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The Casspir Project charts the locus of the South African military 

vehicle’s legacy of institutional oppression - a legacy with which 

we are still reckoning. The central element of the project is one of 

reclamation - a  restored and refitted Casspir vehicle, its surfaces 

fully covered in elaborate, brightly-colored panels of glass beadwork, 

arrayed in traditional patterns and completed by artisans from 

Zimbabwe and the  Mpumalanga province of South Africa, including 

women of the Ndebele tribe, known for their craftsmanship.

The Casspir Project, is a multifaceted and unprecedented 

undertaking, ultimately comprising installation, photography, oral 

history, and documentary, from the South African contemporary 

artist, Ralph Ziman.

INTRODUCTION
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PERSONAL NARRATIVE

Ralph Ziman 07

People ask me, why bead a Casspir?  To me it always seemed obvious: 

to take this weapon of war, this ultimate symbol of oppression and to 

reclaim it. To own it, make it African, make it beautiful. Make it shine, 

yes. And to make it seen and make it felt. It’s hard to explain what I 

mean. But there’s a line from a Rolling Stones song that goes: “I see a 

rainbow and I want to paint it black...” I understand that compulsion, 

but for me it’s different. I don’t want to paint anything black. I just 

want to bead the whole fucking world and everything in it.

Once I embarked on this course I started seeing the world in a 

different way… Flat surfaces to be covered by panels, anything round 

will be wrapped with beads and wire. Everything from an assault 

weapon to an armored car, a tank to an airplane, a forest of trees, a 

road, a house. The list goes on and on.

I am captivated by the colors, the vibrancy, the intricate detail as 

varied and striking as life itself. I’m dazzled by the way all of those 

come together as one and how the mind struggles to make sense 

of what the eyes are seeing. And once seen anew, what it means. 

I have vivid memories of the Casspirs I had seen years earlier. It 

was April of 1993. Chris Hani, the charismatic leader of the South 

African Communist Party was gunned down outside his house, in the 

Johannesburg suburb of Boksburg.

Hani was assassinated by white nationalists whose intention was 

to tip South Africa into a race war. I remember driving to Tembisa 

Township on Johannesburg’s East Rand where the funeral was being 
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held. Columns of Casspirs descended on the dusty streets belching 

diesel fumes. Heavily armed cops shot teargas, fired shotguns and 

automatic weapons. And again the next day outside FNB Stadium on 

the outskirts of Soweto, the police and army parked their Casspirs 

alongside the motorway. They exchanged automatic weapons fire 

with ANC cadres across an area the size of a football field. Bullets 

whizzed overhead while hundreds of people flattened themselves to 

the earth.    

Cops in the Casspirs fired tear gas canisters that arced across the 

sky spewing as they flew. The cadres set the long grass of the field on 

fire to give themselves cover. Teargas and smoke burned our eyes and 

into our memory, along with the sight of armed men on the Casspirs.  

For me, covering this beast with beads is catharsis.

Oppression is bland and nondescript. When the drab khaki gives way 

to the vibrant colors, I love it. Flat monochromatic paint disappears 

behind the pixelated glass beads. Fifty five million individual beads, 

all hand threaded and woven, all joining together to create a rainbow 

that covers the darkness with the vibrancy and sheer variance of

life itself.   

To quote another line from the Rolling Stones: “I have to turn my head 

until my darkness goes…” What’s next? A 747, a Raptor drone, a city 

street, a nation’s ... Stay tuned.
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The Casspir made its debut at the IZIKO South African National Gallery in Cape 

Town, South Africa, as part of the exhibition Women’s Work, an exploration 

of the historically gendered creative practices used by contemporary artists 

in South Africa. It stands at the entrance to the IZIKO South African National 

Gallery.

UNVEILED

10
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Casspir is an anagram of the acronyms SAP (South African Police) and CSIR 

(Council for Scientific and Industrial Research). Designed in South Africa in 

the late 1970s and brought into service in the early 80s, the Casspir was used 

extensively by the Apartheid-era South African Police, as well as by the South 

African Defense Force. Bulletproof and mine resistant, the Casspir was very 

much a military vehicle, yet it was used extensively in urban, township areas 

in South Africa against civilian populations. By the mid 1980s, the Casspir 

was the ubiquitous heavy hand of apartheid oppression in the townships of 

South Africa, its mere presence a form of terror. 

Anyone who has spent time in South Africa in the 1980s shares some history 

with the Casspir; it is as familiar as the smell of tear gas and burning tires. 

Nothing said “police intimidation” like the smell of diesel fuel and the roar 

of the 165 horsepower engine. Nothing was as potent as seeing one of these 

ironclad beasts flying through narrow township streets at 90 km/h.

H ISTORY

12
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THE BEAST
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Ziman elected to leave South Africa in 1981 and has lived in the United 

States for 30 years. The Casspir Project represents the first comprehensive 

consideration of apartheid-era South Africa seen through the lens of the 

Casspir instrument.

Post-Apartheid, Casspirs were decommissioned in South Africa, their hulls 

left to rust, a relic of the past better forgotten. Except for the ones that 

were sold to the United States during the Iraq war years, and later, to local 

police forces. In the age of Ferguson and Black Lives Matter, the Casspir has 

returned - a poltergeist from the past, which continues to haunt us. The issue 

of over militarized police departments, which have purchased superfluous 

war equipment like one would buy worn LPs at a tag sale, has come to the 

forefront of the American debate on police tactics and aggression. 
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RECL AIMING THE CASSPIR

A size 8 bead is a little under 3mm across, almost perfectly round with a small 

hole running through the middle of it.

The surface area of a Casspir is about 55 square meters. It takes about a 

million size 8 beads to cover one square meter of surface space. About 55 to 

60 million beads to cover the entire vehicle. Every single bead has to be hand 

threaded onto either cotton to be woven into a panel or wire to be wrapped on 

a frame to cover the extremities.

The Casspir is a military vehicle, ten tons of hardened steel, bullet proof, 

mine resistant, ambush protected. When we finally had the Casspir in our 

studio I was intimidated by the sheer size. What had we taken on, was this

even possible.

The design process had been quite simple. I had made a 3D Sketchup model 

of a Casspir on my computer, then flattened it out and designed the chevron 

patterns that adorned it.

I based the colors on colors that were manufactured and where in production.

Once I was reasonably happy with the design I printed out the flattened 

Casspir on paper card. I cut out and scored the card and then assembled the 

Casspir into a 3D paper craft model. It looked amazing but the problem was 

how to scale this up to life size.

For the last several years I have worked with an amazing team of Zimbabwean 

artisans who specialize in bead and wire sculpture and they formed the core 

of the team that we put together to accomplish our objective.
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We decided the best way forward was to cut panels on craft paper for the 

various flat surfaces of the Casspir. We used magnets to hole the paper in 

place as we marked it and cut it to size. Every facet of the vehicle had to be 

accounted for in three dimensions. 

Once they were cut out I scaled up the pattern and then we stuck the pattern 

to the craft paper panels.The panes were farmed out to several dozen Ndebele 

women, most of whom lived in Mpumalanga province.

The panels would be dropped off and collected once a week. The completed 

panels where brought to the studio and laid out on the paper to make sure 

that they were exactly the right size. The panels were then fitted to the Casspir 

using a very strong latex-based adhesive.

The adhesive was flexible enough to absorb the vibrations of the truck when 

it drove and to expand and contract with the metal when it is out in the

hot sunlight.

The process of affixing the beads was nerve-wracking. The panels could be 

up to five meters feet long and could weigh forty kilograms. The adhesive was 

applied and then we had to wait until it was almost dry. If we put the beaded 

panels on before it was dry enough the beads would turn and the glue would 

ruin the panel.  If you waited too long it would not hold.

It took seven people to affix the panels, all working feverishly and in unison. 

We used clear glass beads to cover the front headlights and orange and 

red clear glass beads to cover the indicators and the brake lights. W e made 
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the hubcaps, reflectors and other adornments out of wire frames covered

in beads.

The process took about six months and we had a team of up to sixty people 

working twelve hours a day, six days a week. Collaboration requires trust, it 

means letting go and having faith in those around you.

Once I did so I learned so much from the team I worked with. So many people 

coming together with a single aim. It may take a village to raise a child. It 

takes a global village to bead a Casspir.

On our own we can do a little, together we can accomplish the impossible. 
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24 25Casspir, wheel detail



26 27Casspir, wheel detail
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30 31Casspir, light detail.



32 35Careful and detailed planning was required to get each beaded panel in the right place.
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Operational parts of the Casspir, details like handles, were stitched with wire to ensure 
strength for use. The vehicle is in full working order, in fact it is like new, with a new engine, 
and all mechanical parts fully refurbished.



32 3717 18

Florence Gwala

Xavier Khumalo

Thandani Mthabela

Below: Emma Mahlangu

COLL ABORATORS
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COLL ABORATORS

Kennedy Mwashusa

Lenon Tinarwo

Livingstone Dombodzvuku (partially obscured)

Thenjiwe Nkogatsi

Telmore Masangudza

Bowasi Manzvenga

Panganai Phiri

Ralph Ziman

Tendeka Matatu
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Leading up to the deadline of the Iziko South African National Gallery exhibition opening, 
the team was working long hours into the night to get the enormous job finished. The 
Casspir needed to be moved on a 10-ton transporter truck from Johannesburg to Cape 
Town, delivered overnight, and driven into position on the lawns at the entrance to
the Museum.
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Ralph Ziman was born in Johannesburg, South Africa in 1963. He is a film-

maker and contemporary artist.

His work in film includes five features as a writer/director/producer including 

Hearts and Minds, the first independent South African feature film to be 

completed after apartheid, which premiered at the Berlin and Montreal 

International Film Festivals, and Jerusalem (Gangster’s Paradise in the US 

& UK), released to critical and box office acclaim and South Africa’s official 

entry to the 2008 Academy Awards Foreign Language section. Ralph has 

directed over 400 videos for artists as diverse as Ozzy Osbourne, Toni Braxton, 

Vanessa Williams, Rod Stewart, Michael Jackson, Shania Twain, Donna 

Summer and Rick James.

As contemporary artist, Ralph works in a range of media that includes 

sculpture, photography and muralism in mixed media that incorporates 

traditional South African beading. Ziman’s work tackles national politics 

such as the legacy of Apartheid South Africa, gun trafficking, child soldiering 

and trophy hunting -- topics that extend into global conversations and activist 

efforts around militarized policing, gun policy and human rights. 

Ralph lives in Venice, California where he has his main studio.

B IOGRAPHY
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SOLO EXHIBITIONS

2016 

Bones. C.A.V.E. Gallery, Venice, CA.  February 2016

Worlds Collide. CAVE Gallery, Venice. Ca.  Collaborative works with 

Bisco Smith. Dec 2015-Jan2016

2015

Scope Miami Beach, Miami, FL December 2015

Joseph Gross Gallery, Tucson, AZ

Photo Contemporary Art Fair, Fabrik Media, Raleigh Studios, 

Hollywood, CA 

Photo LA, The REEF/LA Mart, Los Angeles, CA 

2014

Ghosts, Muti Gallery, Cape Town, South Africa 

Ghosts, C.A.V.E. Gallery, Venice, CA 

GROUP EXHIBITIONS

2017

Iziko South African National Gallery, Cape Town. Women’s Work. 

January, 2017

New Year Show, Cave Gallery. Venice, Ca. Jan 2017

2016

NO Lab, Istanbul. September 2016

Dis Place. MOCADA Brooklyn, Oct 2015 - January 2016

FITE Rebels. Museum Bargoin, France. September 2016

Street Value, Treason Gallery, Seattle, WA. August 2016

Sulger-Buel Lovell Gallery. Rites of Passage. June 2016. Cape Town, 

London.

Eye4eye. TPG2 Gallery, San Diego, Ca. Feb 2016

2015

Thintank Gallery. Eye for an Eye Photography Exhibit November 5, 2015

Turbine Art Fair, Turbine Hall, Johannesburg, South Africa 

Lucky 7 - Seven Year Anniversary Show, C.A.V.E. Gallery, Venice, CA 

Los Angeles Art Fair, LA Convention Center, Bruce Lurie Gallery, Los 

Angeles, CA 

Andy Goes Street, Samara Gallery, Houston, TX 

Beyond Eden, LA Municipal Art Gallery, Los Angeles, CA 

FNB Joburg Art Fair, Sandton Convention Centre, Sulger-Buel Lovell 

Gallery, Johannesburg, South Africa 

Andy Goes Street, Samara Gallery, Houston, TX 

2014

Andy Goes Street, curated by Karen Bystedt, Bruce Lurie Gallery, 

Los Angeles, CA 

Off Africa, Sulger-Buel Lovell Gallery, London, England 

FNB Joburg Art Fair, Johannesburg, South Africa 

2013

Deck The Walls, C.A.V.E. Gallery, Venice, CA 
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Africa 47 makes reference to the AK47, and is used extensively by Ralph Ziman as a 
signature element in his Public Art projects around the world, which aim to contribute to 
the awareness of the global arms trade dilemma.



56 57

Spoek 1. The name of the Casspir, makes reference to a nic’name given to the vehicle 
during the Apartheid era, by the soldiers using them. Spoek means Ghost. This specific 
Casspir was named Spoek 1.
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FOR ENQUIRIES PLEASE CONTACT

London

Christian Sulger-Buel

Tel : +44 203 268 2101

Cell : +44 7775 782 955

christian@sulger-buel-lovell.com

www.sulger-buel-lovell.com  

Cape Town

Tamzin Lovell Miller

Tel : +27 21 447 5918

Cell : +27 79 176 4292

tamzin@sulger-buel-lovell.com

SULGER-BUEL LOVELL


