRF-funded multi-country study
‘Navigating the grid in the world class city:
poverty, gender, and access to services in
India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka’.

SUNDAY, 20 JULY 2025

10:00
Exhibition walkabout with Zahira Asmal

10:30

Beyond the Frame

Zahira Asmal in conversation with Johann
Latiff and Tashiya de Mel.

Photography—both contemporary

and archival—plays a definitive role in
shaping the culture and identity not just
of individuals, but of cities. What stories
do photographs tell and what narratives
remain outside of the frame?

The scope of social documentary
photography is vast, ranging from
recording people going about their
everyday lives, to events and gatherings,
street life, the built and natural
environment, politics and current affairs.
Which visual representations are circulated,
which challenge the hegemonic view and
which remain forever snapshots in the
private sphere of the family album?

What vistas and visual constructions of the
picturesque are favoured in packaging and
marketing the city as an economic entity,
and what narratives are marginalised and
rendered invisible through these aesthetic
choices and codes? This conversation

will explore the continued politics of the
colonial gaze in practices of place-making
as well as in the mediation of current
global affairs.

TUESDAY, 22 JULY 2025

10:00
Exhibition walkabout with Zahira Asmal

10:30 - 17:00

Masterclass: Making Memory

Buddisha Weerasuriya, Hasini
Haputhanthri, Johann Peiris, Shayari de
Silva, Dr Tanuja Thurairajah, Tashiya de Mel
and Zahira Asmal

In this Masterclass series of expert
presentations, we explore memory-making
as future-making—the various ways in
which a society can make memories
that may be shared for generations to
come. How do we make memories when
our spaces, histories and societies have
been decimated by colonialism, war and
genocide? What can we learn through
archaeology and the archive? And what
roles are played by photography and
storytelling, as well as architecture, art,
and design?

We discuss entrepreneurship and the
centring of cultures previously on the
margins, in shaping society and making
memories that have the capacity to
influence a society in positive ways.

In the contexts of colonialism, slavery,
apartheid, and civil war, memories and
identities that did not reflect reality were
produced through myth-making.



How do we unravel these fictions to make
more inclusive stories that represent our
democracies and inclusive futures?

How do we expand outward from the
sphere of individual and collective
memories of lives, families and proximate
cultures, into the entangled terrain of the
national and the transnational? We think
through finding commonality in memory,
so that connection may happen.

THURSDAY, 24 JULY 2025

10:00
Exhibition walkabout with Zahira Asmal

10:30

Slavery and Forgetting in the Indian
Ocean World

Nira Wickramasinghe, Professor of
South Asian Studies, Leiden University

Why did slave ancestry fade away in
colonial Asia, while propelling collective
memories of descendants in Atlantic

and Caribbean territories? In the Indian
Ocean world, slavery was central to the
East India Companies established by
various European powers throughout

the Indian Ocean world from the 16th
century onwards. People were enslaved
and shipped from one VOC territory to
another, where they were made to work on
public works and in houses, as well as, less
frequently, on plantations.

Southeast Asians and Indians formed

a large part of Sri Lanka’s enslaved
population in the 17th and 18th centuries,
while 15 000 others transited in Sri Lanka
en route to Mauritius and the Cape.
Forgetting and remembering of enslaved
ancestries took contrasting routes, from the
start of the Dutch slave trade throughout
the abolitionist waves of the 19th century.
This talk will offer some thoughts on the
need to think of slavery pasts through
multiple forms of forgetting as ‘selective
remembering, misremembering

and disremembering’.

13:00

Digitalisation of Colonial Cultural Objects:
Preservation or Oppression?

Naazima Kamardeen, PhD, Chair of
Commercial Law and Head of Department
of Commercial Law, Faculty of Law,
University of Colombo

There is a growing trend of cultural

objects held in museums being preserved
through digital means. The advancement
of technology has enabled more
interactive forms of digitalisation, which
sometimes have the effect of rendering
the physical object redundant. Digitalising
is an accepted extension of ownership,
according to the rules relating to copyright.
However, in relation to colonial cultural
objects where the ownership is disputed,
or where a source country is requesting
the return of such objects, the ethical
dimensions of digitising need to be
explored further. This presentation will
highlight some of the legal and ethical
implications of unilateral decisions taken
by museums holding such objects, to make
digital copies prior to return.

14:15

Colombo: Wetland to Indian Ocean City
Sujit Sivasundaram, Professor of World
History, Cambridge University

In this talk, Sujit Sivasundaram will reflect
on the history of the city of Colombo and
its place in the Indian Ocean world. Why
did this wetland become an engineered
harbour? And why was Colombo taken
over by so many outsiders and imperialists?
And what practices of labour and coercion
lie beneath the transformation of this
wetland to a major transhipment port?
Colombo is a mirror to such wide swathes
of history which characterise global South
cities and it is also a good site from which
to consider its southwestern neighbouir,
Cape Town.



SUNDAY, 27 JULY 2025

17:30
Exhibition Walkabout with Zahira Asmal

18:00

Ceremonies in Everyday Urbanity
Natasha Ginwala, Firi Rahman, and
Pamudu Tennakoon

In this session, we explore the aural and
material records of Colombo as a socially
diverse, post-war coastal metropolis with
rapid development that has been politically
motivated and that includes elite colonial
nostalgia and disenfranchisement of
working-class communities. It is also a city
that has experienced recent revolutionary
uprisings. In this space, we focus on
prompts to remember, to ground ourselves
in spatial memory, by immersing

ourselves in:

* A neighbourhood archive developed
by the Ashray Project during the 2022
edition of Colomboscope, led by Firi
Rahman of We Are From Here

* Pamudu Tennakoon’s research, which
looks into particular built and living
architectures as well as contemporary
cultural practice to engage city
mnemonics—un-building and re-building
of urban fabric

We then invite the audience to map

their rituals and personalised homage to
specific areas, seasons or moments of
festivity, delicacies, and situated memory of
neighbourhood locales in the city.



Host & Expert Presenters

Bonnie Horbach is a career diplomat who currently serves as the Ambassador of the
Kingdom of the Netherlands to Sri Lanka and the Maldives. She has served in various
roles within the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs, from Spokesperson to the Minister of
Foreign Affairs, Head of Recruitment, Ambassador to Lithuania, and Consul General in
South Africa. Having graduated in Law and History, she has a keen interest in cultural
reconciliation and was instrumental in the restitution of six cultural artefacts to Sri Lanka
from the Netherlands in 2023.

@bonnie.horbach

Buddisha Weerasuriya is a lecturer in the Department of Archaeology at the

University of Peradeniya. He holds a Bachelor of Arts (Honours) degree in Archaeology
from the same university and is currently pursuing an MPhil in Archaeology.

His research interests lie in the areas of alternative histories, contested heritage studies,
and cognitive archaeology. Through his work, he seeks to critically engage with dominant
narratives and explore how memory, identity, and meaning are constructed in
archaeological discourse.

@buddisha_weerasuriya

Chryshane Mendis is an archaeologist by training, who currently serves as the Policy
Advisor on Cultural Affairs at the Embassy of the Netherlands in Sri Lanka. His research
includes place-histories and landscape archaeology with a focus on fortifications. He is
active in the heritage field and plans on pursuing a PhD at the University of Amsterdam.
@chryshane_mendis

@thehistoryfreek

Firi Rahman is a multidisciplinary artist working with painting, drawing, installation and
sculpture. His works raise poignant questions about the Anthropocene, temporalities of
identity, and gentrification within Sri Lanka. He is a cofounder of We Are From Here, a
collective project which highlights a deeply interconnected community in Slave Island,
whose home-base is increasingly threatened by gentrification for state and

corporate interests.

@wearefromhereproject @ifiri @firirahman

www.firirahman.com

Hasini Haputhanthri is a Sri Lankan heritage management specialist and museologist
with over fifteen years of experience reimagining the role of culture and heritage in post-
conflict societies. Her work explores how museums, memory practices, and heritage
spaces can foster civic dialogue, social inclusion, and ethical engagement with the past,
particularly in contexts marked by conflict and displacement.

Iromi Perera is a Colombo-based researcher and activist. She is the founder and director
of Colombo Urban Lab, which leads the Urbanisation and Cities work at the Centre for

a Smart Future. Perera’s research and advocacy areas include urban informality, public
space, infrastructure, climate change, development finance and social protection.

@iromip
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Johann Latiff is a graphic designer, creative director, and photographer with over 30
years of experience in the communications industry. In 2018, he transformed his passion
for photography into a larger mission by founding the Streets of Colombo photography
collective—dedicated to promoting the art of street photography in Sri Lanka. Latiff’s
work combines visual storytelling with deep cultural awareness, offering audiences
immersive narratives that capture the rhythm and spirit of everyday life.

@johannlatiff

@streets.of.colombo

Johann Peiris is Programme Manager at the Collective for Historical Dialogue and
Memory (CHDM). He is a dedicated professional with nine years of experience working in
the development sector with a focus area on culture, peace-building, history education,
museums, and exhibitions. He is experienced in conceptualising and implementing
academic exchange programmes with history departments, travelling exhibitions,
workshops for history educators and online events focused on the teaching and learning
of critical histories.

Naazima Kamardeen, PhD, Chair of Commercial Law and Head of the Department of
Commercial Law at the Faculty of Law, University of Colombo, teaches and researches
international law, cultural and intellectual property, international trade and investment,
business and human rights and Muslim Personal Law reform. She has authored two
books, Global Trade and Sri Lanka: Which Way Forward? (2016), and Biopiracy’s
Forgotten Victims: Lessons from Sri Lanka (2019). She is currently researching issues of
law and justice of the Dutch colonial past in relation to cultural objects.
www.chdmlka.org

Natasha Ginwala is a curator, researcher, and writer. She is co-curator of Sharjah Biennial
16 (2023 - 25), artistic director of Colomboscope, Sri Lanka since 2019, and was associate
curator at Large at Gropius Bau, Berlin (2018 - 2024). She was also artistic director of

the 13th Gwangju Biennale with Defne Ayas (2021). Ginwala was part of the curatorial
teams of the 8th Berlin Biennale for Contemporary Art (2014), Contour Biennale 8,
documentald (2017), Taipei Biennale 2012, and other international exhibitions. She is a
widely published author on contemporary art, visual culture, and social justice.
@natasha_ginwala @colomboscope

www.colomboscope.lk

Nira Wickramasinghe is Chair/Professor of Modern South Asian Studies at Leiden
University. Some of her recent books include Slave in a Palanquin. Colonial Servitude and
Resistance in Sri Lanka (Columbia University Press, 2020), which was awarded the 2021
John F Richards Prize in South Asian History by the American Historical Association, and
more recently Monsoon Asia. A Reader on South and Southeast Asia (2023), co-edited
with David Henley.

Linkedin

Universitei Leiden

Forgotten Lineages. Afterlives of Dutch Slavery in the Indian Ocean World
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https://nl.linkedin.com/in/nira-wickramasinghe-50a99a46
https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/en/staffmembers/nira-wickramasinghe#tab-1
https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/en/research/research-projects/humanities/forgotten-lineages

Pamudu Tennakoon is a PhD candidate in History of Art and Architecture at Brown
University, where she also completed a parallel MA in Anthropology. Her work aims to
understand the continuous reimagining of colonial cities and investigate how people
traverse previously colonised spaces and relate to the material remnants of colonial and
postcolonial pasts in South Asia.

@pamalamadu

www.ptennakoon.com

Sujit Sivasundaram is Professor of World History at the University of Cambridge and
Fellow in History at Gonville and Caius College. His latest book is Waves Across the
South: A New History of Revolution and Empire, which won both the British Academy
Book Prize and Jerry Bentley Book Prize for World History. He holds a prestigious ERC/
UKRI Advanced Grant for work on the long history of the environment of the city of
Colombo. He is finishing a book on the Indian Ocean.

University of Cambridge

Colombo Histories

Waves Across the South

Shayari de Silva is trained as an architect, who focuses on curatorial and editorial
projects. She has co-edited The Yale Architecture Journal and Perspecta 51: Medium,
published by MIT Press in 2018. She edited Geoffrey Bawa: Drawing from the Archives,
published by Lars Muller Publishers in 2023. She is currently the Chief Curator at the
Geoffrey Bawa Trust in Colombo.

@shayaridesilva

www.shayaridesilva.xyz

Dr Tanuja Thurairajah, Executive Director of the Collective for Historical Dialogue and
Memory (CHDM), is a feminist geographer and ethnographer. She obtained her PhD from
the University of ZUrich and her MA in Peace & Conflict Studies from the University of
Innsbruck. Thurairajah has over a decade of experience working in the development and
humanitarian sector in Sri Lanka.

www.chdmlka.org

Tashiya de Mel is a visual storyteller and communications specialist fromm Colombo, Sri
Lanka. She is a graduate of the ‘Photography and Society’ Masters programme at the
Royal Academy of Arts in the Hague. Her practice explores the nature and possibilities of
documentary image-making and deals with themes such as colonial histories, heritage,
family, landscapes, and the climate crisis.

@tashiyademel

www.tashiyvademel.com

Varuna de Silva, Varuna de Silva, Senior Lecturer in the Faculty of Architecture at the
University of Moratuwa, is a chartered architect who designs ‘Minimalist’ residential
buildings and restores heritage buildings. His special area of interest is the history and
architecture of Colombo and Galle Forts. He is the university representative in the

Galle Heritage Foundation, the statutory body mandated to promote preservation,
conservation and development of the Galle Dutch Fort, a UNESCO World Heritage Site.
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Vraie Cally Balthazaar is an activist and researcher, and a member of the National
People’s Power. She was elected Mayor of Colombo in June 2025. Her work with

civil society focused on the rights of women and children. As a researcher in urban
development, she examined how city planning impacted low-income communities in
Colombo. Her activism extended into gender equality and labour rights, aligning with her
academic focus.
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