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New Year Carnival is rooted in the 
history of the city of Cape Town.

This booklet, based on the exhibition, Ghoema and Glitter: New Year Carnival in 
Cape Town, explores themes that speak of oppression, the yearning for freedom, 
celebration, and the importance of music in people’s daily lives.

Carnival in Cape Town is intimately connected to those people of mainly working class 
origin who, since the days of slavery and emancipation, were residents of the inner 
city. The early history of Carnival reflects the cosmopolitan lives and multi-cultural 
attitudes of these communities, which were so permeable to new immigrants, ideas 
and influences – as these came in successive waves through Cape Town’s port.

Cape Town’s New Year Carnival is a long-established tradition. Officially, its beginning 
dates to 1907, but its social roots lie much earlier – in the experiences of colonial 
slavery. Carnival, therefore, has much to do with the history of colonial rule, racial 
prejudice, segregation/apartheid, policies of divide and rule, and with people’s 
responses and resistance to these over the centuries.

But, like Carnival all over the world, New Year at the Cape is a time for participants, 
including spectators, to forget their troubles, to claim and reclaim the streets they 
had been dispossessed of – a time for celebration – or, as they as in the Cape, Dis die 
Nuwe Jaar, ons is deurmekaar (It’s the New Year, we are upside down).

Lalou Meltzer
Director: Social History Collections Department

Iziko Museums of Cape Town, 2010
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The Big Days
Slavery
The Cape settlement was a slave society between the early 1700s and 1834. Despite 
the control exercised over their lives, slaves managed over time to create families and 
social networks. They developed  moments and spaces of freedom and pleasure and 
took their music on picnics and to weddings. The music and dance they created and 
performed celebrated social togetherness.

Together with descendants of the local Khoe-San people, the slaves and freed slaves 
sang in choirs, enjoyed watching the colonial troops marching on parade and sang 
‘God Save the Queen’. They celebrated marriages and birthdays with music and 
dance. Their descendants contributed to the formation of singing/sport clubs, were 
elated by the arrival of American blackface minstrels, marched and made music with 
other less well-off  Capetonians in the Salvation Army, celebrated Guy Fawkes with 
music, and over time were instrumental in developing the Cape New Year carnival.

American blackface minstrels 
linked to slavery in the USA, 
made a huge impact on carnival 
music and performance in Cape 
Town. Carnival music in turn in-
fluenced the evolution of Cape 
jazz in the 20th century.

Freed prize slaves celebrating with a ghoema-style drum and a shaker
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The American blackface minstrel tradition took Cape Town by storm. The first minstrel 
group, The Celebrated Ethiopians, arrived in Cape Town in 1848. The minstrels’ 
popular appeal was described in terms of caricature, catchy melodies, emotion-filled 
interpretation and skilful dancing. Local imitations by Capetonians, both coloured 
and white, took off and by the 1860s local groups included the Amateur Darkie 
Serenaders and the Darkie Minstrels. 

Orpheus M. McAdoo brought his Jubilee 
Singers to South African cities in the 1890s 
and was hugely influential in popularizing 
minstrelsy song and dance traditions H
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Blackface minstrels Segregation & apartheid
Segregation existed in Cape society well before apartheid laws were introduced 
in South Africa after 1948. Racially mixed communities came to form small, distinct 
pockets in and around the city centre and in a few nearby suburbs. Since the Carnival 
was an urban tradition, those who remained in the city centre, mainly coloured 
residents, sustained the Carnival tradition, a powerful association that remains today.

Spatial apartheid, enforced through the Group Areas Act, was a powerful tool in the 
apartheid construction and engineering of South African society. After 1948 National 
Party laws enforced the separation of South Africans according to legislated racial 
categories, privileging the minority of people defined as white. 

It is estimated that about 150 000 people had been removed under Group Areas 
legislation in the Western Cape by the end of the 1970s. This meant the end of mixed 
suburbs. District Six was declared a White area on 11 February 1966. About 60 000 
people were removed from there to various townships on and around the Cape Flats.

During the apartheid years Carnival was often rejected as a government concession 
in which the marginalised were allowed to perform their identity (for their masters) 
and parade their diversity in a society that normally excluded them.

Onlookers watching the destruction of a building in District Six, 1974      Photographer: Paul Alberts
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‘... Our forefathers, they 
used to start this thing. 
Now it’s in the blood. 
Because I’m born into this 
thing; it’s natural.’

Achmat Sabera, 2009

Families & generations
In all three Carnival groups: Klopse, Nagtroepe and Christmas Bands, 
participation is by tradition a family affair. Membership is very often 
passed down from one generation to the next.

All family members get involved with 
the preparations for Carnival. Children 
learn the art of ghoema-making from 
their father and Carnival street parades 
and competitions are family outings for 
participants and supporters alike. In this 
way carnival culture is deeply rooted 
within the family.

Children in the Klopse often take on the 
role of ‘voorlopers’, who lead troupes, 
and there are no age restrictions for par-
ticipation in the marches. Children also 
participate in the Christmas Bands and 
Malay Choir competitions. 

‘Coon Carnivals are part of our tradition handed down from father to son.’
     Solly Sahbodien, Drum, 1953

Ebrahiem Ismail, Captain and founder of the 
Young Lavender Starlights Klopse troupe, 
remembers accompanying his older brother 
as they watched scores of troupes march 
down Hanover Street in District Six. It was not 
long before his fascination with the march-
ing and singing artists led him to join his fi rst 
troupe in District Six at the age of ten. After 
his family was forcibly removed to Lavender 
Hill, he started his own troupe known at the 
time as the Young Woodstock Starlights.

(Drum magazine, 1953)

‘It’s part of the culture. My grandfather, my father,
me, my kids now – all in the coons.’ Ashraf Solomons, 2009
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Pennsylvanian Crooning Minstrels
entering the stadium, 2008

Klopse at 

Vygieskraal, 2010‘Tweede nuwe jaar’ carnival

The Klopse (Afrikaans for ‘clubs’) is synonymous with New Year celebrations 
in Cape Town. On 2 January, or ‘Tweede Nuwe Jaar’, crowds of performers 
and spectators gather in the streets of the city to participate in the parade.

2 January is said to have been the 
day when many Cape slaves had time 
off, while New Year’s Day was often 
a working day for slaves as the slave 
owners celebrated. But ‘Tweede Nuwe 
Jaar’ is by no means the only significant 
day. Carnival season stretches over 
a much longer period, beginning its 
public events in December and ending 
towards late March/early April. It covers 
all the competitions in which the Klopse, 
Nagtroepe (Malay Choirs) and Christmas 
Bands compete. Dual membership of the 
Klopse and Nagtroepe is common.  

Band members often attach themselves 
to different troupes each year. It is not 
uncommon for non-Muslims to be part of 
the Nagtroepe (Malay Choirs) and non-
Christians to be part of the Christmas 
Bands. 

Nagtroepe traditionally begin their 
parade on New Year’s Eve when they 
march through the streets of Cape Town.

Christmas Bands open the carnival 
season on Christmas Eve. They march 
through their neighbourhoods playing 
hymns and Christmas carols.

Christmas Band parading down Wale Street, 
Bo-Kaap, 1947
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Young Railways Nagtroep, 1955
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‘The streets are their stage’, 1957
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I hear this word we celebrate – we celebrate all the time but 
we have a history of protest in this country and so to me 

that celebration [Carnival] was a form of protest and it was 
a fight for identity. Who are we? What are we? 

So for me I see a bigger picture I see not only celebration 
but I see a form of participant demonstration.

image missing

Photographer: Pam Warne, Iziko Museums of Cape Town

‘OS MOETTIE 
VI’ GIETTIE’
by Rod Sauls

Dedicated to the memory of 

LIA SAULS THOMSON

Yes, it was in the fifties when the 
echoes of rowdiness and merriment 
attracted my childhood to scoot  
uphill. First with Mom…later with my 
cousins…but then the lorries arrived 
before I could go on my own. Yet, I  
remembered the crowded main road 
to the city. Dad’s humming of the lyrics 
of a ‘ghoemma liedtjie’ such as ‘Emma 
ko’ lê ma… sê ma vi’ jou Granma…
Emma wil ‘n baby hê! The repetition of 
the hawker’s chant…here’s your luv’ly 
apricots, peaches and plums…ten for a 
bob! And the motjie’s melody… ‘lekke 
warme samoosas,  koeksisters and  
tamalietjies!’ Amazed I watched 
the fluttering of the colourful satin 
strips in the sky, and the bright lights  
flickering ‘Merry Christmas and a  
Happy New Year’ to all the loyal  
customers. The drumming and hum-
ming carried on…and on…from  
morning to night… from out of sight 
into light…from the road to a lane… 
from the Abrahams to the Fortu-
ins…from December to January and  
beyond. Fifty years later in a ‘new’  
democracy I am told not to wonder, but 
to carry on.

Dragging my tired feet along 
the remaining tar-mac patches  
surfacing amongst the red- earth, clay 
and shrubs of the mountain slope gave 
consciousness of time and space. Yip, 
I’m marching down the right track! 
Mom and I passed the Tip-top barber-
shop, Rose and Crown, Star Bioscope, 
Seven steps, Banks Hiring and Wayniks 
as we followed my favourite troupe, 
‘Bits and Pieces’ from home, while the 
‘Red skins’ chased me past Aspelling,  
Stuckeris and Russel streets back home. 

I watched the sunrise beyond the Cape 
Flats! It’s the birth of the ‘second’ New 
Years day in a ‘new’ democratic city 
and the silence is gone. Gently a mild  
south-easter breeze transported 
echoes of ghoema sounds from the 
Cape Flats chanting ‘Freedom…we are 
here!’

Rod Sauls, ‘Os moettie vi’ giettie’, 2010



Song types

‘Tweede Nuwe Jaar’ is the culmination of exhausting months of preparation 
and rehearsal in the ‘klopskamers’ or club-houses of the Klopse, Christmas 
Bands and Nagtroepe. Bands must rehearse and choirs practise. New 
members must learn the older, more traditional songs and new songs 
have to be memorised. Coaches write the lyrics on song boards and song 
sheets. 

Current song types
Klopse

• Afrikaans and 
English comic songs 
(moppies) – funny 
or satirical lyrics 
with a good rhythm. 
The melodies and 
the lyrics may be 
borrowed from 
popular songs with 
added twists. They are 
sung by a soloist and 
backed by the choir.

• Afrikaans and English 
Combined 

Chorus songs – 
popular melodies with 
original lyrics. 

• Sentimental solo 
songs – Juvenile and 
Adult - popular love 
songs (soppy music).

• Minstrel songs – 
swing or ragtime-style 
music, like that of Al 
Jolson, Fred Astaire 
and Sammy Davis 
Junior. 

Nagtroepe

The Nagtroepe song 
categories are similar 
to that of the Klopse 
(Comic, Combined 
Chorus and Sentimental 
songs) with a few 
distinctions:

Comic songs – also 
known as the moppies 
– fast with satirical lyrics 
that refer to topical 
events that took place 
in the months preceding 
the celebrations. They 
are sung and acted 
out by a soloist and 
supported by the choir, 
usually incorporating 
two or more popular 
melodies. 

Nederlandslied – 
today considered the 
most important of all 
the Nagtroepe songs 
– are the old Dutch-
Afrikaans songs that 
have remained largely 
unchanged. They were 
retained in memory 
from the days of Dutch 
rule but the repertoire 
was consolidated in 
the 1890s through the 
efforts of the Dutch sailor 
Frans de Jong and Bo-
Kaap resident Rasdien 
Cornelius. 

Christmas Bands

The Christmas Bands 
are purely instrumental 
groups. The shift from 
choirs to bands began in 
the 1930s. 

The bands play hymns 
and Christmas carols 
sometimes mixed with 
light classical music. 

‘They don’t play 
popular songs 
or folk songs, 
as for instance, 
the Malay Choirs 
and the Minstrel 
bands would do.’ 

Sylvia Bruinders, 2009

Part of the social 
development of 
young people 
in the Carnival is 
to teach them to 
read, write and 
play music.

Klopse performing in competitions, 1957
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Afrikaans

Daar kom die Alibama,
Die Alibama kom oor die see
Daar kom die Alibama,
Die Alibama die kom oor die see.
Nooi Nooi die rietkooi nooi, 
Die rietkooi is gemaak
Die rietkooi is vir my gemaak, 
Om daar op te slaap
Nooi Nooi die rietkooi nooi, 
Die rietkooi is gemaak
Die rietkooi is vir my gemaak, 
Om daar op te slaap
O Alibama, die Alibama, 
O Alibama kom oor die see
O Alibama, die Alibama, 

O Alibama kom oor die see

English translation

There comes the Alibama, 
The Alibama comes over the sea,
There comes the Alibama, 
The Alibama comes over the sea.
Girl, girl, the reed girl, 
The reed bed is made,
The reed bed is made 
For me to sleep on.
Girl, girl, the reed girl, 
The reed bed is made,
The reed bed is made 
For me to sleep on.
Oh, Alibama, the Alibama, 
Oh, Alibama comes over the sea,
Oh, Alibama, the Alibama, 

Oh Alibama comes over the sea

I D du Plessis & Malay Choir competitions
In 1938 the Commissioner of Coloured Affairs, Dr I D du Plessis, encouraged the fi rst 
formal Malay Choir Competition. A year later the Cape Malay Choir Board (CMCB) 
was established. The CMCB with Du Plessis pushed for a Malay identity. It was at his 
insistence that Malay Choir members performed in fezzes. Also under his infl uence 
Afrikaans featured prominently in the carnival songs and moppies became regular 
features of the competitions. In 1942 he donated a trophy named the Silver Fez, for 
which Malay Choirs (Nagtroepe) still today compete.

Van Riebeeck Festival & apartheid
Klopse organisers worked with the apartheid city and government authorities to 
arrange street parades and competitions and regularly participated in opportun-
ist collaborations. In this context the politicians of the NEUM (Non-European Unity 
Movement), active in Cape Town, rejected the Carnival and members of the Klopse 
and Nagtroepe (Malay Choirs) as sell-outs. However, Carnival troupes continued to 
participate in those special moments over New Year. In 1952 Klopse boards and the 
Cape Malay Choir Board were invited by I D du Plessis to participate in the apartheid-
driven Van Riebeeck Festival, commemorating the tercentenary of the arrival of Jan 
van Riebeeck at the Cape. Du Plessis encouraged the performance of a Malay iden-
tity. But participation in the Festival meant celebrating 300 years of oppression and 
political groups as such as the ANC and the NEUM rallied against it. Klopse boards 
and the CMCB were urged to boycott. The refusal of the CMCB to boycott resulted 
in the formation of a second choir board, the Suid-Afrikaanse Koorraad.   

In 1969 the Nasionale Singkoor expressed its allegiance to the apartheid govern-
ment. It organised an exclusive performance at the Groote Schuur residence to thank 
the Prime Minster, John Vorster, for the South African fl ag, which he had sent them 
as a gift.

Die Alibama song
Lyrics of the famous Afrikaans song created in Cape Town, possibly in 
Bo-Kaap or District Six, during the second half of the 19th century. It is 
traditionally sung by Klopse and Nagtroepe (Malay Choirs) and played to 
a ghoema (drum) rhythm.

Daar kom die Alibama



-

The Alabama in Cape Town
The American Civil War (1861-5) fought between the Northern and Southern states 
played itself out as far away as Cape Town. In August 1863 a great commotion was 
caused when Capetonians had full view, in Table Bay, of the capture of the Northern 
Sea Bride by the daring Southern Confederate raider, the CSS Alabama. Masses of 
people in the city rushed to catch sight of this unusual occurrence. According to The 
Cape Argus, the heights above Cape Town were filled with crowds and the road to 
Green Point lined with cabs. People were seen over the quarries, along the Malay 
burial grounds, the Gallow’s Hill and the beach. Along Strand Street and Adderley 
Street the roofs of those houses, overlooking the Bay, were made available as view
points for those could not sail out. The Alabama itself was soon surrounded by almost 
every boat in Table Bay. The memorialising of the Alabama by local people, in song, 
merged over time two different events. It seems clear that the excitement of the 
battle and the proximity of this surprising event on a quiet winter’s day in Cape Town 
led to the naming of a local ship after the Alabama. 

-

The second Alabama, a rigged cutter, was built in Cape Town in 1864 and registered 
in 1869. The ship, one of several belonging to the Stephan fishing family, plied the 
route between the West Coast and Cape Town, bringing corn and other produce to 
Cape Town and returning goods for the country areas at a time when there was no 
railway link. That the CSS Alabama had first anchored in Saldanha Bay before she set 
sail for Table Bay provided a further link with the West Coast. It seems likely that the 
cargo, which the second Alabama carried, is linked to the word ‘rietkooi’ (reed bed/
mattress), as sources suggest that reeds were transported from Laaiplek (on the West 
Coast) to Cape Town to make thatch, twine, baskets and according to some accounts 
also mattresses. The ‘nooi’ of ‘rietkooi nooi’ therefore may be the young girl who sold 
the reeds or made the mattresses. However, there are several accounts which relate 
‘rietkooi nooi’ to the tradition in which a young Muslim bride has a new bed arranged 
and paid for her by her husband on their wedding night. While one author has sug
gested a sexual innuendo to the song with regard to sailors and men having beds 
made up for them, this angle seems less likely even though the sailors from the CSS 
Alabama did have a wild and boisterous time during their stop-over in Cape Town. 

The Alabama leaving Table Bay in March 1863. By Louis le Breton, Iziko William Fehr Collection

CSS Alabama 

Built secretly at Birkenhead in 1862 for the Confederate States Navy by John Laird 
Sons and Co. of Liverpool, England, the CSS Alabama was a screw sloop-of-war. 
She was powered by both sail and twin steam engines that gave her a top speed of 
13.25 knots (24.5 km/h), and she had a crew of 145 men. Her British-made armament 
consisted of six 32-pounder cannons, one 68 lb (15kg) pivot cannon, and one long-
range 110 lb (50 kg) pivot cannon.

Commissioned as a naval cruiser and tasked as a commerce raider under Captain 
Raphael Semmes, the CSS Alabama carried out seven raiding expeditions off the 
Atlantic and Gulf coasts of America and in the south Atlantic off Brazil and South 
Africa, as well in the Indian Ocean and the south Pacific. Captain Semmes engaged 
and defeated 69 Northern vessels. Their cargoes were seized or destroyed, but 
their crews and passengers were left unharmed. On 19 June 1864 the CSS Alabama 
engaged the USS Kearsarge off the coast of Cherbourg in France and was sunk after 
an hour-long battle. Captain Semmes and some of his crew were rescued by an 
English yacht and taken to Britain to escape capture.  

 The f  lag of the CSS Alabama
The fl ag in the Social History Collection is a 
battle ensign of the Confederate (Southern) 
States of America that was fl own on the na-
val cruiser CSS Alabama for a period during 
the American Civil War (1861-1865). The CSS 
Alabama raided Northern ships off the coast of 
South Africa between August 1863 and March 
1864. Her most spectacular exploit was the 
capture of the Northern barque Sea Bride in 
Table Bay in August 1863. 

The confl ict between the Northern and 
Southern states was over the right of states to 
secede from the Union, over free trade that 
threatened the Southern cotton monopoly, 
and the demand for the abolition of slavery 
throughout the USA. While the defeat of the 
Confederacy turned the USA into a modern 
industrial power, the racial legacy of slavery 
remains today. Northern naval power was a 
decisive factor in the defeat of the South, 
through the blockading of Southern seaports 
and control of major rivers. The Confederacy 
in turn tried to cut off the Northerners’ sea-
borne trade by using naval cruisers such as the 
CSS Alabama to destroy Northern cargo ships, 

whalers and fi shing vessels.

This fl ag pictured here was evidently giv-
en by the CSS Alabama’s Captain Raphael 
Semmes in March 1864 to William Anderson of 
Simon’s Town, whose company (Anderson’s Ship 
Chandlers) was responsible for the CSS 
Alabama’s repair during her stay-over there.

There were three designs of the National 
Flag of the Confederacy. This fl ag follows the 
design of the Second National Flag (the Stainless 
Banner), which on 1 May 1863 replaced the 
First National Flag (the Stars and Bars). In the 
heat of battle, the latter had often been con-
fused with the Stars and Stripes of the Northern 
States. Our fl ag differs from the regular Second 
National Flag in that the Southern Cross canton is 
rectangular rather than square, has no white 
stripes framing the bars of the blue cross, 
and has a central white star larger than the 
others. It may represent an early attempt to make 
the Stainless Banner by members of the crew, 
before or between the visits of the Alabama to 
Cape Town, and before detailed information on 
the design of the fl ag had been received.

The Sinking of the Alabama by the Kearsage outside  Cherbourgh. By Thomas William Bowler, 1864, Iziko William Fehr Collection



Musical instruments

Until the 1950s string and wind instruments 
were played by the Klopse, Nagtroepe 
and Christmas Bands. They were replaced 
by brass as marching instruments as these 
were more readily available, affordable and 
easier to play. 

Today the most commonly played  
instruments in the marches of the Klopse 
and Nagtroepe are the trumpet, trombone, 
cymbals, maracas, saxophone, tuba,  banjo, 
cello, guitar, ghoema and snare-drum.

Additional instruments used in the  
competions are the violin, piano, drumset, 
mandolin and occasionally the double bass.

The Christmas Bands tend largely to use 
wind instruments accompanied by guitars, 
banjos and  cellos. 

The ghoema drum is the most 
important instrument for the Klopse. 
It is often used by the Nagtroepe.

Like many aspects of Carnival, musical instruments played 
by the Klopse and Nagtroepe have changed over time.

Piano accordion players of the 
Pennsylvanian Crooning Minstrels, 2010
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Klopse with gammies (ghoema 
drum) at street parade, 2007
Photographer: John Edwin Mason
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Christmas band playing banjos, 1973
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Christmas Band playing violins, piano 
accordions and guitars, 1950s

Trumpet-blowing klopse, 2009
Photographer: Mark Wessels

‘Smeer’ – face painting
The Celebrated Ethiopian Serenaders from the United States of America 
toured Cape Town in 1848. This began a popular and long-lasting trend 
of visiting and later local, blackface minstrelsy.

Face painting is also a way of being someone 
else for that day, a mask, or at least a means to 
maintain anonymity.

American minstrel groups were initially white 
male performers who used burnt cork to 
colour their faces black. Later, in the 1880s, 
the minstrels who toured South Africa also 
comprised black and female performers. 

Once they were in blackface they would 
perform skits and songs parodying African 
Americans. The acts conveyed racial 
stereotypes of African Americans.

The word ‘Coon’ was also adopted from the 
American minstrels and it became a term for 
Cape Town’s New Year minstrels or Klopse. 
Little of the negative and racist meaning was 
taken on board by the troupes themselves. It 
is still often used by Klopse participants and 
communities.

Cape Town’s minstrels or Klopse also 
adopted the black and white mask 
when performing in the New Year 
Carnival. Faried Basier recalls how 
as a boy he would watch his father 
preparing for the Klopse in the 1960s 
in District Six:

‘... f irst the Vaseline would be 
smeared as a protective layer 
over the face followed by the 
black Nugget [shoe polish].’ 

From the 1970s face painting 
styles started to change with 
many more colours and lots of 
glitter. These days the colours 
often match the uniform.

Young Louisiana Coons in blackface, 1949
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Applying make-up 
before street parade, 
klopskamer, Hanover 
Park, 2007
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“Is jou gear opgesquare?”

Making of the uniforms
Klopse
Each year new uniforms have to be 
made. Captains decide on the colours 
and they source and purchase the  
fabric. The Captains or owners also  
decide on the number of uniforms to 
be made by the seamstresses who work 
according to standard sizes. In the past 
tailors made the uniforms and members 
were individually fitted. Today styles 
have become standard and uniforms 
are unisex. 

Women’s bodies are not on show, as in 
the Rio and other carnivals, where the 
power of women’s sexuality is accentu-
ated. From the early 1900s the major 
style of costume comprised a top hat 
or a large cap, tailcoat with a rosette 
pinned on the lapel, waistcoat, shirt, 
bowtie, trousers, socks and shoes. The 
top hats were replaced in the 1960s 
by panama hats and the sticks by  
umbrellas, which today are largely  
imported from China. 

The footwear (‘takkies’) has also changed 
from carefully whitened sandshoes to 
various modern brands of trainers.

Nagtroepe
The Nagtroepe have separate outfits for 
each of their two events. 

The first is the tracksuit worn on New 
Year’s Eve when the troupes march 
through their respective home grounds 
and communities on the Cape Flats and 
in the City. The second consists of a suit 
and fez worn during the competitions. 

The Nagtroepe began wearing  
tracksuits in the late 1980s. Before that 
the New Year’s Eve outfit consisted of 
a jersey in their official colours, white 
pants, a walking stick, a lower, an  
eight-panelled cap and a scarf. (Faried 
Basier, 2009)

Outfits for competitions are usually 
made by tailors. Members collect the 
fabric for their suits from the Captain’s 
or owner’s house on New Year’s Day. 
They take the fabric to their tailor and 
pay him themselves. The Captain or 
owner provides the member’s shoes, 
shirt and tie.

Christmas Bands
The standard uniform of the Christmas 
Bands consists of a blazer, shirt, pants, 
formal shoes and a hat. Blazers were 
previously made by tailors but these 
days they are sometimes purchased 
from stores.

The Klopse uniform consists of a 
jacket, pants, panama hat and an 
umbrella – all referred to as ‘gear’.

Performing the ‘moppie’ in official Malay Choir 
attire, Good Hope Centre, 2007
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Tailor fitting gear, 1971
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Getting there

Travelling by bus was not always part of the New Year celebrations. Before the Group 
Areas Act, the Klopse troupes based in District Six and Bo-Kaap would walk to the 
Green Point Track. 

In 1968 the use of the Green Point Track was forbidden as Green Point was declared 
a Whites-only area under the Group Areas Act No. 41 of 1950. People were forcibly 
removed from District Six to various townships on the Cape Flats.

Those involved in the Carnival were forced to find their own way to the Hartleyvale 
and Goodwood stadiums and from 1971 Athlone. Organisers still have to book the 
stadiums and hire buses for the troupes.

Returning home after competition, 2001 Photographs: Juhan Kuus www.papasa.co.za

The Penny Pinchers practising on the 
bus en route to the stadium, 2001



‘Moffies’
Carnivals often are spaces in which social codes are reversed and 
participants act out personas considered unacceptable in ‘conventional’ 
society. Cape Town Carnival’s ‘moffies’ have been participating in the 
celebrations since at least the 1940s. They are among the most popular 
figures in the parades.

‘Moffies’ are men dressed in women’s clothing, who 
perform their personas as cross-dressers with humour 
and self-parody. They have often been an example of 
the subversive nature of carnival. 

In the Klopse and the Nagtroepe, the ‘moffie’  
character is considered an integral part of the troupe. 
The ‘moffie’ leads the troupe on the road march 
(‘voorloper’) and gets the crowd going with over the 
top antics. During the competitions they often act 
out the comic song.

Brazilian singer and actress, Carmen Miranda 
(1909 – 1955) was famous for her towering 
headgear of exotic fruits, nine-inch platform 
shoes and sumptuous amounts of glittering 
jewelry. Carmen Miranda became popular in 
Cape Town too and was copycatted by those 
performing ‘moffie’ in the New Year Carnival.

‘Moffie’ performing a 
moppie, Vygieskraal 
Stadium, 2010

Photographer: Carina Beyer, Iziko Museums of Cape Town
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‘Moffie’ on Green Point 
Cycle Track, 1957

Dr Marco’s high quality movie scans:
http://www.doctormacro1.info/Movie%20Star%20Pages/Miranda,%20Carmen.htm

Atjas

The Atjas (known in the past as ‘skinners’, Red Indians or Apaches) remain 
a firm crowd favourite. Atjas wear feathered headdresses, scary masks, are 
often armed with tomahawks and are accompanied by red devils. The role 
they so successfully perform is to scare the children.

Today Klopse troupes sport similar 
minstrel attire, but during the first part of 
the 20th century there was a much greater 
variety of costumes. Troupes donned 
period costumes, wore wigs, added 
beauty spots and whitened their faces. 
Others were inspired by Greek soldiers, 
bullfighters and cowboy outlaws. Their 
names were varied, including the 
Spanish Cavaliers, Sea Pirates, Spanish 
Burglars, Prince of Lilies and the Valencia 
Bullfighters.

A very popular group during much of the 
20th century was the Bits and Pieces or 
Odds and Ends. They wore a medley of 
outfits ranging from surgeons’ and nurses’ 
uniforms to rags. Atjas also parade with 
American flags, signalling the recurring 
influence of the USA in South African 
culture. It is thought that West Indian 
and African-American immigrants living 
in District Six played an important role in 
the emergence of the Atjas.

‘… at the age of 6 or 7 I got involved with the 
Kaapse Klopse … with what people used to call the 
Apaches – that is  how most people referred to the  
Atjas.’                            Vernon Petersen, 2009

The Atjas at Green Point Track, 1937
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A leader of the Atjas, Vygieskraal 
Stadium, Athlone, Cape Town, 2008
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Red devil scaring a child, 2002
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Comparative Carnival

Carnival celebrations occur in many countries of the world. Important among these 
are the traditional Catholic carnivals of Europe, which were transformed and creolised 
in the colonial Americas, Caribbean and Africa. At the Cape they express a rich mix of 
Catholic traditions with indigenous and also African influences deriving from slavery.

Carnival participants have creolised histories and complex identities and have been 
subjected to divide and rule strategies; they ‘perform race’, copying stereotyped 
American minstrels styles, and paint their faces black. Because of its historical roots, 
Cape Town’s Carnival is traditionally performed by people of creolised descent, and 
not with other oppressed black people in Cape Town.

Carnival participants also boldly display transgender identities (‘moffies’). 

Carnival is filled with laughter and mockery. Carnival celebrates the New Year in 
music, marching and performance; people forget their trials and tribulations of the 
old year – poverty, joblessness and fragility of life. They let go of pain and they act out 
fear – as with the scary atjas.

During the apartheid years Carnival was often rejected as a government concession 
in which the marginalised were allowed to perform their identity (for their masters) 
and parade their diversity in a society that normally excluded them.

As ritualised as the performance of Carnival is, so spectators also flock to town, 
whether it’s hot or cold, calm or windy. They camp overnight and provide the support 
to complete the fullness of the spectacle. Fences put up in recent years by the city 
authorities cannot divide the spirit of the people on ‘The Big Days’.

Carnival organisers must apply for permission to enter and march through town. 
Permission is sometimes denied to follow certain traditional routes. In turn carnival 
troupes keep their own carnival times and frustrate the forces of control.

Cape Town’s New Year Carnival is full of ambiguity. Elements of subversion and  
self-regulation, ritual and inventiveness in music and artistry, abound simultaneously.

Glossary 

Akhni a dish containing meat, fish, or vegetables 
and rice flavoured with saffron and other spices.

Boeta the title placed before man’s name 
denoting seniority and respect for example: 
Boeta Zain or Boeta Joe. 

Breyani a dish of rice and lentils with lamb, 
chicken or vegetables marinated with spices. 
The colour is derived from saffron or turmeric. 

Board or float an artwork usually made of 
polystyrene conveying strong social messages 
relevant to the people in the troupes. It is carried 
through the streets and also at the stadiums 
where it is judged in the competitions.

Captain a troupe leader and also an owner of 
the troupe in some cases. 

Coach s/he is paid by the troupe to teach its 
members the songs chosen for the competition. 
Most Nagtroepe and Klopse troupes have loyal 
coaches who have worked with them over a 
number of years.

Coon the word, ‘Coon’ has negative and racist 
connotations in the United States of America 
but in Cape Town the word was and still is used 
interchangeably by Carnival participants.

Deurmekaar usually means confused, mixed-up 
or disorganised. Applied to New Year, however, 
it also takes on a positive meaning of fun and 
excitement, of pleasure and liberation.

Forced removals large-scale removals of black 
and coloured South Africans, in terms of the 
Groups Areas Act, used inter alia as a means to 
implement residential segregation.

Gammie ghoema drum

Ghoemaliedjies various songs performed to the 
rhythm of a ghoema drum. 

Jol refers to dancing and partying

Kaaps local dialect spoken in the Western Cape. 

Karienkel singing with Arabic-sounding 
ululations; thought to be a gift and cannot be 
learnt.

Klops/plural Klopse Derived from the word 
club – alternatively minstrel/s; men, women and 
children who are members of various troupes 
and who entertain the crowds at parades and 
competitions as part of the New Year Carnival.

Klopskamer club headquarters, practice or 
meeting room

Koesister a traditional spicy, doughnut-like 
confectionary dipped in syrup and coconut, 
commonly eaten for breakfast on a Sunday 
morning in and around the Cape Flats and 
elsewhere.

Kriewel lit. crawl, itch, fidget. A feeling similar to 
‘tariek’ but not associated with religion.

Lappies off-cuts from troupe uniforms that 
are usually strung outside the klopskamer or 
captain’s home.

Liedjie song

Moffie Derived from an old Dutch word ‘mof’ 
used at the Cape to refer to any stranger. 
Used extensively in South Africa to refer 
to homosexual men, ‘moffie’ has become 
the equivalent of ‘queer’, ‘faggot’, ‘flicker’, 
or ‘poofter’ – all of which carry extremely 
disrespectful connotations.

Moppie a jovial or comic song

Nagtroepe lit. Night troupes, also referred 
to as the Malay Choirs, Hollandse Teams and 
Sangkore who traditionally march through the 
City on New Year’s Eve. 

Opgesquare a term used when items bought on 
lay-buy are fully paid for.

Samoosas a deep fried triangular shell with a 
savory filling which may include spiced mince, 
chicken or vegetables. 

Smeer Smear, to cover or coat mainly the 
face with paint before the street marches and 
stadium performances.

Strikkies rosettes worn on the sleeves or lapels 
of the captains. 

Tafel lit. table, set up by the captain/owner and 
community members with fruits, savory snacks, 
foods and drinks to express gratitude to the 
troupe for their performances, dedication and 
discipline. A ‘tafel’ could simply consist of a 
huge pot of food that is distributed among 
troupe members before and/or after parades 
and competitions.

Tamboerina tambourines

Tariek from the Arabic t’ariqa meaning the way 
leading to God. In the context of the Klopse, 
this is an altered state of consciousness or 
trance-like state reached through singing and 
dancing. Most revellers describe this as a feeling 
of extreme freedom and pleasure.

Tweede Nuwe Jaar lit. Second New Year, 
historically the enslaved at the Cape were given 
off on 2 January to celebrate the New Year. The 
Klopse have continued this tradition and on this 
day they take to the streets of Cape Town for the 
road march, one of the most important events 
of the New Year celebrations. 

Vaseline petroleum jelly was used as a protective 
base before applying black shoe polish to the 
face. 

Voorloper drum major leads the troupes as s/
he dances in front of the marching Klopse or 
Nagtroepe. 

Voorsmakie lit. appetiser. A preview of the 
dances and songs that will be performed on the 
road march and at the competitions.
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