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GENERAL EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

Guidebooks provide a fascinating insight into the presentation of land-
scape to a general public in the nineteenth century. The decade of the
1830s marked the origins of modern-style guidebooks, notably issued
by the publisher Karl Baedeker in Germany and John Murray in Britain.
These were representative of the beginnings of bourgeois travel in the
era, as well as, in some cases, the continuation of older aristocratic
forms. With the development of new technologies of transportation
in steam trains and maritime engines, such middle-class travel — as
well as migration involving other social classes — grew phenomenally
as the century advanced. So far as the Cape and southern Africa are
concerned, although there were many travel accounts — including best-
sellers like the two-volume work of Anthony Trollope — guidebooks
arrived later in the century. In 1888, Donald Currie of the Castle Line
of steamers issued a Handbook and emigrants’ guide to South Africa.
Soon he heard of an extraordinary enterprise, inaugurated by two
brothers called Brown, to issue guidebooks to South Africa booming
the country for emigrants and investors, and sold from hawkers’
barrows in the City of London. Currie bought them out and the book
became the Castle Line Guide, later (after the amalgamation of the two
lines in 1900) the Union-Castle Guide, significantly titled for the use
of Tourists, Sportsmen, Invalids e) Settlers.

These four categories are highly significant, and each of them,
of course, had considerable interests in landscape, topography and
climate. The Guide of 1899 issued on the eve of the Anglo-Boer War
contained ten pages of recommendations by doctors as to the benefits
of the southern African climate for various forms of illness. There
were also lavish landscape descriptions to entice tourists into the
various routes laid out in the Guide. One short description offers
something of the flavour. In Natal, ‘The ground rises rapidly from the
sea-board in a confused succession of hills and ridges, forming many
beautiful valleys, in which the cultivation of tea, sugar and other tropi-
cal produce is successfully carried on’. In the Cape, the wine growing
regions of the interior were given especially favourable mention for
the glories of their landscape. The war was to disrupt tourism and
settlement, as well as the travels of sportsmen and invalids, but
paradoxically it was to make southern Africa better known and with
reconstruction the people at whom the guides were directed were soon
returning in large numbers.

[xi]



GENERAL EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

There is a sense in which this guidebook use of prose descriptions of
landscape marks the climax of the phenomena analysed so effectively
by John McAleer in this book. Empire was supremely a matter of imag-
ining geographical space and that space was made up of examples of
topography and its aestheticised relative landscape, often illuminated
by the strong sunlight largely unknown in the northern latitudes of
British imperialists. If the light was stronger, the landscapes were differ-
ent, more exotic, often more extreme. These characteristics, in the case
of southern Africa, had excited interest from the seventeenth century,
but, as McAleer shows, there was a remarkable growth in publications
in the early nineteenth century, reflecting the great extension of a print
culture and a literate readership. In such material, landscapes were
conveyed not just in illustrations, but also in prose. Landscape descrip-
tion, as opposed to visual depiction, was possibly more extensive and
more influential. Landscape was conveyed into readers’ imaginations
as well as into viewers’ perceptions. By the end of the nineteenth and
the beginning of the twentieth centuries, this was also happening in
novels, such as those of Henry Rider Haggard and John Buchan.

Moreover, an ability to convey the elements of landscape, evaluat-
ing culturally defined qualities as well as demerits came to be seen as
a marker of Western culture, a sign of superiority to add to the many
others distinguished by the nineteenth-century categorisers of cultures.
Thus, landscape description came to have significance at a number of
levels. It represented political and strategic, economic and aesthetic
considerations, as well as offering a form of cultural definition. Such
extended notions of landscape came to suffuse so many other activi-
ties, including exploration, hunting, surveying, road and rail building,
agriculture, botanical collecting, military campaigning, geological dis-
coveries, town planning, missionary endeavour and much else. In the
pursuit of such prolific concerns, representations of landscape passed
through various stages. At one level, there was an urge to render the
unfamiliar familiar, to engross it within a known world which could
be controlled and dominated. But at another, there was a desire to
emphasise the exotic, the different, the wild, the so-called savage so
that the supposedly idyllic character of the newly ‘planted’ frontier
town, with its straight lines of roads, its houses, gardens, trees, church
and other local institutions could be seen as pulling the landscape - as
with the indigenous inhabitants — into the frame of civilisation. The
mission station, its layout, its buildings (dominated by the church) and
its gardens were seen as introducing the landscape to a state of grace,
analogous to the spread of Christianity itself.

In all these ways, John McAleer demonstrates the significance
of landscape description (together with related paintings) in the
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GENERAL EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

transformation of the Cape, and more widely southern Africa, into
forms of colonial space supposedly pulled into the orbit of European
civilisation. This is a book which offers important new dimensions
for an understanding of the centrality of landscape in the imperial
imagination.

John M. MacKenzie
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Introduction

In his portrait of Captain Philip Affleck, Edward Penny depicted all the
requisite attributes of a Royal Navy officer in the eighteenth century
(plate 1). Affleck, in his white wig and buckled shoes, is seated at a table
on which lie a chart, a globe and a pair of dividers. With his waistcoat
nonchalantly unbuttoned and his left hand resting on his knee, Affleck
appears to have been momentarily interrupted from his work. In the
background Penny has included a telling detail. Hanging on the wall
behind Affleck is a painting of a ship sailing towards Table Bay with
the hulking mass of Table Mountain rising behind it. By introducing
this painting within a painting, Penny indicated Affleck’s own mari-
time background. Although he is shown as a Royal Navy captain of
more than three years’ standing, Affleck began his career in the service
of the Honourable East India Company. As a merchant seaman plying
the route between Britain and Asia, he would have been familiar with
the Cape of Good Hope as the navigational fulcrum around which all
European shipping passed as it entered the Indian Ocean. In Penny’s
work, therefore, this crucial location at the foot of Africa acts asa symbol
for European interaction with Asia. The image also bears witness to the
maritime umbilical cord connecting southern Africa to the surround-
ing seas, bringing ships, goods and people from northern Europe, the
Indian Ocean and the Far East. Indeed, by including the marine picture
in the portrait, Penny may have had an opportunity to paint from a
real example. The image he depicted was of a kind readily available to
sailors stopping at Cape Town. In fact, Affleck may have owned some-
thing similar himself, purchased as a souvenir of his travels to this part
of the world. Here, then, is proof of the place that the Cape occupied in
the visual and cultural understanding of British people in the 1760s. It
stood as a sort of visual synecdoche, symbolising the relationship of this
part of Africa with British political, commercial and maritime activity.
In other words, it is a representation of southern Africa.
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REPRESENTING AFRICA, 1780-1870

This study examines and contextualises such representations of
southern African landscapes, seascapes and settlements by British
officials, travellers and artists in the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries. It interrogates how and why these descriptions and
depictions came about, as well as the role they played in the British
imagining and understanding of southern African spaces. It focuses
on a period of evolving and expanding British interest and interven-
tion in the southern cone of Africa, its impact on peoples and their
environs, and how this was expressed in contemporary landscape and
seascape representation and description. For centuries after a traveller
on Sir Francis Drake’s circumnavigation of the globe first commended
the Cape of Good Hope as ‘a most stately thing, and the fairest Cape
we saw in the whole circumference of the earth’, the British imagi-
native and aesthetic engagement with southern Africa reflected its
varied but vital role in Britain’s maritime and imperial development.!
It acted as a victualling station for travellers and explorers on their
way to the Indian and Pacific Oceans, provided a space for expand-
ing commercial and scientific interests, enabled the projection of
maritime power across two oceans and, not least, became home to an
increasingly rich variety of peoples and cultures. Southern Africa was
one of the most crucial and intricate pieces in the British imperial
jigsaw. Its importance spans the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
the Atlantic and Indian Oceans, and the so-called ‘first’ and ‘second’
British Empires when the understanding of the meaning and value of
imperial possessions to Britain was in flux and undergoing reassess-
ment.2 Representations of southern African landscapes and maritime
spaces reflect this multifaceted position, as do the people involved in
recording and disseminating them.

British involvement in southern Africa

The Dutch colony at the Cape of Good Hope came into British hands
via a circuitous route, almost 150 years after the first European set-
tlers had arrived.? In broader terms, however, the history of the Cape
Colony, and its relationship with the increasing numbers of European
vessels that passed it, powerfully demonstrates its place in the world
of the Indian Ocean where it acted as the gateway to Asia. It also illus-
trates the political vicissitudes of those European maritime powers
already possessing, or wishing to develop, a stake in that trading
system. The first Europeans to encounter the Cape of Good Hope were
the Portuguese who initially named it Cabo Tormentoso (Cape of
Storms) for its tempestuous weather and stormy seas. It was quickly
recognised as a useful staging post on the way to the riches of the
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INTRODUCTION

East, whereupon it acquired a name with more positive connotations,
Cabo de Boa Esperance (Cape of Good Hope). However, according to
Thomas Pennant, ‘by some infatuation [the Portuguese] neglected this
important baiting-place’.* The Cape of Good Hope was first settled by
the Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie (VOC, the Dutch East India
Company) in 1652 when Jan van Riebeeck landed with 350 settlers.
It was never intended to be anything other than a victualling station
and there were constant quarrels between the settlers at the Cape and
the VOC directors in Amsterdam who wanted to limit any expansion
into the interior.> According to Captain John Blankett, writing to Lord
Hawkesbury from Macao, ‘it appears that the Dutch when they first
formed the settlement at the Cape of Good Hope never intended it
as a place of trade but considered it only as a place of refreshment for
their ships in their passage to and from India’.° In a twenty-year period,
between 1795 and 1815, the Cape changed hands three times. Despite
earlier aborted British expeditions to take the colony, it remained
a Dutch possession until it was captured in 1795 in an amphibious
operation involving Royal Navy ships under the command of Admiral
George Keith Elphinstone and troops under General Sir James Craig.”
George, Earl Macartney, a man with extensive diplomatic experience,
arrived in May 1797 to take charge of the government. Under the
Treaty of Amiens in 1802 the colony was ceded back to the Dutch
Batavian Republic, which reoccupied the territory in February 1803.
However, after the resumption of hostilities, the Cape was retaken by
Sir David Baird in 1806. It was eventually and officially permanently
ceded to Britain under the terms of the Convention of London, signed
in August 1814, and it remained in British hands throughout the
nineteenth century.®

Although by the end of the eighteenth century the Cape Colony
stretched for a distance of almost 500 miles from the Atlantic coast on
the west to the Great Fish River in the east, areas further inland were
relatively unknown to British colonial officials and remained so well
into the nineteenth century. At its northern extremity, the colony
was bounded by the Berg River and the Stormberg Mountains.® This
sparsely populated wedge at the foot of Africa, raggedly defined on its
northern and eastern boundaries, was poorly mapped at the beginning
of the first British occupancy of the region. Lord Macartney lamented
the paucity of information that existed: ‘We are shamefully ignorant
of the geography of the country; we have no map that embraces one-
tenth of the colony; I neither know nor can I learn where this Graaf
Reinet lies — whether it is five hundred or a thousand miles from Cape
Town.’!? Even in the 1850s, the state of geographical and topographi-
cal knowledge was still woefully underdeveloped. In 1854, Thomas
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REPRESENTING AFRICA, 1780-1870

Maclear, the Astronomer Royal at the Cape of Good Hope, hoped that
the ‘topography of the Colony will be placed on a respectable level’
by thorough inland and coastal surveys. Setting out the lack of infor-
mation available, he remarked: ‘The legitimate conclusions from the
foregoing are: — that the topography of the Colony may be regarded
as a blank, and that those who fancied the contrary have been misin-
formed, - also that the documents in the Colonial Office referred to by
Mr Arrowsmith are unworthy of confidence.”!! The landscape of these
inland regions, as yet underexplored by British travellers, officials and
scientists, would present an entirely different picture to their eyes than
that offered by the European settlements in the peninsula of the Cape
of Good Hope. Significantly, too, their expectations of the economic,
political and moral value of these areas were very different. How might
one ‘see’, envisage, record or represent a landscape that had rarely,
if ever, been viewed by other Furopean eyes? What challenges and
opportunities were presented by this situation, both in practical terms
and also in relation to how one might describe and engage with it as a
human social space, a landscape?

The period covered by this study is one in which constantly shift-
ing attitudes to Africa and its landscape went in tandem with a fluid
political situation as Britain’s role in the Indian Ocean and in southern
Africa underwent considerable changes. The perceived need to acquire
and protect a secure route to India and its trading possibilities moved
Britain’s strategic relationship with the Cape further up the political
agenda. Likewise, following its acquisition, factors such as the desire
for economically productive land, the need to relocate a burgeoning
population in Britain, the growth and pervasiveness of scientific curi-
osity, ease of travel and missionary zeal combined to encourage men
and women to move into the interior, beyond the initial European
foothold on the coast. Significantly, the period in which these changes
took place was also one in which the British understanding of its
perceived imperial role and responsibilities underwent intense reas-
sessment, both from an official standpoint and also from that of the
people who found themselves working and living in the empire. The
playing out during the nineteenth century of those debates and con-
flicting opinions regarding how to perceive, represent and, ultimately,
use the landscape of southern Africa forms the basis for the rest of this
study.

Representations

The British engagement with the landscape of southern Africa was not
uniform. For a start, there were many different ‘types’ of landscape,
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INTRODUCTION

eliciting rather different aesthetic and descriptive responses. Second,
control was not established over a tabula rasa.'* Quite apart from the
claims of the Dutch, there were a range of African people and societies
on which British interventions impacted. Third, the types of people
who viewed and recorded the topography and geography of the region
did so from a diverse reservoir of interests and impulses. In explaining
the relationship between increasing exploration by British travellers
and developing ideas of imperial control, account must be taken of a
chronology of change in terms of landscape representation.

In these circumstances, it is axiomatic that representations of
landscapes were very much ‘re-presentations’. They were subjective
responses, in which the resultant descriptions or images were deeply
inflected by the environmental perceptions of individual viewers.
Topographical realities provided stimuli for understanding and engag-
ing with the physical space and terrain of the land. Acts of representa-
tion became tools to be used in formulating frameworks to express
individual reactions to environmental space and one’s place in it.
Alloyed with specific personal and professional priorities, the reality
of the environment was refashioned and recast for readers, viewers and
audiences. It is also important to recognise that such ‘re-presentations’
were acts of exclusion as well as inclusion; the processes of selection
and filtration which went into producing such representations were
also deeply indicative of the predilections of those assessing the land-
scape. The way in which these perceptions were recorded, digested and
subsequently presented to others needs to be understood as forming
part of a conceptual framework for conveying an engagement with the
landscape that is subjective and based as much on personal selection
as objective reality.

Scholars have recognised that British representations of colonial
landscapes mobilised particular conventions and genre devices in
pursuit of a range of intellectual, commercial, political and economic
objectives. These depended on who was viewing and describing.
Travellers’ reports have always been notoriously protean and contin-
gent. They relate as much to cultural and aesthetic preconditioning
as to the actual reporting of facts. Specifically in relation to southern
Africa, Henry Lichtenstein remarked that ‘almost every traveller takes
a different view of things according to the colouring they receive from
his particular turn of thinking, or from the particular circumstances
under which they were seen by him’.!3 Lichtenstein’s account high-
lights a number of difficulties for the historian of travel and explo-
ration in southern Africa. His implied traveller is a European male,
illustrating Michelle Adler’s point that the region was, textually at
least, a man’s country.'* This study incorporates the work of women
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such as Lady Barnard, Mary Maclear and Sophy Gray but the balance
of those who described and represented the landscape was overwhelm-
ingly male and is reflected in the texts and images discussed. J. M.
Coetzee has traced how familiar ideological and aesthetic tropes in
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century European travel writing worked
to appropriate and manage the landscape spaces of southern Africa.
He noted that ‘the landscape remains impenetrable until a language
is found in which to win it, speak it, represent it’.!> In a similar vein,
Michael Godby has explored how English artists working in southern
Africa framed a notion of ‘home’ that had different registers of meaning
depending on the time, places and people involved.!¢ This study does
not pretend to provide comprehensive analysis of every European or
British traveller’s reaction to the southern African landscapes they
encountered. These responses were necessarily shifting and mutable
according to circumstances. Instead, this book traces strands of the
various dialects and idioms assumed by these ‘languages of representa-
tion’, and their visual and aesthetic equivalents, in the course of the
British evaluation of southern Africa.

The painting hanging on the wall in Captain Affleck’s portrait
provides a potent reminder of the relationship between depictions
and descriptions of southern Africa and their impact in Europe. It
raises intriguing questions of how imperial expansion and colonial
encounters overseas helped to shape the British society in which they
circulated. The representations analysed in this study were produced,
distributed, consumed and interpreted, to a large degree, at the imperial
centre. That is not to say that the effect of these representations was
negligible on ‘the land of their birth’, as one correspondent described
Captain Henry Butler’s sketches of South African frontier life to their
author.!” Nevertheless, it was predominantly in the metropolis that
these landscapes were imagined, produced and consumed; it was
there that a market was addressed and strategies conceived to convey
specific meanings to audiences.

This is not, therefore, a history of the Cape Colony or southern
Africa. Although it touches on many historical episodes and events,
it does not purport to be an encyclopaedic account of missionary
activity or British colonial policy in the region, nor is it an attempt
to synthesise the history of scientific exploration and endeavour in
Africa. It concentrates on the biographies of individual travellers and
writers only in so far as they illuminate the broader narrative. Instead,
this study is an examination of the representation of the varied land-
scape spaces of southern Africa by a range of European travellers in a
number of distinct genres. Many of these people presented the environ-
ments they encountered in a favourable light; some even had distinct
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