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ANOTHER
WAY OF
SEEING
The life, work,

In the winter of 2014, I was commissioned by
the arts editor of the Sunday Times to interview
Thabiso Sekgala, one of South Africa’s most
promising documentary photographers. Shortly
thereafter, Thabiso and I met at the Goodman
Gallery in Woodstock, for the opening of his
first solo exhibition, Running – a meditation on
displacement, migration and belonging. He wore
black denims and a black T-shirt, and despite the
furtive glances directed his way by the gallery staff
and patrons, he seemed contented and at ease.
The following morning, I sat down to write
the article for the Sunday Times. Glancing again
at

Thabiso’s

photographs,

pondering

their

sometimes-intense stillness, I remember thinking

& death of

then – and still do – that he was trailing in the
footsteps of Santu Mofokeng, Guy Tillim, Cedric
Nunn, David Goldblatt, Alf Khumalo, Ernest Cole,

Thabiso Sekgala

and others who have shaped the rich tradition of
documentary photography in South Africa. By
coincidence, those days, I rented a room in Walmer
Estate, a neighbourhood adjacent to the old
District Six. A stretch of veld is all that remains of
the once populous inner-city residential area, and
Thabiso’s photographs – of displaced Palestinian
refugees in Amman, African immigrants in Berlin
– seemed to present a mirror of all this violence.
Of homes, lives, upended by politics.
After the article had gone to print, other glowing
reviews soon followed, published in news outlets
both here and abroad, as the hype continued to
swirl around Thabiso and his work. But three
months later, more or less – in one of the most
difficult assignments of my short career as a
freelance journalist – I filed Thabiso’s obituary
for the same paper, after he had hanged himself
inside his apartment in Bezuidenhout Valley,
Johannesburg.
It was a Sunday or Monday evening when I
heard the news. I had just walked in when my
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housemate, L., rushed towards the door. Have
Right: Al-Zuhoor hilltop,

you heard? Thabiso. End scene. A void opens up

Amman, 2013

when someone chooses to die in such a manner,
without leaving a note. Last conversations assume

Overleaf: Kwa Tsholotsho,

a prophetic resonance, freighted with hidden

Bulawayo, 2013

meanings; the bereaved are left to fill the depthless
silence with their own imagination.

I can’t claim to have known Thabiso well
enough – even though we kept in contact after the

folder entitled ‘peregrinate’,1 and looking at these
images now still fills me with melancholy.
How can I explain this to you? One of

made him determined to end his own life. But as

the things we prize in art is resonance, the

D.T. Max astutely observes in his New Yorker essay

affirmation of experience. In spite of all evidence

on the American writer, David Foster Wallace

to the contrary, a song, a stanza from a poem, or

(19622008), part of our collective sadness for an

a photograph that has been seen by millions of

artist’s life cut short is because, in some sense,

eyes, can seem, even for a passing moment, to be

their work is left unfinished. The mourning is

speaking directly to you. This is all to say there is a

therefore two-fold: we grieve for the person we

sadness in Thabiso’s photographs which mirrors

have lost and for the enormous promise that life

my own. It is, if you’ll pardon the use of that

held, which will now never be fulfilled.

old-fashioned word, the sadness of exile. That

As I write this now, it is nearly three years

‘unhealable rift,’ as Edward Said says, ‘between a

since Thabiso’s passing. In all that time, I’ve kept

human being and a native place, between the self

his photographs stored on my hard drive, in a

and its true home.’
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interview – to speculate on the circumstances that

§

woman behind me complain to a fellow passenger;
‘Aba bantu baya fundekela’ (They are noisy,

I left Harare, the city of my birth, when I was 18,

these people).

onboard a Greyhound coach bound for Johannesburg. I remember staring down at the linoleum

§
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floor, swallowing hard, after I’d hugged my
grandmother goodbye at the Road Port Terminal

Shortly after Thabiso’s suicide, Musa N.

on Fourth Street and she had turned to leave. This

Nxumalo, a close friend, fellow photographer

was in the mid-2000s, a time when thousands of

and collaborator, recollected visiting him in

Zimbabweans like myself were crossing the border

Troyeville, a suburb located on the eastern edge

daily to seek refuge in this country.

of the Johannesburg’s central business district.

A year or two after my arrival, I remember

Thabiso had once rented a room there, in a state

meeting a childhood friend I hadn’t seen in years.

of disrepair. ‘It had no windows, the lack of light

This was at the taxi rank just above Grand Central

rendering a sense of timelessness that meant he

Station in Cape Town, around eight o’clock in the

often woke up late,’ Musa recalled. ‘Unhappy with

evening, on a weekday. My friend was speaking on

the manner in which he was living, I asked him

the phone, in Shona, when he recognised me and

why he wasn’t staying at home on the East Rand.

nodded in my direction. He was still on the phone

He responded by saying something along the lines

when we entered the taxi and I overheard the

of: “Musa, don’t forget that the townships were

not built with good intentions, you need to get out

of movement and displacement, the loss of home.

of the township, man.”’

Gil-Scott Heron not only provides the soundtrack

When Thabiso and I met at the opening of his

to these photographs, he is almost a presiding

exhibition, Running, he said the intimate politics

spirit. ‘Running’ is taken from last studio LP, I’m

of home and belonging had been a recurring pre-

New Here, a surprise release, after a 16-year hiatus,

occupation in his work. The root of this questioning,

replete with bankruptcy, jails, drug addiction.

he explained, had stemmed from everyday

Scott-Heron wrote America as he saw it, through

interactions with people in Johannesburg. ‘When

the cracks he and millions of others had fallen

you are in Johannesburg,’ he said, ‘even people

through – project housing, cheap motels, remand

who were born and grew up there always refer to

prisons, and dingy bars. The record opens with the

home as other places, [like] where my parents are

poem-essay, “On coming from a broken home”, and

from. Johannesburg is not regarded as home. I find

throughout, even when Scott-Heron is at his most

those dynamics about home very interesting… I am

light-hearted – ‘She said I had an ego on me the size

always fascinated by the shifting idea of home.’

of Texas / Well, I’m new here and I forget / Does

This manner of speaking about place contains
within it the grotesque history of colonial

that mean big or small?’ – you sense his malaise.
“Running” begins like this:

disposition and migration. From as far back as the
1800s, when slaves in the Cape were forced to carry

Because I always feel like running

passes so their owners could identify them, to the

Not away, because there is no such place

apartheid Group Areas Act, there was a concerted

Because if there was I would have found

legislative effort directed at preventing black

it by now

people from feeling at home in the city.
Thabiso himself, born in 1981, grew up shuttling
between Soweto and a rural settlement near

‘When I heard this song, especially the first

Hammanskraal, north of Pretoria, where his

line,’ Thabiso said, ‘it spoke to me a lot about the

grandmother lived. Though he never publicly

issue of being an immigrant.’ One of the most

acknowledged any sense of dislocation, ‘the shifting

important questions of our time. The remarkable

idea of home,’ I suspect, is a subject that had deep

images which make up Running Amman –

autobiographical resonances. After all, the history of

inspired by Walid Raad’s series on car bombings

black South Africa, from District Six to Sophiatown,

during the Lebanese Civil War (1975–1990) –

has been mile-marked by the mass destruction of

were shot around an old Palestinian refugee

homes, or homes ‘not built with good intentions’,

camp. ‘For me, what was fascinating about the

and the weight of this history is embedded in his

city of Amman is that it has a lot of refugee camps

photography, his way of seeing. ‘The fact that I was

and some of them were started in 1948, now they

born in South Africa always comes with me,’ he said

have become permanent settlements and they

to me, ‘so my work is always informed by who I am

are also the ones which are new from the conflict

and where I come from.’

in Syria.’
Paradise subverts the common the misconception of Europe and North America as a

Amman, Running Bulawayo and Paradise –

haven of prosperity and stability. A place one

expands his inquiry on home and belonging

can run to. The photographs are gray and sullen,

beyond the geographical boundaries of South

devoid of brightness. An elderly woman walks

Africa. Although shot in three different locations

alone in a suburban street, shoulders hunched

– the cities of Amman, Bulawayo and Berlin –

against the cold. The sky above is a gray expanse

there is an obvious thematic coherence. Anchored

and in the distance, you can see the bare-limbed

by Gil Scott-Heron’s elegiac spoken-word poem,

trees. There, a man stands with his back to the

“Running”, all the photographs probe questions

camera, before crossing a quiet street. It is the

KONA | 25

His most accomplished work, Running, an
amalgamation of three projects – Running

aloneness that terrifies you. The images echo the

image, three teenagers are idling in an empty

mass depersonalisation of capitalism. The human

mall, adrift, like the lone survivors of a shipwreck.

reduced to work and misery. The world Thabiso

Where are the others? You ask yourself.

depicts may not be dystopian in the classic sense
but it’s far from heaven.

And yet, despite all the anguish many of us
endured before our lives were upended by the

Running Bulawayo delves into a contemporary

tides of history, there is a yearning to return to

history that is entwined with my own life. I’m

that place. I miss the street I grew up in. The

part of the generation of Zimbabweans born

bougainvillea and marigolds in my grandmother’s

after Independence in April 1980 – the so-called

garden; the metallic smell in the air before the

‘born-frees’ – who grew up in the shadow of

summer storms, the percussion of raindrops

the Liberation War (1964–1979) and ESAP, the

splashing against the corrugated iron roof and the

disastrous structural adjustment programme

sense of feet standing on solid ground which I’ve

ushered in at the behest of the International

only ever felt here and there in Cape Town.

Monetary Fund. By the time I finished primary
school, in the late 90s, the country teetered on

§

the brink of collapse. Our currency had crashed
and we were embroiled in a costly war in the

‘I

Democratic Republic of Congo. By the turn of

homeland,’ he said, suddenly interrupting the

the millennium, as the situation worsened, many

silence that had befallen us for the last hour and

of us were compelled to flee. Today, according to

a half.

ALWAYS

THOUGHT

South Africa was my

census data, Zimbabweans, an exiled population

‘Aren’t you Mozambican?’

of somewhere between two and three million,

‘I am, too,’ he replied.

comprise the largest single group of foreigners in

‘I don’t understand.’

South Africa.

‘They know me here as John Matsolo,’ he

But because the history of dark-skinned

explained. ‘I’ve lived here more than ten years. I

foreigners from elsewhere on the continent (not

decided to try my luck in South Africa a couple of

just Zimbabwe) here has not always been a pleasant

years after Mandela’s release. I am a refrigeration

one, Running Bulawayo also evokes a shared

technician. I learnt this skill in the former East

history between Zimbabwe and South Africa, one

Germany. I was part of madgermanes, the group

that precedes colonial cartography. Bulawayo

of Mozambican workers co-operating in Germany.

was founded by the people led by the Zulu chief

The signal to leave sounded when the wall fell

Mzilikazi, who had left Zululand in the early 19th

in 1989.’

Century and settled in what came to be known

‘Did you still witness…?’

as Matabeleland. Two centuries later, there is an

‘The euphoria of re-unification?’ he anticipated,

inversion of migration, and this mass migration has

‘I was in Dresden. What I felt after the fall of the

left its mark on the urban landscape. Consequently,

wall was the rise of skinheads, like mushrooms.

the photographs in Running Bulawayo have an

I left in 1991, after our fellow country man Jorge

elegiac quality to them, depicting as they do, a city

Gomondai was murdered. The socialist values that

which has been left behind by its inhabitants. ‘The

they preached so frequently – everything collapsed

town,’ Thabiso said, ‘has become what I would call

with the wall. And in here, the same happened. The

a ghost town.’

people also use masks.’ 2

Here, a photograph shows the terrace of a hotel
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in the summertime. There is nobody in sight. In

§

the past, presumably, the place would have been
crowded and thriving with commerce. The place

‘My father was not an artist, never bought me

is haunted by the hubbub of voices that have long

a camera as a gift when I was young,’ Thabiso

fallen silent. Where have they gone? In another

told an interviewer in 2013. ‘Actually, when I

Above: Feeding stray cats,
Jabal el Hussein, 2013
Right: Graveyard, Jabal El

Overleaf: untitled, 2010
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Hussein, 2013

was young, I never even knew that photography

the former Bantustans of Bophuthatswana and

was a career. The only contact with photography

KwaNdebele – and Second Transition. (There is

was through my relative who made money

something quietly affecting in this, an artist in

by

parties.’

the process of becoming, coming to terms with

His breakthrough opportunity – a chance

photographing

weddings

and

a country itself undergoing change.) Moreover,

encounter which led to his enrolment at the

since Homeland and Second Transition are

legendary Market Photo Workshop in Newtown,

situated in the countryside, and explore the

Johannesburg – materialised when he was at a

continuing violence of unequal land distribution,

dead end, working as a waiter in Pretoria.

they have come to acquire a resonance with the

South Africa’s history, and its aftermaths,

contemporary moment that now seems prophetic.

would be the subject of Thabiso’s early work:

It is easy to misremember, given the centrality

his debut solo exhibition at the Market Photo

race and land have come to occupy in our present

Workshop,

Homeland,

series

public discourse, that until a few years ago, the

comprising of photographs of the platinum belt

and

a

later

countryside had assumed the quality of a blind

in the North West, where police shot dead 34

spot in our popular consciousness. Newspaper

miners in August 2012, Second Transition. The

columns, radio shows, soap operas, music,

curtain may have symbolically been drawn on

arts, literature, all crowded with city life. Both

apartheid with the first democratic elections in

Homeland and Second Transition, in part, arose in

1994, but everywhere you look there is evidence

response to this absence of the countryside, which

that the past is not dead. ‘It’s not,’ as William

must have also felt to the artist like an erasure of

Faulkner says, ‘even past.’

self from the body politic. ‘In photography I am

In his prescient foreword to An Inconvenient

inspired by looking at human experience,’ he said,

Youth – journalist Fiona Forde’s biography of

‘images capture our history and who we are, our

Julius Malema, the Commander-in-Chief of the

presence and absence.’

Economic Freedom Fighters – Achille Mbembe
posits the following argument:

In one of the photographs in Second Transition,
you see three women idling by a street corner,
in a desolate landscape, filled with the sort of

…one of the main tensions within politics

make-shift houses – cobbled together by sheets

[in South Africa] today is the realisation

of corrugated iron – that have become a synonym

that there is something unresolved in

of how deeply the past is woven into the fabric of

the constitutional democratic settlement

the present. The irony, of course, is that this is in

that suspended the ‘revolution’ in 1994

Rustenburg, one of the biggest platinum producing

but did not erase apartheid once and for

areas in the world. Nevertheless, questions form

all from the social and mental landscape…

upon seeing this photograph: can such places,

for each of the historical protagonists in

transient as they are, ever be called home?

South Africa, this settlement has resulted

Two images in particular, taken from his

in no final victory and no crippling

Homeland series, explore the haunting afterlife

defeat. Rather, the country was ushered

of the 1913 Land Act on the present-day rural

into a historical interval. [Twenty-three

landscape. The photographs depict houses which

years later] it is still caught between

have been abandoned and are in states of ruin.

things that are no longer and things that

The composition of the photographs is striking,

are not yet.

and display the stillness which is a hallmark of
Thabiso’s style, but the story they tell is not a

28 | Pruf rock

happy one.
This historical tension, of ‘a country caught

The apartheid state sought to confine black

between things that are no longer and things

South Africans in rural areas, or Bantustans as

that are not yet’, animates Homeland – shot in

they were then termed. The fall of the regime has

seen further disruptions in organisation of rural

the tarmac. Everything about this photograph, the

life. ‘Everyone goes to the city,’ Jonny Steinberg

vastness of the landscape and the excess of sunlight,

says. ‘Whether with their family’s consent or on

and its tenderness, says that, this, too, is life.

the sly, whether alone or with others, scores of
young people leave sometime in their teens. It is

§

unusual these days for a person to reach adulthood
with visions of spending the rest of their life in the

S HOULD S OUTH A FRICA dwell on its past, or not?

countryside.’ Because of this, the countryside has

Perhaps it seems extraordinary that any society

become a repository for the old and infirm, and in

would entertain a project of national forgetting.

some cases, for those who are dying, expelled from

But it has recognised that certain erasures may

the city by illness.

be politic, if a whole society is not to collapse into
eternal recrimination and demands for reparation.
At the end of apartheid, the national mood was

seen walking back home on a languid afternoon.

to look forward… Now the happy horizon has

It’s summertime and the sky is an empty ochre

shifted… the nation [has collapsed] into a dense,

expanse. The girls’ shadows are elongated against

curtailed present.
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The photographs are not all bleak, however. In
one of my favourite images, two schoolgirls are

Thabo Mbeki has asked, what is a just society?

Looking again at Thabiso’s photographs, he was

His answer: a society that remembers. Yet South

trying to tell the story of the traumas that have

Africa might be said to have no collective past,

shaped us, beneath the skin. That trauma is the loss

no shared history. [Didier] Fassin says that

of home. Like most émigrés, the memory of where

the republic’s history is not to be found at the

I come from is never far from my mind. Even if the

Voortrekker Monument or even at the Apartheid

crossing of borders erected between nation states

Museum, but in ‘words and gestures, silences

has become a ubiquitous feature of modern life that

and attitudes that expose the grim realities

most of us, at one time or another, by choice or by

experienced by those who have been on the wrong

coercion, will have to endure; the decision to pack

side of history.’

one’s bags and forsake homeland and loved ones

3

is never an easy one. In moving between here and
there, something is lost.

§

‘I think photography is my best tool to tell stories,’
Last night, I listened to an interview with

Thabiso said to me when we met at the Goodman

the poet and novelist Elizabeth Rosner – whose

Gallery. And what stories are these? In the main

parents survived the holocaust – about her

they have been stories of loss. Of homes, lives,

memoir, Survivor Café: The Legacy of Trauma

upended by politics. Houses bulldozed by the state

and the Labyrinth of Memory. One of the things

under the cover of darkness. But also of resistance,

she said during the eight-minute podcast is

because in spite of everything, we have found ways

that ‘Research is beginning to demonstrate that

to make home. Haven’t we? And so perhaps, home is

people who have lived through trauma have been

a something we carry inside us; a place that remains

changed by it in a cellular way. And in particular,

alive in our memories long after we’ve left it. The

the expression of their DNA has been modified,

trajectory of our lives may take us from Harare to

and that modification is starting to show up in

Cape Town, or from Kinshasa to Berlin, but home

subsequent generations… They were born with

remains with us. You may physically leave it behind,

traumatic residue in their bodies.’

but you’ll find you’re always returning. P

NOTES
1

Peregrinate – field notes on time travel and

space is the title of a group exhibition Thabiso
took part in at the 2014 FNB Joburg Art Fair.
2

This anecdote is excerpted from Ungulani Ba

Ka Khosa’s essay, “When history is suspended”,
written in memory of Ernesto Alfabeto Nhamuave,
a Mozambican who was set alight during the outbreak of xenophobic violence in South Africa in
2008. (Translated from the Portuguese by Maria
Gabriela Carrilho Aragão.)
3

This extract is taken from “Saartje Baartman’s

Ghost”, Hilary Mantel’s review-essay of When
Bodies Remember: Experiences and Politics of
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Pankop, Passage dividing primary and high school,
former Kwandebele, 2009

Aids in South Africa by Didier Fassin, and, The
Invisible Cure: Africa, the West and the Fight
against Aids by Helen Epstein

