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The colloquium, hosted at the University of the Witwatersrand
as part of the opening and study of the apartheid archives in
South Africa, intends to reﬂect on the contemporary and
historical signiﬁcance of the recently-restored Rivonia Trial
sound archive and other legal archives, through a comparative
reach into the experiences of colonial and repressive regimes in
other parts of Africa. New perspectives on liberation
movements and emancipatory politics will be at the heart of the
panel discussions. A presentation of the processes of mapping
the Rivonia Trial sound archive will serve as a point of departure
for the study of archives elsewhere: the act of collecting,
mapping, digitising and restoring the archives raises ethical
questions that, in turn, become historical questions. These
processes also shed light on the technical challenges of heritage
management which hamper accessibility to such heritage for

future generations. Furthermore, the capacity of archives to
negotiate the future by remembering the past ﬁnds expression
in the struggle to speak about human rights violations and
questions of social justice. Finally, archives in their legal capacity
can serve as a tool for liberation, a belief shared among
diﬀerent actors in Africa and elsewhere.
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The colloquium is organised by the Wits History Workshop and
IFAS-Research, in partnership with the French National
Audiovisual Institute (INA), the Institut Français, the Department
of Arts and Culture (DAC), the National Archives and Records
Service of South Africa (NARSSA), the Nelson Mandela Foundation
and the CNRS (French National Centre for Scientiﬁc Research).
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On the Rivonia Trial Sound Archive
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The Rivonia Trial (1963-1964) was a deﬁning moment in
South Africa's history and liberation struggle. At the
time, the trial was carefully recorded on Dictabelts, a
now obsolete audio recording format. Nearly 250 hours
of the trial proceedings were recorded on 591
Dictabelts, kept by the National Archives and Records
Service of South Africa (NARSSA). In the 1970s,
Dictabelts had fallen into disuse and, consequently,
countless Dictabelt recordings of other apartheid-era
trials – invaluable records of history and heritage – were
not accessible to researchers and the general public.
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In 2012, NARSSA approached the French Institute of
South Africa (IFAS) and the French National Audiovisual
Institute (INA) to start a process of digitisation and
restoration of the entire Rivonia Trial sound archive,
which is now complete. At the same time, INA has been
oﬀering ongoing training to NARSSA sound
technicians, so that South Africans may have their own
agency over thousands of Dictabelts dating from the
apartheid era, which are yet to be restored and studied.
These archives – a treasure trove of memory – should
therefore not remain hidden away. Eﬀorts to (re)gain
access to historic records is a process that revives the
universal impetus of archives for research, art, culture,
the law and beyond.
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