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FINE ART UNDER ATTACK AT UNIVERSITY OF CAPE TOWN 

Release of Dossier Detailing Assault on Freedom of Expression 

 

Over the last two years, the campus of Africa’s leading university has become an unsafe 
place for art, with both commemorative and fine art defaced, intentionally destroyed by fire, 
blacklisted, censored, covered up, and removed from display.  Additionally, photographic 
exhibitions have been attacked and closed down, and the Michaelis School of Fine Art was 
occupied by protestors for a number of weeks towards the end of 2016 and its students and 
teachers threatened.  Taken together, these events have caused grave concern that artistic 
freedom at the University of Cape Town is in serious danger.  

The University publicly denies that it has censored any art.  But the fact that “controversial”, 
“contested”, or “contentious” art continues to be hidden from view after a year and a half 
because “some members of the campus community have identified certain works of art as 
offensive to them – for cultural, religious or political reasons” contradicts these claims.   

Thus, the university has failed to uphold the moral rights of the artists represented in its 
collections, as well as the rights of freedom of expression and artistic creativity that are 
enshrined in the South African Constitution. As a direct result, renowned photographer 
David Goldblatt has withdrawn the archive of his life’s work work because he “could not be 
persuaded out of his view that freedom of expression, artistic freedom and rights of artists 
were no longer protected at UCT”.  

The attached dossier details the various events that have taken place over the last two 
years, as well as the unsatisfactory responses from the university. The dossier has been 
compiled by Gabriel Clark-Brown, editor of the South African Art Times, in the interests of 
defending freedom of expression in South Africa. “Freedom of expression is a vital element 
of any democracy and I deeply concerned that the University of Cape Town, which should be 
a champion of freedom of expression, has effectively given into censorship”. Clark-Brown 
also lamented the lack of dialogue around the events and notes that there is a culture of fear 
in which people are reticent to defend their democratic rights against populist rhetoric. 

Members of the media are encouraged to engage with the dossier and further investigate 
the events that have taken place. To view the dossier in full, please visit 
www.keepartfree.net.  
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