Clockwise from left: Boitumelo Mnguni, KwaThema, 2017; Lerato Dumse, Partktown; Pastor Z Zungu, Durban, 2018; Gazi Zuma, Durban, 2018; Thembela Dick, Durban, 2018

'WE CAN'T ONLY LIVE OUR LIVES IN OBITUARIES'

Zanele Muholi’'slegacy project Faces and Phases isinits 13th iteration at a Joburg gallery, writes Tymon Smith

ince 2006 Zanele Muholi has
made their name on a long-
running series of portraits of
black LGBTI South Africans
titled Faces and Phases, which
now shows its 13th iteration at
the Stevenson in Johannesburg.

Over almost half a decade
Muholi has taken more than
500 black and white portraits of
members of the LGBTI
community and recorded their
stories as part of an ongoing and probably life-
long project to ensure that the marginalised are
firmly Kept in the public consciousness.

This has been achieved through exhibitions
from Durban to Johannesburg,
Cape Town, Europe, the US and
beyond in a body of work
distinguished by its subjects’
direct gaze into Muholi’s lens.

It’s a body of work
acclaimed for not only its
simple but effective assertion of
the identity of an often ignored,
abused and fatally attacked
community but also, as the
work’s creator envisages it, an
expression of their “love for my
community, the love for the
LBTI people, the love for the Ls,
the B’s, the T’s that are featured
in this work and who have done
so much but never gained the recognition that
they deserve ... for me it’s just pure love and
their existence heals me and brings
possibilities within the structures that are in
place and helps those others who think that it
will never be possible for them to shine”.

Faces and Phases, while only one of the
many projects that self-described visual
activist Muholi has developed and shown over
the years, is their legacy project and one which
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has earned them accolades and recognition
across the globe. Next year Muholi will be the
subject of a massive retrospective at the Tate
Modern in London and their contribution to
the main show at this year’s Venice Biennale
was widely hailed, but whenever they are able
to find the time and resources, Muholi has
continued to add to the archive of Faces and
Places. They travel to townships across SA to
record the images and stories of people they
know whose lives bear witness to the lived
experiences of a community. That community,
one that politicians may point to as an
exemplar of the miracle of the liberal-minded
protections of the constitution, are too often
only heard when hate crime or corrective
rapes and revenge Killings make
the headlines.

As Muholi points out, “Often
we only think of LGBTI people
when there’s a tragedy. Hate
crime becomes a headline and
that’s when you learn of how
wonderful the victim was. We
can’t only live our lives in
obituaries. We are more than
that: we are born, we are loved,
we love and we go through

phases.”

For Muholi the project is not
simply an exercise of going into
spaces, capturing photographic
portraits and recording stories, then displaying
them on the walls of galleries and sitting back
to wait for the oohs and aahs of appreciatively
woke artworld visitors. As they point out as we
sit in the Stevenson Gallery in Parktown North
the day before the opening of the exhibition,
“Now we’re in the gallery but I also have to go
to communities where I'm risking my life. I'm
aware that the people who are participating
are also taking different forms of risk. By the

experiences that form part of our

time I get to the gallery I'm already exhausted.
When you're engaging, you're not engaging
with the walls but with human beings. You
have to explain why you need to photograph
them, so most of the time I just don’t
photograph people I don’t know —
relationships are very important.”

The relationships established in this
process go beyond the exhibition because
Mubholi makes a point of getting to “travel with
people who are in my work so that they know

what happens when we talk about exhibitions.

In this country we come from townships and
there are no galleries in those spaces, so for
many people coming to the exhibition
tomorrow, they’ll be in a gallery for the first
time.”

For Muholi, the project should be seen “not
as Zanele Muholi’s work because it’s not about
me, it’s about a people. The people coming on
board ask questions — who am I, what have |
done, what can I do and what Kind of
contributions can I make to my community? It
should be about ‘we’ and encouraging people
to speak as one voice.”

For the rest of the world, Faces and Phases
continues to represent a new idea of how to
manage the relationship between observers
and the observed and to remind us that there
are many ways of being, ways of being seen
and ways of showing that operate within the
frameworKk of love, respect and
acknowledgement of our mutual humanity.
These may point a way forward to a healthy
acceptance and understanding and stand as a
powerful counterpoint to the increased
conservatism, reductionism and refusal to
bridge divides that seem to characterise the
hate-filled racism and phobia of our era.

Faces and Phases 13 shows at Stevenson
Gallery, 46 7th Avenue Parktown North,
Johannesburg, until August 30.
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On My Radar

Zanele Muholi, The Royal Hotel,
Durban, 2018

Art
London, check out Kiss My Gender. Seattle, US,
check out Somnyana-Ngonyama at the Seattle
Art Museum.

Books
The Zulus of New York by Zakes Mda. It
connects with Somnyana-Ngonyama. | love
Mda and his style of writing. Whatever he does
sticks to my soul.

Film
The documentary on Papa Wemba, Le Roide la
Sape. He was a musician who did so much,
including rising above the difficulties he was
faced with.

Theatre
The Lion King in New York. The vibe is good and
some of the cast members are from Durban.
They make us proud.

Up-and-coming photographers
Lerato Dumse is a visual journalist who has
covered protest and pride. Thembela Dick has
documented beautiful work on intimacy and
pride as well as funerals in many communities.
Lindeka Qampi has been around for more than
10 years. She is creating beautiful self portraits.
Sanet Oberholzer




