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woman served as a domestic worker in the house where the man grew up and where she 
provided comfort to this “strange boy” in the face of unknown anxieties. The encoun-
ter in the hotel room varies from moments of quiet comfort and closeness to others of 
frenetic activity in which the man runs and jumps frantically over walls and furniture 
while the woman sits musing; the edge of violence and despair raises questions about 
this and other “lawless spaces” in the inner city. The encounter ends as the man collapses 
on a bed and an apparition emerges from a closet to carry him off. With face caked in 
white uncako, associated with Xhosa male initiates, the androgynous figure wears urban 
leather pants, sunglasses, and brown tulle, whose oddness suggests the improvised 
vocabulary of “belonging and becoming” that urbanists Graeme Götz and AbdouMal-
ique Simone identify with the newly citified denizens of inner-city hotels. Although 
this otherworldly figure may seem to have nothing obvious to do with migrants in 
search of the good life in Johannesburg, his spookiness resonates with the zombie 
characteristics that many South Africans attribute to those they call amaKwerekwere,  
those who talk funny: African foreigners allegedly invested with powers to spirit away 
local livelihood.16

The roles of Africans from beyond the border also feature strongly in Urban 
(and) Fabrics, the architecture, design and planning project sited in the area civic boost-
ers call the Fashion District.17 Among local, African, and Asian small, medium, and 
microenterprises making and selling clothing, the district includes African traders 
from countries like Ethiopia as well as Nigeria. The creators of Urban (and) Fabrics 
had to overcome multiple layers of suspicion and division before they could open up the 
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streets and sidewalks to social and performative as well as commercial interaction. Edi-
tor and facilitator Hannah Le Roux notes that many merchants, who were often from 
somewhere else, treated all comers as intruders and likely thieves rather than potential 
customers. Instead of patching this torn urban fabric with makeshift security, Le Roux 
presents the intervention as a form of urban appliqué, reweaving torn “threads of social, 
spatial and economic forces” and sewing or gluing on additional pieces that would both 
restore and decorate the fabric as a whole.18 Interventions included commercial and 
social transactions (from shopping and eating to conducting interviews) and micro
design initiatives, such as constructing portable seats to encourage more sidewalk inter-
change. The final record of these interventions, a pamphlet of essays textual and visual, 
used Photoshop techniques to create a digital montage equivalent of appliqué, creating 
pages on which the bare, often black-and-white street front is covered with “wallpa-
per,” with script marking streets and corners whose official signs have disappeared and 
inserting into the ordinary commerce of the street brightly dressed people and objects 
whose interaction is clearly out of the ordinary.

In contrast to the seats and shopping apparel, the out-of-the-ordinary interven-
tions were avowedly ephemeral. On Saturday, May 28, 2005, while showcasing clothing 
bought or made on-site, the group drew the attention of merchants and shoppers at the 
start of the day with a beat box and concluded with “urban appetite,” a spread of local 
food. Identified as a “folly,” the street performance disrupted traffic in a carnivalesque 
and, in the context of Johannesburg streets, risky manner. In keeping with “folly,” some 
acts, such as belly dancing in costumes imported from South Asia, were utterly whimsi-
cal. But others, particularly the parade of “team members” in red overalls and red face 
paint, critically drew attention to tensions between official city managers and informal 
traders and denizens — tensions exacerbated by the Red Ants, a private army of evic-
tion teams targeting “bad buildings,” usually postwar office blocks illegally converted 
to residences without utilities or sanitation.19 By painting each other’s and willing spec-
tators’ faces red and handing out red sherbet, the performers could not by themselves 
arrest the operations of the officially sanctioned Red Ants. Nonetheless, the cumulative 
effect of informal interventions like this — along with other social artistic projects, such 
as photographer Guy Tillim’s documentation of the daily life and eviction of the inhab-
itants of “bad buildings,” many of whom work in productive jobs, and the activities of 
tenants’ groups and other bottom-up organizations such as those involved in the Cre-
ative Inner City Initiative — has been to curb the policy of wholesale eviction in favor of 
negotiated settlements.

These choreographed and improvised performances all show post-apartheid citi-
zens in action. Moving from the ostentatiously theatrical to the modestly social — and 
back again — these enactments are civil as well as aesthetic because they reclaim disor-
derly and dangerous inner-city spaces for ordinary and extraordinary uses. In doing so, 
they make small but significant contributions to the most daunting but imperative task: 
repairing and embellishing the urban fabric of  Johannesburg.
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