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The Orange River Project encompasses a journey

undertaken by Nina Barnett, Sinethemba Twalo, Amy

Watson and Dee Marco that follows South Africa’s

longest river. 

While the route is mapped out in advance, the 

journey represents an embodied form of research 

for the practitioners. They depart with a theoretical 

understanding of the river’s various mutations: the

dams, hydro plant, confluences and tributaries,

canals, waterwheels and the mouth. They know 

its names: Senqu River in Lesotho, Gariep River 

to Khoi communities in South Africa, Orange after 

the Dutch regent William V Orange, and how it is 

used: hydroelectric power, agricultural irrigation, 

subsistence fishing, industrial and extractive industry, 

water provision, territorial demarcation, water sports.

Things they’ve read, written, previous projects, 

holidays support this knowledge. Notionally, they are

familiar with the river’s vulnerability as a resource

on account of human-environmental interaction.

They’ve speculated about the narratives it carries

as a symbol of economic and political power before

and across colonial administrations; as a focal point

for the Apartheid government’s nationalist agenda;

as representative of a 20th Century fascination with

mastery over nature; as a chronicle of geological time. 

These broad historical narratives overshadow minor, 

less commanding histories of the communities who 

live with and by the river.

The practitioners and their children will have formed

their own temporary community during their journey.

Their planning, packing and speculating will have

seeded a dynamic between them long before they

depart. As a result, they will leave the river differently. 

The Orange River Project intends to carry out a close, 

experiential reading of the river, to develop a tacit

understanding of its significance as a product of

human-environmental interaction and often-violent

intervention. The project sees four transdisciplinary

practitioners charting their physical and immediate

responses to the river and documenting the changing

ecologies along its course. Their hope is that the 

traces, marks and sounds that result from this journey

will enable a wider conversation to develop around the 

river and the scarcity of water more broadly.
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