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“EHI” WATERBERG, NAMIBIA

Ehi - Sand/Land Rights /Rites

“An artistic exploration of sand sites in the Waterberg, Namibia, as palimpsests of 
eco-geo-cultural history and identity.”  Kerstin (Kay)  Cowley.

The exhibition explores sand as a signifier of meaning and identity.

In partial fullfillment for the DPhil (Creative Production) BKS 992, University of Pretoria, ZA.

The attached videos support the catalogue as documentation of the exhibition, oration and 
The Artist’s book of the Waterberg.
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In order to support the audiovisual structure of the exhibition video, the artist’s statement 
also takes the form of spoken poetry/prose:

  THE WATERBERG, NAMIBIA

This is the story of Ehi - Sand/Land Rights /Rites
This story is about sand 
This story is about land

This story is about the Waterberg
Our Land

Our Mother

Ehi
Sedimentary strata of geology – ecology

Source of life

This story is about palimpsests – the written - erased - rewritten
Deconstructed and reconstructed

Layers of perception
Of memory and history
Of culture and identity

Who are we?
Our Land

Our Mother
Ehi

Kerstin (Kay) Cowley, August 2020
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Concept note -  The Artist’s Workbook of the Waterberg, Namibia 
2015-2020

The artist’s workbook forms the foundation for the art practice and provides a continuous 
visual and written exploration of the sand sites in  the Waterberg.  Inspired by booknesses:  
construction, deconstruction and reconstruction, it is created from an old Namibian 
telephone directory, cattle skin, snake skin, sand and materials from the sand sites explored 
in the Waterberg.  These sites are documented in terms of texture rubbings, images, 
history, ecology, geology and culture. The drawn and painted images were created from 
photographs I took in the Waterberg. I transcribed the photographs with carbon paper 
into the book. Collecting this information involved numerous field trips and explorations 
of the area. The information on the eco-geo cultural history and identity of these sites is 
hand scribed. Within the metaphor of palimpsests, information is inscribed, erased and 
re-inscribed in a continuous  process. The book was worked on intermittently, and in no 
apparent order, from 2015-2020.
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Concept note - Sandsites of the Waterberg

The artistic exploration of these sandsites form a palimpsest of eco-geo-cultural  history 
and identity. The workbook, palimpsests and installation explore the ten identified sand 
sites and their sand, in the Waterberg, from the top of the mountain to the bottom. These 
are as follows:

1. Fine pale pink sandstone weathered by the sun - Mountain top

2. Course red sandstone from the red fossilised sand chimneys - Mountain top

3. Purple-red loam from the sub-tropical forested slopes

4. Purple-red soil from the old  colonial Citrus and Apple Orchard irrigation channels

5. Dry brown sand from the rest camp and restaurant, previously the old German police 
station

6. Rich black loamy soil from the mountain streams which emerge from the mountain

7. Faded powdery grey sand from the wood-fired bricks of the Mission Station ruins

8.  Faded and crumbly pink sand  from the sun-dried bricks of the Mission Station ruins

9.  Dry granular orange sand from the Graveyard Road

10.  Vibrant red and orange sand from the termite hills and the C22 road on the surrounding 
savannah
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Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu

Left: Front cover insert created with materials from the top of the mountain. Mountain top 
sand, bones, and seedpods.  Right: Names for the Waterberg.
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Left: Waterberg timeline.  Right: Texture rubbing with red sand from the sandstone. 
Charcoal and sand.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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The Battle of the Waterberg. Collage. 

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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The Mountain stream.  Snakeskin, leather and bamboo found in this site.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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The fictionalised story of the mountain by Jaharero.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Left: The story of the police station restaurant Right: Texture rubbing of quarried red 
sandstone.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Left:  The story of the Mission station. Right:  Texture rubbing Mission station quarried red 
brick.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Left: The story of the mountain stream. Right: Artist’s impression, accrylic paint.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Left: The story of the Mission station ruins. Right: Artist’s impression, accrylic paint and 
mission brick sand. 

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Left:  The story of the Termite Hill. Right:  Texture rubbing with termite hill sand.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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The untold story-history forgotten - unwritten - erased.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Left: The story of the termite hill continued.  Right:  Termite hill with termite hill sand.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Left – The Genocide Monster, collage.  Right – woman and child victims, rust and copper 
wire. 

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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The top of the Waterberg. Left: Copper wire. Right: Accrylic paint.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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New Africa. Collage and red sand from the top of the Waterberg.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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The story of the first day.  The creation myth of the Herero people.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Left:  Texture rubbing Omumborombongo tree.  Left:  drawing of the tree.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Left: texture rubbing. Right: The story of the ancestral fire: the holy fire of the Herero.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Drawings of the Omumborombongo tree,bark, leaves and seedpods.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Left: The Story of the Omumborombongo Tree.  Right: Insert sand. bark, leaves and 
seedpods from the campsite and tree.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Ash rubbings

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Artist’s drawing of the Waterberg, colour pencils.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Left: Sand Key:  selected sand sites of the Waterberg. Right: Sand inserts from the
different sandsites.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Death in the Omaheke.  Left: white thorn, copper and brass wire. Right: cattleskin and 
Kalahari sand.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Concept note - Palimpsests, 2015-2016

The three artworks shown here are palimpsests made with sand collected from the 
Waterberg. These palimpsests explore the geology and sand mapping of the Waterberg 
through the different types of sand found from the top to the bottom of the mountain.  
These geological palimpsests are created as scrolls with the sand and bamboo found in 
the area. Sand is used as a signifier of meaning and identity. The palimpsests become 
illuminated when held up to the light.
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Geological palimpsest 2 indicating the 
geological layers of the Waterberg.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu

The geological layers are, from the mountain top, moving downwards: 
sun-bleached pink sand stone; red sandstone chimneys; purple loam from the tropical 
woodlands; purple-red soil from the old colonial citrus and apple orchards; rich black 
loamy soil from the mountain streams which emerge from the mountain: pink and grey 
brick sand from the mission station ruins; dry granular orange sand from the graveyard 
road; and vibrant red sand from the termite hills on the surrounding savannah plains
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Geological Palimpsest  1  - front lighting.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Geological Palimpsest  1 - illuminated.
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Sand map of the Waterberg.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu



39
Sand map of the Waterberg  - illuminated.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Concept Note -Performative Installation, 2020

“Ehi” Waterberg, Namibia Ehi - Sand/Land Rights/Rites.

The 3x3x3 meter installation continues to explore sand as a signifier for meaning and identity, 
with specific focus on the ten sand sites of the Waterberg, Namibia. It comprises  ten rows 
of  sand people in tiers, created from the ten sand sites identified from the mountain top 
down towards the savannah plains.  The structure of the installation is based on that of the 
Waterberg as a geological aquifer in the desert.

The artwork has a performative component of poetry and traditional chants pertaining to 
the concept of land, ownership and identity.  Here, a palimpsest of sound and image is 
created through the poems and chants ‘overlaid’ together with the material component 
of the sand sites of the Waterberg. This is evidenced in the video of the exhibition. An 
unexpected outcome of the photographic and video documentation was that the sand 
people take on the appearance of three dimensional animated San paintings of figures.
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Sand key for the installation. Based on the Artist’s 
workbook.

Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Above:  sand figure from the Mountain stream.

The following pages show illustrations and components of the installation,”Ehi”.
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Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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Artwork by: Kerstin (Kay) Cowley
Photographer, Actofel Ilovu
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