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Abstract

With this dissertation | propose to investigate critical theories dealing with memory and its role
in photography. The function of memory isawell discussed and analysed topic within the ambit
of higorical research. Drawing from theoretical texts by critical theorigs, namely, Roland
Barthes, Annette Kuhn and Marianne Hirsch, | will criticdly address the function of memory in
the underganding of photography; particularly how photographs have the ability to congruct our
identity in terms of history and narrative. | will study the content of memory in relation to visud
images, focusing on what is remembered, what is suppressed, and finally, what is transformed
when viewing an image. By doing so, | will consider whether or not still photographs have the
ability to construct the past in anarrative form tha is intrinsic to its medium. This consderation
will be undertaken with specific reference to the works of contemporary South African artist
Lien Botha. Special attention will be directed to her series of work entitled Amendment (2006), a
series which permits mein turn, to deal with issues pertaining to memory and “visual narrative’
which | have explored in my own professional art practice namely, Memory Boxes, Back Stories,

Faces of You and Me, Memories Re-layered and Ghostly Remnants.
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I ntroduction

Postmemory characterizes the experience of those who grow up dominated by narratives that preceded their
birth, whose own belated stories are evacuated by thestories of previous generations... (Hirsch 2002:22).

The stories that dominate an individual's life most often originate from a context in which that
individua has had little or no involvement. We are told who we ae, by our paents or
grandparents, by our peers, by the books that we read, by the images we see, by the countries in
which we are born and by both our personal and political contexts. In this dissertation, attention
to this process | eads me to question the ideaof the ‘truthfulness’ or ‘honesty’ of memory* aswdl
asthe ‘essential’ nature of any identity. | have drawn on and cited many sources exploring ideas
surrounding the content of memory; mainly utilizing the writings of Annette Kuhn, Marianne
Hirsch and Roland Barthes as a basis upon which to predicae a discussion on memory and its

relation to photography.

| pay particular attention to the role that the photographic image plays in both constructing and
reinforcing personal narratives when viewing family photographs. This particular use of the
photograph would by extension, imply that it too is rooted in narrative. Depite its origind
clams photography is no less artifidal and subjective than any other representative medium. Itis
because of this narrative play that memory, identity and the image enter into a dance with each
other. They move backwards and forwards, they converse, they are a loggerheads they blend
into one another, they become difficult to separae and ultimately, they change each other. |

explore this dynamic narrative relationship between memory, identity and the image in chapter

! Memories are in fact, ertirely subjective and there are numerous aspects and ways in which one remembers, hence
| refer to memory as a generic umbrella term.



one. | find that the best way to understand the concept of History? is to examine one's own
relationship to history, or simply one’s own memories as they “uncover linked sequences and

patterns in past events.”?

The practical component of this dissertation has entailed a process of piecing together various
stories or narratives through the re-examination and interpretation of old family photographs, in
order to assemble my own reflections on memory. Whilst looking through old family albums |
have dways felt as though | was attempting to understand myself through the photographs. | find
myself constructing a story about a particular photograph, | recreate events that have occurred in
a past which | was never a part of. My only knowledge of the people represented in the
photograph stems from my parents’ and grandparents’ story-tdling. It is only through their
recollection of events tha | am able to reconstruct a (somewhat imaginative) narrative based on
their process of remembering, which then undoubtedly becomes my own subjective, perhaps
fictitious version of amemory. This process of remembering mirrors Marianne Hirsch’s concept
of “postmemory.” My memories are thus constituted by thought processes of previous
generations. This testifies to the fact that memory is indeed constructed, because it depends on
the manner in which it is represented to imbue it with meaning, and it falls within the realm of
representdion. In other words memories are indirect, fragmented, ambivalent, partiad and
limited, hence, there cannot possibly be a single ‘truth’ in memory; in effect, it is always a copy

of a copy, a story retold with adifferent focus, depending on the teller. By definition, ‘truth’ or

% History - “in its broadest sense, isthestory of humanity's past. It also refers to the recording of that past. The
diversesources of history include books, newspapers, printed documents, personal pape's, and other archival
records, artifacts, and ord accounts. Historians use this material to form coherent narratives and uncover linked
sequences and patterns in past events. Most histories are concerned with causality, that is, why certain outcomes
happened asthey did, and how they arelinked to earlier everts.” Retrieved August 14, 2009 from
Encyclopedia.com The Columbia Eledronic Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition (2008):
http://www.encyclopedia.comvtopic/history.aspx.



fact implies that something is fixed, staic and unchanging. Logic would decree that if memory
defiesfact — if it lieswithin therealm of representaion — it is subject to interpretation and is thus
something changeable. The family narratives | discover through old photographs have been
passed down from one generdion to anothe and are inevitebly altered with each telling.
Memories are often produced when viewing a photograph and thus appear to exist in the
photographic image. In the process of my own remembering® I, too alter the narrative by
projecting my own thoughts and emotions onto a memory or a photograph. Thus in the act of
remembering lies a process prone to particular biases and interpretations often rendering it
untrustworthy. Geoffrey Batchen (2004:16) introduces his book, Forget Me Not, with the claim
that memory is, “selective, fuzzy in outline.. often incoherent and invariably changes over time
— a oonveniently malleable form of fiction.” Annette Kuhn (1995:13) aso assets that,
“memories may change with time, be mutually contradictory, may even be an occasion for, or an
expression of, conflict.” Memory is thus the unstable result of a dialogue across a void of
unknowing. As | have outlined, when an ideais passed from one to another across a chasm — be
it generational and/or cultura — elements are lost and new dimensions added. As we re-interpret
what aready exists into our own subjective realities the ‘essence’ of the ‘original’ transforms.
This is true of memory, of language and of identity. If identity is inseparable from memory and

memory itself is muteble then o isidentity.

We imagine ourselves to be whole, to be conplete to have a full idertity and certainly not to be open or
fragmented; we imagine ourselves to be the author, rather than the object, of the narratives tha constitute our
lives (Chambers 1994:25).

% | use the word “remembering” here as used by the Oxford English Dictionary (2009) which defines
“remembering” as, “havein or be aleto bring to one' s mind (someone or something from the past).
Retrieved 14 August 2009 from AskOxford.com:
http://www. askoxford.com/concise_oed/colour?view=uk



Understood from this point of view, identity, like memory, fals within the realm of
representaion, with images creating and contributing to a fabricated ‘reality’ involving a

complex trandormation of the sdf into the other. Aslan Chambers (1994:30) explains:

The corstruction of the ‘other has been fundamental to the historica, cultura and moral reproduction of our
‘selves’ and our particular sense of the world, of its centre, of knowledge, of power.

Hence we find ourselves in the other. Whilst this othering process has taken many forms and
been related to various phenomeng in the context of this argument the sef - other dichotomy
takes the form of the “here now” and “there then.” Our memories are therefore displaced
beween a space of being “here now” and “there then”, conveying a distance in which one
becomes aware of a point of separation between the past and the present. If “here” sands for my
present environment then “there’ is a point which | have not yet been and am unable to reach.
Memories subsequently become a socia activity in order to understand ourselves. Furthermore,
it isin the othering of onesdf in recongructing the past that memories become a crucial e ement

in the placement and displacement of one’s identity.

As Chambers explains (1994:25), “identity is formed at the ungable point where... stories of
subjectivity meet the narative of history and culture.” These dynamics have allowed me to
discuss and critically analyse work created by contemporary South African artist Lien Botha,
paying paticular attention to her body of work entitled Amendment (2006) which | have
explored extensively in the second chapter. Botha's Amendment (2006) series conceptually
engages with a self-reflexive process which in turn alows the viewer to engage with the work

and to independently create meaning. This process involves, the creation of a complex network



of narratives constructed and projected onto the works, allowing the viewer to independently add
meaning to the images with relevance to their own life. This idea is central not only to Botha's
work but to my own, creating at that links the past to the present, and allowing the present to

disturb the past in afractured moment of interpretation.

In terms of my practical work | have explored the past by viewing and re-representing® old
family photographs which | have critically analysed and explored in chapter three | have
produced numerous bodies of work that have allowed an explorative process to occur in
recongructing my own history in terms of investigating memories as products of “visua
narratives” These “visual narratives” have not only allowed me to ‘access’ the images
represented in my exhibition but have allowed the viewer to ‘access’ and interpret the images as
open-ended stories, which they too can identify with. The very specific yet ambiguous nature of
these family photographs as “visua narratives’ has thus permitted my work to explore issues
surrounding the content of memory, identity, history and photogrgphy as representations that can

only emerge and exig through the interpretations to which they giverise.

* | usetheterm re-representing as to explain aprocess whereby | havere-photographed old family photographs tha
already exist as a mode of representation.



Chapter One: M emory and Photographsas Narrative

In this chapter, | discuss issues surrounding the content of memory, primarily regarding what is
remembered, what is suppressed and finally what is transformed when viewing a photograph.
The history of memory has become a well discussed and analysed topic within the ambit of
historical research. It is my underteking, in teems of my professiona at practice, to critically
analyse and investigate the nature of memory, specifically in the genre of photogrephy, i.e that
is how photographs have the ability to construct our identity in terms of history and narative. |
have principally drawn on Annette Kuhn, Marianne Hirsch and Roland Barthes, whose writings

serve as a basis upon which to predicate this discussion on memory and its relation to

photography.

Cognitive psychologist John Sutton describes memory in the Sanford Encyclopedia Of

Philosophy (2003:1) as:

the cognitive cgpacity by which humans... retain information and recorstruct past experiences, usualy for
present purposes. Our particular abilities to conjure up long-gone episodes of our lives are both familiar ad

puzzling.

In light of my own memories | remember experiences and events that are not happening now,
and are not necessarily my own, in order to experience atime that hasbeen, a time past... atime
lost. | am sensitive to the act of recal being complicated, owing to the fact that context and
details are often lost to the past and re-interpreted in the present by the individual or individuals
remembering. In psychologist Sir Frederic Bartlett’s (1932) book, Remembering: A study of

experimental and social psychology: one can deduce that the act of remembering is not a



completely self-governing function entirely divided from perceiving, imagining, or even from
constructive thinking but in fact has close relations with them all. In other words, one’s memory
of scenarios from the past reflects amix of information enclosed in encoded traces at the timeit
occurred. Memories are thus based on information, expectations, beliefs and attitudes that are in

fact derived from numerous former sources.

Memories are therefore structured within the individua’s historical and culturd frames of
reference, in which the process of remembering is a complex and multitudinous process wherein
details from the past are often altered and changed over a period of time by the subjective
viewpoint of the individua remembering. The act of remembering thus involves a multifaceted
process that allows the individud to reconfigure the past as a collective process, in order to make
senseof it a present. It can therefore be deduced from this perspective, that memories are indeed
madleable in nature. In other words, memories are subjective and thus subject to recondruction;
they are influenced by, and interact with numerous external forces — allowing trangormation of
information to occur at the time of recollection. Hence one’s memory is not so much a passive
tool of retrieval, but an active reconfiguration of the past into the present, coercing the past to
oblige and conform to present configurations. It is thus evident that memory is an active and
complex process involving the intricate interaction between multiple instances, allowing a
narative like process of reformation to occur in the present. For the most part, memories are
relived in the present by the images we see and the stories we are told. In his book Narrative
Fiction, Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan (2002:2) defines a story as. a “succession of events, text that
is a spoken or written discourse which undertakes their telling.” Rimmon-Kenan (2002:2) further

suggests and impliesthat narration is:



acommunication process in which the narrdive as a messageis transmitted by the addresser to addressee and the
verbal nature of the medium is used to transmit the message that someone who speaks or writes it. The
possibility of abstracting a story-form probably corresponds with the intuitive skill of the users in procession

stories: being ableto identify the same in another medium and so on.

| would therefore suggest that the sories we tell in the present about the past are abstractions of
one’s persond history, mediated by numerous externa sources that are inevitably co-reproduced

and formed in the present asamemory. According to Sutton (2003:4),

When | remember an episode of my persona history, | come into contact with everts and experiences which are
no longer present, and my conception of my own life involves narratives in which such experiences are inter-
related.

Our memories are thus shaped into narratives not only by our own remembered episodes but by a
joint social process of reminiscing. This assigns memory to the public sphere, beyond that of the
private, making it a socia rather than an individua process. The remembered thus contains
multi-sided perspectives of events issues and personaities — multiple subjective instances
concretised sociadly to form memory. Consequently, memories never wholly belong to an
individua alone: they are co-produced and transormed at the time of recollection. |1 would
therefore suggest that one’s memories are continuously restructured and assembled through a
process of narative exchange from one individua to another i.e. through the stories we tdl. In

Jan and Aleidia Assmann’s (1999:3-10) study of the transmisson of memory, weread:

Once memories are verbdized the individud’'s memories are fused with the inter-subjective system of language
and are grictly speaking no longer a purely exclusive and undienable property... they can be exchanged, shared
corroborated, confirmed, corrected, disputed — and not least written down. Even individuad memory includes
much nmore than we, as individuals have experienced. In other words, individuds are part of social groups with

shared belief systems that frame memories into narratives and scenarios.



Marianne Hirsch (2002:22) describes this complex, verbalized, and shared act of remembrance
as “postmemory.”® “Postmemory” characterizes the narrative element implicit in all histories in
which the transmission of “postmemory” is crucid to the understanding of one's own persond
history. As Hirsch (2002:22) explains, “postmemory” is diginguished from memory by
generational distance and from history by a deep personal connection.” This “deep personal
connection” that Hirsch refers to may be interpreted as familid. According to Jan Assmann
(1999:3), “thefamily is aprivileged site of memorial trangmission.” In termsof Hirsch’'s concept
of “postmemory” familid naratives are exchanged and transferred as a group memory from one
generation to the next, and are often employed and verbally narrativized and exchanged when

engaging with family photographs.

In my own experience, when viewing old family photogrgohs | find myself constructing a
combination of dories that ae not my own and have been passed down from one generation to
another. For example,... these stories, told when viewing a photograph, bear witnessto a time of
those who came before me; a time | myself did not experience directly. This interactive process
has made me aware of Hirsch’s concept of “postmemory” in the manner in which | dter and re-
create pos-generational stories as my own, often interpreting them as pieces of my own memory.
In other words, my re-congructed version of a memory may be interpreted as that which |
perceive to be a memory of what hgppened or may have happened in the past. These events and
experiences ae characterized by previous knowledge generated by the stories | am told in
asociation with the photographs | view. According to Hirsch (2002:3) the stories created when

viewing images may be viewed as, “visual narratives’ relative to W.J.T Mitchell’s (1994)

® “Postmennory characterizes the experienceof those who grow up dominated by narratives that preceded their birth,
whose own belated stories are evecuated by the stories of previous generations... ” (Hirsch 2002:22).



concept of the “image text”, explained by Hirsch (2002:4) as: “text and image, intricately

entangled in anarrative web or in collaboration used to tell a complicated story...”.

Recently, when viewing a family album | came across a photogrgph of aman sitting on a chair. |
did not know who this man was or what he was supposed to mean to me. It was only once my
grandmother told me that it was my great grandfather that | could place afamilial connection to
the man sitting on the chair. It is interesting to note that when viewing this image it is not only
my grandmother that recognizes my great grandfather but my father aswell. As Hirsch (2002:22)
explains, “images and narratives thus constitute its instruments and it's very medium by
extending wdl into subsequent generations.” Arguably, | could only recognize my great
grandfather in a photograph, through multiple post-generational, verbalized perspectives of
recognition. In the photogrgph, my great grandfather is sitting on a chair outside in front of a

clump of shrubs, eating aslice of alargemelon. Upon analysing the photogrgph, hispogsure

10



is particularly interesing as it may seem that his bodily features are dynamically fragmented, as
hisupper torso may be viewed as sectioned off from his lower limbs. Furthermore, the manner in
which he is clutching the horizontal section of fruit and his open-legged, relaxed stance seem to
confront the viewer in an raher bold, confident and head on manner. Applying criticd theory,
what is particularly striking in this photograph of my great grandfather is the manner in which
hisface appears to be cut off and merged with the piece of fruit that he is eating. The mdon may
be interpreted as a substitute for his mouth, bringing to mind a fake, dmost grotesque amile.
According to Roland Barthes this aspect of the photograph may be read as the photograph’s
punctum; as this fragmented detail, conflated and cut off by a piece of melon is what leaps out

and aff ects me, the viewer.

According to Barthes (1980:65), “recognition occurs through fragmentation when viewing a
photograph.” Barthes addresses this concept when viewing photographs of his mother in his
book Camera Lucida (1980). The essential question that Barthes (1980:65) asks is; “did |
recognize her?” and he responds by saying; “I never recognized her except in fragments.”
Barthes (1980:66) further explains that, “he recognized her differentially, not essentially, in fact
he missed her being and therefore he missed her dl together.” According to Barthes (1980:65),
History® is what separates him from the photographs of his mother, “as in order to look at
History one must be excluded from it.” In other words an attempt to find the ‘essence’ of
someone in an historica image (such as a photograph) is thus misleading as their being has

preceded ours and hence we can only ever find our own history” in an image, a history that is

® History with acapital “H” initalics represents abroad notion of History.
" history with alower case“ h” and without the use of itdic refersto apersonal history.

11



fragmented and incomplete The photographs that Barthes views of his mother ae but a
representaion of her, a piece of her, a fragment. Essentially the ‘true’ nature of her being can
never be captured in an image asit is lost to arepresentational History that can never ‘truthfully’
be regained. Arguably the “fragmentation” that Barthes experiences when viewing photographs
of his mother is in light of his own memories of her. Due to this historical separation, | would
therefore suggest that Barthes in fact “missed her being” as his memories of her could never find
her ‘true essence’ in an image. In other words al Barthes could essentially find was a part of

himself, apart of hisown history in hismemories of her.

According to Paula Rabinowitz (1992:166) the self is recognized through a narrative, “the story
that seeksto ‘know’ through what it can ‘see’ of the other finds, not the other but itself.” | would
therefore suggest that it is only once we recognize the self in a photogrgph does the image
become meaningful. Likeoral and written narratives, photogragphs are a means through which we
seek to find ourselvesor others. However, it isimportant to note that when viewing a photograph
multiple selves come into play. These multiple selves are structured around multiple narraives
and the subjective viewpoints of individuals when viewing a particular image. Arguably, no
‘true’ self can befound in an image. An attempt to discover the self when viewing a photograph
isthus misleading, as a photogrgph is in fact amode of representation embedded with numerous
narratives, perceptions and perspectivesthat can only ever generate multiple selves. It ishowever
important to note, that these multiple selves are not multiple persondities but multiple
viewpoints entangled and shaped by the viewer into “visual narratives’ that emerge when

viewing an image

12



According to Annette Kuhn (1995:15), “the photograph sets a scenefor telling... in which every
individua tells adifferent story or changes ther story at every retelling.” These “retellings” that
Kuhn refers to are often interpreted as partly fictitious: “amemory that is posted as both artifice
and reality, something perceived, invented and projected all at once” (Batchen 2004:97). As
Lawrence E. Cahoone (1996:15) explains, “the human elf is not a simple unity rather it is a
multiplicity of forces..”. In consequence, the only way some sort of ‘truth’ cen exist at dl is
within a network of human selves, a community. It would thus be more accurate to say that |
have selves, as opposed to an ultimae sl f (Cahoone 1996:15). The autonomous sense of the sdf
is therefore lost through multiple modes of representation often constituted in contemporary
society through the images we see and the stories we tell. This suggests that the sdlf is in fact

fluid, multiple, portable and transient.

On a persond level, | have gained ‘access’ to these multiple selves by viewing and interpreting
family photographs as “visual narratives’, a process which has allowed me to incorporate a
nework of narraives, assodated with an image in order to make sense of what | am seeing.
These narratives are creaed and emerge from multiple ways of seeing and interpreting an image
by numerous individuals (in this case, family members). Inevitably the story not only belongs to
one individua but multiple individuals who exchange stories and interpretations about an image
among themselves. An image thus often allows for an extended network of narratives to emerge
through an interactive process of storytelling. However, it is important to note that in order for
the image to manifest these stories, the image has to have meaning to the viewer (beit persondl,
cultura or historical) and by having meaning, the image alows the viewer to see and recognize

something intheimagethat is relevant to the sdf.

13



According to James Elkins (1996:19), “seeing means a self looking out at theworld.” However,
in order to find mysdf in afamily photogrgph | need to be looking into aworld that is persond.
As Elkins explains (1996:22), “looking is not just away of seeing but a means of searching — a
desire to possess the sdf, whereby we repossess, fix, gopropriate, remember, commemorate,
borrow and gead in order to find ourselves.” When viewing a family photogrgoh my desire to
clam apat of myself from the image is strong. | feel the need to know the past as represented in
a photograph in order to reclaim a sense of myself in the present. In order to do so, | need to see
and interpret the photograph as a trace of past lives lived in which stories as memories are
generated and inherently become my own. In other words, | can only interpret the past of others
as my own by restructuring my way of looking when viewing a photogrgph. However, when
viewing a photograph my vision is reduced to alimited way of looking, as | can only see what is
in front of me; that which isrepresented in the photograph. The surface image of the photograph
thus very often triggers and articulates a moment in space and time, be it historica or cultural.
As Kuhn (1995:11) explains “a photograph offers a self-evident relaionship between itself and
what it shows...”. Therefore it is not so much what the photograph shows but that which is
evoked by it that matters. Photographs shape a sense of identity. Hence, we extrapolate what we

want from them in order to find a piece of our own personal history.

| would, therefore, suggest that the invention of photography has dlowed the human race to
acguire a new means of expression more closely connected with memory than any other.
Photographs for the most part are synonymous with memory, but they provide only patid and
incomplete versions of the past and, are more often a memory-trigger. The reliability of the

photographic image as being a ‘true’ representation of not only ourselves, but our past is

14



undermined by the misleading nature of the memoriesit evokes. According to Hirsch (2002:23),
“imagery and material forms shift, fade and disappear over time underlining the intangible nature
of visuality.” As Annette Kuhn (1995:11) explains, “a photograph may simply be viewed as
maerial for interpretation.” Arguably photographs are inadequate objects of remembrance for
what we see in a photograph is not necessarily directly linked to what we remember. Thus there
can beno ‘real truth’ in a photograph, as an image lies within the realm of representation — it is
subject to interpretation and is thus something variable Asaresult, it is aways acopy of acopy,
a representation of our subjective ‘realities where our sense of ‘redity’ is always reproduced.
Society has replaced ‘reality’, with forms of representation which include signs and symbols
such as images, text and narratives that create a perceived ‘redity.” Jean Baudrillard spesks of
the simulacrum®, arguing that images/photographs are not a copy of the ‘real’ asthere can be no
‘reality’ due to representation (1983:11). The simulacrum is thus a rerepresentation that
becomes a dissimulaed ‘truth’ in its own right. Thus our memories are ssimulated by forms of
representaion (such as language and photogrgphs) for what we perceive as ‘red’ becomes our
‘truth.” The fallibility of memory is thus inevitable as an one condructs and interprets one’s
memories through the images we see and the stories we are told, hence the multifaceted nature of
remembering undermines the rédliability of the photographic image as being a ‘true
representaion of the past and hence oursdves. Memories are thus arguably produced and re-
produced as “visual narratives’ that are constructed, atered, shared and exchanged in order to

make sense of our past and by extension ourselves.

8A simulacrum is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary (2009) as, “ an image or representation of someoneor
something or an unsatisfactory imitation or subgtitute.” Retrieved August 14, 2009 from AskOxford.com:
http://www.askoxford.com/concise_oed/colourdiew=uk
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Chapter Two: Lien Botha: Amendment (2006)

| have interpreted memories as “visua naratives’ in chapter one and reiterated that they are
products of the images we see and the sories we are told. | have established that if one interprets
amemory as a “visual narraive’ then it is constructed, co-reproduced and exchanged from one
individua to another. This argument has allowed me to further my discussion on the content of
memory by critically analysing and investigating the work of contemporary South African artist

Lien Botha

Botha is a photo-based media atist who extends conventional boundaries of the photographic
image, combining it with other mediums, surfaces and sculptural forms. By piedng together
seemingly random events, archives and images Botha adopts an archaeological approach to her
work. She makes use of the photographic medium in what Annette Kuhn (1995:11) explains as,
“materia for interpretation.” In other words the conception and placement of her images
attempts to initiate a response from the viewer that would uncover stories® and traces of stories.
The manner in which aviewer reconstructs, rearranges and manipulates an image as to allow a

personalized narrative to emergeis the ‘essence’ of Botha's work, as well as my own.

As social beings we construct our identities by piecing together various dories or narrdives
about who we are or want to be, and we assimilate into the self the stories we read, the images
we see and the objects we hold, in order to create meaning for ourselves. Visually, Botha alows
theviewer to interactively interpret her works by decoding an invisible network of persond and

historical narratives embedded in her photographs. According to Kuhn (1995:11-12) “the

° These stories are created by an individual when viewing animage as to allow a“ visual narrative’ to emerge.
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photograph may be interpreted as evidence: to be solved like a riddle: read and decoded like
clues...”. From this perspective, Botha provides the viewer the moment in which to pick out and
decode her works as visua clues, a process that is apparent in her body of work entitled
Amendment (2006). | would therefore suggest that Botha adopts a forensic approach in he
Amendment series whereby she directs the viewer to investigate, analyse and decongruct her
works as visua clues presented within a scene of a aime. Arguably, Botha's use of the
photographic medium in this series allows her to employ the medium as a form of documenting
‘reality’ thus setting the viewer up as a detective. According to Peter Wollen (1997:34) in his
article, Vectors of Melancholy, “if a scene of a aime cannot be narativized, it can never be
restored to the world of meaning and comprehension...”. In light of Wollen’s observation it is in
the stories we imagine, construct and project onto the images viewed in Botha's Amendment
series, that an investigative process occurs, thus alowing meanings to emerge It is, however,
important to note that Botha's art has been characterized by numerousart writers as puzzling and
enigmatic. For example May Corrigdl, Chris Roper, Andrew Lamprecht and Sean O’ Toole
describe her work as mysterious, impenetrable, opagque and cryptic, often compaing her art to a
layered poem over which to puzzle Botha refers to her work as an “enigmatic expression” by

describing her Amendment seriesasfollows

...Hovering as invisible codes on a building site, fdling through a fishing net, disgppearing with the waning
moon, small words in an obituary, love lost in another language, a drastic change in habitat and three journeys
later ( Irnterview:2009).

Botha' s poetic use of language in describing Amendment allows her to further explain the work
asa “visual poem” that represents an elegant narrdive journey that stretches across fourteen sets

of triptychs. When viewing the Amendment series, each work provides a trio of images: oneof a
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Amendment (fig. 2)
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natura environment, one of a close up view of an object, and sandwiched in between those is a
photo of a man-made product. It is a0 important to note that the subtitle of each triptych in
Amendment isreferred to asthe “case of”, which further suggests the crime-scene analogy where
the artist has embedded clues in the images. Amendment 1. the case of the beginning at the end
features a section of a grassy veld on the left. In the centre a photograph of a dightly open
curtain or fabric that reproduces the plant motif that dther enfolds or rdeases an abyss of
darkness, and on the right is a photograph of an old gardening book with a graphic motif of a

flower imprinted on the cover. | think that the clue that Bothadirects the viewer to find in this
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work is very amply that al three images are connected to nature. Botha provides the viewer with
animage of agardening book. The gardening book is used asamanua by humans to occupy and
restructure an untamed landscape for domestic or commercia purposes. If this is so then the
triptych of images may be interpreted asman’sdesire to occupy unknown territory. However, the
subtitle that Botha provides in this work: the case of the beginning at the end complicates the

image The beginning of what end? If it is the end, then where is the beginning? Furthermore,
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does this title not also suggest the futility of man’s control over untamed nature? Certanly, the

dlash of black at the core of the triptych suggests this.

According to Mary Corrigall (2009:27) in her atide, “Botha's insightful techniques’, “the
formd structure of Botha's artwork alludes to a sense that al three images in the Amendment
series are loosely connected to each other.” This “loose connection” that Corrigall refers to may
suggest that the images represented in Amendment are open to interpretation. Thus allowing the
viewer to construct and reconstruct the images as they wish. By separating the objects and
textures from their original contexts, Corrigal (2009:27) explans that, “Botha implores the
viewer not only to reflect on them separately but on how they rdate to each other.” If one
interprets all three images as pieces of a collage then one can understand that each individual
image in Amendment contains various leves of meaning. From this pergpective we can assume
that the images represented in Botha's Amendment series contain motifs that appear in the works
as awhole However, | would argue that the motifsin Amendment are sometimesdifficult to find
asthe artist complicates her works by making use of particular images, objects, textures and text
that have no apparent connection or meaning but emerge out of arbitrary connections that the
viewer might place on them. This supports Ashraf Jamal’s reading of Botha's techniques as
surred, a collage-based approach which forges a new unified thought. For example, when
viewing Amendment 7: the case of the boatl ess fishermen, | become aware of my own process in
assembling, constructing and interpreting the trio of images as visual pieces of a story. By
projecting my own subjective thoughts and emotions onto the work | attempt to make sense of
what | am seeing. In Amendment 7: the case of the boatless fishermen,, | see a coastal landscape

on the left, afishing net in the centreand a sketch of aquarter measuring cup on my right.

20



o
)

2|
35 0 el Rt ki (fig. 4
The ooastal landscape on my Ieft is interrupted by what seems to be a wave pool. By further
interpreting this image, the wave pool is a man-made product developed to confine a section of
water brought in by the sea. If considering the two juxtaposed images— one of the wave pool and
the other of the measuring cup — then both images inevitably speak of measuring, fulfilling and
containment. However, in opposition to these two images is the narrow central piece depicting a
fishing net. The fishing net may allude to associations of being “caught in” and “entrapment.”
Nevertheless, the fishing net never fulfils its purpose as the net’s open ended strands evoke
feelings of slippage and loss, thus denying anything from being caught in it. Furthermore, the net
is sectioned and cut off and thus fails to exist in its entirety and therefore loses its ability to

capture and contain: hence the enigma of the boatless fishermen, an evocation of the inutile,

stranded, or dysfunctiondl.

By providing the images with text, Botha dlows the viewer to narrate apersond story, specific
to eveary viewer. It is however interesting to note that the “image text” dynamic is an ongoing

concern in Botha's work. As she (Interview:2009) explains, her use of text dlows her images to

21



take shape Thus the text allows the viewer to place the trio of images into some sort of context
which, as | have noted does not dways make sense. It does, however, dlow the viewer to
construct a basic narrative of their own, by reading and rd ating the images and text to their own
persona experiences The viewer therefore participates in the production of “visua naratives’
and alows the text to shape the image according to an individual’s interpretaion of both the
image and the text. In other words, theimage may be interpreted as a “visua narative” integra
to the text and represents an assimilation of data, permitting an interactive process to occur
between the artist, viewer, image and text. One can therefore deduce tha Botha s interested in
exploring the manne in which the viewer smulates experiences and the way in which an
individua may interpret and associate her work as pieces of a visua story. It is however
important to note that each viewer’s perception and interpretation of the images in Amendment
may differ substantially according to each individud’s subjective interpretation of the works.
Thus the gories created by the viewer narrate themselves accordingly. By associating the images
and text represented in Amendment with one’s own personal knowledge and experiences, Botha
allows an individual to construct an open-ended narrative that can only be undersood from a
personal point of view. Arguably these personal associations and interpretations created when
viewing an image a narative may be relaive to what Annette Kuhn (1995:3) terms &s,

“memory work.” % i.e. how images make meaning.

According to Kuhn (1995:3), “memory work makes the telling of stories possible.” It is thus in

re-enacting amemory as a verbalized narrative that one is able to associate the images viewed in

10 Kuhn (2002:153) is concerned with how images make meaning. She addresses her own memory materia in her
book Family Secretsto encourage the viewer to acknowledge the nature of remembering and to encourage the
viewer to produce new stories about the past from their own memories. Kuhn refersto this process as “ memory
work.”
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Amendment with one’s own life. This is however, assuming that Botha makes use of the
suggestibility of memory in order to alow the viewer adesire to narrativize her work. According
to psychoanayst Donald Spence (1982:21), “memories are characterized as a visua process of
tranglating images into words through narrative construction.” Spence (1982:21) further explains
that, “the power of narrative allows for the powe of interpretation to occur, not because the
evidential vaue of an imagefits but because of their rhetorical gppedl: this conviction emerges
because thefit is good not because we have necessarily made contact with the past.” Arguably, it
isin the rhetoricd apped of interpretation that the images viewed in Botha's Amendment series
allows the viewer to take and use the trio of images in each individua work in order to create
their own story. Viewed aong the continuum of memory, a process of narative construction
alows narratives to morph into new forms and new stories. This points towards how the images
in Amendment have the potential to be expanded (through suggestion) and displaced (through
interpretation) in the same way in which we expand and displace our memories by projecting our
own subjective thoughts and emotions onto an image to make it conform to our own process of
remembering. | would therefore suggest that Botha's works seem to touch on memory. Botha

(Interview:2009) refers to memory as a “site.” She further substantiates this view by explaning

that her fascination with forensics and archaeology allows her to dissect what she remembers.

If Botha refers to memory as pathological and an archaeologica process, then her images in
Amendment may be characterized by, “fragmentary, quality moments recalled out of time’
(Kuhn 1995:5). These, “fragmentary, non-linear moments” used to characterize a memory by
Kuhn, may be interpreted in Amendment as visual fragments created by the artist in the manner

in which she provides visua clues as images, objects and textures which have the potential to
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evoke a memory. Interpreting the trio of images in Botha's Amendment series as fragments of a
memory entals a process of removing and extracting details in order to piece together a
somewhat concise narative. This process alludes to the title of the series of work Amendment,
defined by Botha (Interview:2009) as the act of, correction, addition and deletion. | would,
therefore, suggest that details in the works are often lost and reinterpreted according to what the
viewer chooses to see in the images and how an individua would interpret the works in light of
his or her own memories. As Kuhn explains (1995:39), “images ae representations to make
sense of ourselves, in away tha we construct our own histories through memory and even how
we position oursdves within wider, more public, histories.” Botha draws upon the intersection of
persona and collective memory to allude to a layering of meaning whereby one needs to ped

away at both private and public histories in order to try and find ‘truth’ in a situation.

However, the power of construction in Botha’'s Amendment series oppresses the notion of ‘truth’
in her images. The manner in which one interprets and perceives the works in relation to one's
own personal experiences may seem so digointed at timestha one inevitably makes use of one’s
imagination. | would suggest tha theimaginary isaream of illusion and fantasy belonging to an
aesthetic world of perception. As Jean-Paul Sartre (1992:455) explains, for the imaginary process
to ocaur it requires the use of an analogon. According to Sartre (1992:552), the analogon is
equivaent to perception. The analogon can be a photograph, an object, a sketch, or even the
mentd image that one may use in order to remind oneself of someone or something. For example
a photograph of my grandmother ceases beng a mere image of aperson on a piece of paper but
rather stands in for my asent grandmother. In other words, the photograph loses its sense of sdf

and takeson what it represents, namely feelings and emotions | attribute towards the image when
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thinking of my grandmother. In the process of reminiscing about my grandmother when viewing
a photograph of her, the analogon (the photograph) loses its value as an object and takes on the
sense of the subject it represents. The analogon therefore takes on new qualities based upon the
intention an individual has towads it. In light of this when viewing the images represented in
Botha s Amendment series, perceptionsdiffer from one individual to another. In other words itis
through each individual’s way of understanding and interpreting the works that the images alow
meanings to emerge. The Amendment series radiates a network of associations, reflections and
interpretations allowing the works to have particular meaning or significance to one’s own life
Arguably, Bothais not the sole owner or narrator of her images: her images characterize modes
of aesthetic and “enigmatic expressions’ alowing the viewer to construct and interpret her
Amendment series as they wish. Thus, al images and texts are collective in nature in the way in
which wealter and use them in order to make meaning of them for ourselves. The images viewed

in Amendment are ‘accessible’ to theviewer solely through their interpretive value.

Personally, when viewing the images represented in Amendment, the central image is the key
element to which my interpretations are directed. Debatably, Botha makes use of the centra
image as a boundary line which disrupts the trio of images as a whole. Botha (Interview:2009)
notes, that metaphorically the central image is a “binding agent” that links the two images on
either side of it, thereby dlowing theviewer to symbolically associate the landscgpes on theright
with the juxtaposed images of objects on your left. For example, when viewing Amendment 3:
the case of going dutch in the desert, the central image may be associated with old Victorian
motifs imprinted on domestic objects such as crockery and furniture. The Victorian maotif is

embellished with slender stems of trailing leaves that intertwine and curl themselves on a flat
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surface. Furthermore, the central image of a plant motif is in fact fake and is used to imitate
living flora for décor purposes. To the right is an image of a shuttlecock which is
decontextualised on a white surface and seems to be missing its crucia apparatus which it is
usually associated with i.e. the racket. To the left is an image of an abandoned desolate area of
land with no vegetation, where two poles rise out of nowhere and allude to associations with an
old, unused badminton net. It would therefore seem that the two juxtgposed images of the desert-
like landscape and the shuttlecock are unable to fully function in the context in which they have
been placed and evoke feelings of being useless and dysfunctional. However, when viewing dl

three images as awhole, evocative feelings of colonization may arise, as thetrio of images call

Amradurent 3: ohe vaee of goiwy durcl ju the slesert (f' g. @

to mind the bringing of civilization to an untouched world, a world which in turn engulfs that
civilization, leaving only a ghostly whigper of its existence According to Ashraf Jamal (2002:2),
“Botha’s artwork is modified and informed at every turn by an abiding sense of unease and
digplacement — which in its turn under scores alonging for unity. The two moments — one asense
of brokenness, the other hankering for wholeness coexis and shape each other.” The centra

imagein Botha's Amendment isa sign of aesthetic resolution governing the possibility of ganing
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a #nse of “wholeness” when making connections with the trio of images as a whole. | would
further suggest, that the central images in Amendment may be viewed with Roland Barthes's
concept of the punctum in mind. Barthes (1982:32) explains the punctum as, a detail, physical
object, or element that legps out of the picture and pierces the viewer on an emotional leve.
When viewing Amendment, | experience the punctum as being the central image in the trio of
images represented. Amendment 5: the case of the mute praise singer depicts photogrgphs of a
snowman, a pin and a mechanical wooden bird. The pin appears to either be broken in half or
threaded through the background of the image. The pin is arbitrary in contrast to the two images

on ether side of it and thus draws my attention, for this reason it symbolizes the

.

Nl 5 A S o S (fig. 6)

punctum for me. While the snowman is transitory, it is inevitably reliant on the elements of
naure to sustain itself, nevertheless it appears as whole in the image. The snowman may be
interpreted as an effigy of aperson, yet it is made out of asubstance of nature and consequently
may be seen as trangent, asit will inevitably melt and cease to exist. In contrast the mechanica
wooden bird appearsfake. Placed out of context it almost looks like an art object on display. In
between these images the pin is shown to be imperfect and therefore grabs my attention. By
interpreting the pin as the punctum, | further associate it as a metaphorical representation of
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identity whereby the pin has the impossible task of pinpointing identity as something fixed and
steble. By referring to the pin as human identity | infer the transient and unstable nature of
identity, which (like memory) is subject to reconstruction. | would therefore suggest that the
broken appearance of the pin represents my identity; human identity which is subject to
transformation. The ambiguous and contradictory nature of the trio of images as a whole
represented in this particular work may thus be related to the process through which one
constructs one’s own personal history. Botha celebrates these ambiguities and contradictions in
her Amendment series as a way of afirming dissimilaity and the importance of multiple

perspectives seems to be an ongoing concern in her work.

According to Charles Hue Puttergill (2008:29), “identity is seen in part, as an attempt to make
sense of ourselves and othea's and therefore as being negotiated. Identity then, is formed and
transformed in the process of representation” (Castells 1997, Novd 1996; Sapsford & Dallos
1998). Using Puttergill’s observation on identity, the identity of the pin may be interpreted as
broken, unstable and transient, like the melting snow on the left and fake-like mechanica
wooden bird on the right. When viewing all three images — the pin in relation to the melting
snowman and the pin in relation to the fake mechanica wooden bird — all appear to deny identity
as being afixed congruct. However, if we view the pin as not broken but indeed threaded then
the pin may be interpreted as constructing and reconstructing seemingly random images by
threading them together. In other words, the arbitrary and contradictory nature of the trio of
images confronts the viewer with the artist’s intent of opening up persona histories to other

perspectives and meanings.
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The Amendment series, with its embedded clues and investigative approach is a complex body of
work designed for interpretation. Botha has alowed the viewer to investigate and andyse the
works as an attempt to discover the self in her images. The works are negotiated by the artist and
the viewer through persond assodations connected with the images that alow meanings to
emerge. Arguably the images that Botha has chosen to present in Amendment are both familiar
and puzzling and by no means ‘original.” Botha's enigmatic use of images, objects, textures and
text creates avisual language that can only be understood by the viewer when imposing arbitrary
connections on the works, that can either have intense meanings for the viewer or no meaning at

al.
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Chapter Three: Vergenoeg: Photographic stories of a farm

Although wetake stories of childhood and family literally, | think our recourseto this past is a way of reaching
for myth, for the story that is deep enough to express the profound feelings we have in the present
(Kuhn 1995:1).

For Annette Kuhn, our memories are prompted by the stories we tell (1995:2). As she explains,
the telling of stories about our past is a key moment in the making of ourselves (Kuhn 1995:2).
Memories provide us with narratives of identity that shape who we are at present. In my
professiona art practicel have focused on the role that family photographs play in the process of
identity construction, and — more specifically — the role of the way in which memory features in
such aprocess. In this chapter | have focused on and analysed my work in termsof my reflection

on memory when viewing family photographs.

According to Kuhn (1995:19), “family photographs are about memory and memories. that is,
they are about stories of a past shared by a group of people” When viewing old family
photographs | become aware of my asence in the images. The dsence of my being in the
photographs has initiated a process of storytelling between myself and family members, thereby
enabling me to access a part of the past in which | was not directly involved. This interactive
process informs me about the experiences and events tha occurred in a particular photograph
and the people represented in the images In other words, the stories | am told by family
members when viewing a particular family photograph are products of their recollections of the

past rather than mine
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According to Kuhn (1995:43), “stories shift back and forth across contexts — from the cultural to
the familial to the individua — constantly re-emerging in different shgpes and forms” These
“shapes and forms’ that Kuhn refers to may be interpreted as a process of producing narratives
by piecing together experiences from the past into the present through various means of
remembering. Arguably, stories shift and change over a prolonged period of time between
different viewpoints after each retelling. Thus, when viewing an old family photograph,
numerous versions of dories can be remembered and retold in light of a personal memory
associated with the image. In the reworking and re-reproducing™ of old family photographs in
my practical work, | have attempted to undersand how gories are reproduced as products of a
memory when viewing a specific photograph. This process has led me to discover myself, my

history and my identity through exploring the narrative and fictiona aspects of memory.

The photogrgphs | have chosen to deal with in my practical work are images of family members
of Afrikaner heritage that lived on afarm called Vergenoeg™ (also the title of my exhibition) in
the 1930’s. For the most part, these images portray afarming life-style set in a distinct period in
history. In gaining ‘access’ to this period, farm stories seem to emerge as memories &ter each
viewing of a specific family photograph. These stories behold the lives of the people that lived
on Vergenoeg. Trandated in English, Vergenoeg means “far enough”, which is interesting in
terms of relating the word to a process of remembering: asmemories may be interpreted as being
just “far enough” for one to be able to ‘access.” In other words, the title Vergenoeg is evocative
of adistant past, a distant memory to be interpreted as being just “far enough” or “close enough”

to be retrieved and remembered. It is important to note that | have made use of family

1 By using the term re-reproducing | reiterate the process in which | have re-photographed old family photographs.
12 \ergenoeg - According to my understanding of the word it means “far enough.”
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photographs as a “materia representation” of personal histories. The familial photograph has
thus become a form of conversation, of personaized narratives between myself and family
members that are recognized by their subjective qualities. In other words, | have extended the
subjectivity of these familia photogrgphs, of lives lived on Vergenoeg, as not only to have
meaning to me, but aso to the viewer in light of their own higories. Thisis doneby allowing the
viewer to project their personal familial experiences onto the images. By viewing family
photographs as andytica material of a case history, visual images come to represent familia
relations, even for outsiders The family photograph has an emotional quality that speaks to

everyone, because inevitably everyone hasafamily; whether present, remembered, or imagined.

The result is a series of work entitled Memory Boxes (fig. 7), which consists of glass boxes that
re-represent images — on the front surface of each individual box — of family members that lived
on Vergenoeg. The glass boxes may be representative of a display box in a museum. The
photographic representations of family members on the front surface of the boxes are organized
into a narrative sequence, in order to reconstruct and reinvent past persona histories linked
together in sequence. Collectively, the glass boxes may be interpreted as precious objects that
metaphorically capture and contain memories as naratives. The narratives that emerge and
maerialize from the images are open-ended and constructed in a manner in which the viewer
may attempt to project their own familial connections onto the images This happens because
they associate these very specific generic familia photographs with their own personal histories.
Furthermore, | have inserted particular familid objects into the glass boxes. These objects such
as abutter mixer, an inkpot and a sugar bow! have been kept by family members as reminders of

the individual or individuals that are represented on the front surface of each separate Memory
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box. The objects inside the boxes form an dusive, shadowy, ghost-like appearance. This spectra
view of the objects contained in Memory Boxes may be associated with the manner in which one

may experience amemaory.

(fig. 7)



Memory Box I, (fig. 8) re-represents an old family photograph that depicts an elderly lady sitting
on top of the windmill, looking out into thedistance. Initidly when viewing the photograph | had
no idea who was represented in the image and what the old lady was doing on top of the
windmill. It was only once | was told by rdatives who she was and why she climbed the
windmill that the image made any sense to me at all. When asking my grandmother about this
paticular image, she told me that my great grandmother, on occasons would dimb the
windmill in order to fix it. However, when asking my grandfather about the image he told me

that my great grandmother would climb the windmill because it was aplace where she could

(fig. 8)

think. The stories | was told about why my great grandmother would climb the windmill did not
correlate with each other. The retelling of this particular gory associated with the image altered
and changed according to each individual family member’s recollection or perception of the
event that had occurred in the photograph. This active process of storytdling that occurred
between myself, my grandmother and my grandfather seemed to allow memoriesto emerge The
use of the photograph would by extension imply that it, too isrooted in narraive The stories that
emerge as a memory demonstrates a process that involves multiple subjective viewpoints. These
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viewpoints depend on each individual’s recollection of aparticular person or time in history, as

represented in this particular photograph.

This active process of doryteling, when viewing old family photogragphs has allowed me to
employ Marianne Hirsch’s concept of “postmemory.” According to Hirsch (2002:22),
“postmemory characterizes the relationship of second generation memory, experiences that
preceded their births and were transmitted to them through a process of storytelling’, to
constitute memories in their own right. In light of Hirsch’s concept of “postmemory”, | have
become aware of how inherited memories inevitably become my own. These memories are
mediaed not by personally remembering the past but by creating and constructing an
imaginative narraive which | create based on the stories | am told, and inevitably project onto
the photographs | view. As Kuhn (1995:1) explains, “it iswe who by imagining them bring them
into being.” Memory Boxes as a series is therefore constructed in a manner that metaphorically
cgptures not only my creation of amemory but the memories of a viewer. | have attempted to
allow the viewer to construct an imaginative story of their own, in order to associate with the

images in their own right. According to Annette Kuhn (2002:158),

it is not merely a question of what we choose to keep in our * memory boxes’ — which particular traces of our
pasts we lovingly or not so lovingly preserve - but of what we do with them how we use these relics to make
memories, and how we the make use of the stories they generate to give deeper meaning to, and if necessary to

change, our lives today.

In other words, one chooses to construct the past in amanner that allows one to shgpe and form
one’s memories in the present in order to make meaning of and for one’s self. When viewing

Memory Box Il, (fig 9) there is a woman, two little boys and their dog standing in the veld
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looking outwards into the distance. The farm lies on a wide lonely open plain, the source and
reason for the name Vergenoeg. When viewing the image more closdy | wonder what they were
doing, or why they were there in the middle of nowhere. Maybe they were just taking awalk in
the veld or maybe they were looking for someone. However, | can never be sure as no one in my
family can actually remember what the people represented in the photograph were doing that day
or why the photograph was taken at all. The story | generae when viewing this particular image
isafamily day out on afarm, as | was told that taking awalk in the vdd was a regular family
activity back in those days. However, aviever might generate a completely different story when
viewing this particular image, interpreting it entirely differently — the viewer might be able to
asociate with theimageor not a all. Certainly, the composition isstriking. We see awoman and

a young man gazing at the viewer, while the dog and the other man have their gazesturned avay.

(fig. 9)

This contrast in point of view and viewpoint gives the image a tension which, while it fails to
yield a coherent meaning, nevertheless gives us the opportunity to imagine ourselves in a story
that can only be imagined. This point’s towards the collective yet fictive nature of renembering,

which | explore in my second series of work entitled Faces of You and Me, and represents
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portraits of individuals who are al supposed relatives™ of mine. The portraits originate from a
group family photograph that | found in my grandmother’s storage room. The photograph clearly
had no purpose or meaning to anyone as it was packed away and forgotten. When enquiring
about the photograph, my grandmother told me that no one could remember who the people in
the photograph were or why it was taken. The only thing that she could assume is that the people
represented in the photograph must have been relatives of ours. The photograph thus speaks of
absence, of apast that is gone forever, ahigory that can never be reclaimed due to a progression
of forgetting. As Kuhn (1995:3) explains, “the past is gone forever. We cannot return to it, nor
can we reclaim it now as it was. But that does not mean it is lost to us” In rediscovering this
photograph, | felt asif | had reclaimed a piece of familial history which while lost and forgotten,
remained compelling and crucial to the project of piecing together memory as evocative,

fragmented and mysterious.

(fig. 10)

B3 | say “supposed rdlatives” because no ore in my family recognises the people depicted in the images, but have
assumed that they arerelatives.

37



In the process of making Faces of You and Me | have sdected particular individuals from a
group family photograph (fig. 10) which | found of particular interest to me. It is vitd to note
that the individuals | have chosen to represent resemble immediate family members tha are
present in my life today. By choosing these particular people | hope to point towards an element
of ambiguity in the images. The old man with the top hat (fig. 11), the lady scratching her head
(fig. 12), and thelittle boy with the norty grin (fig. 13) all represent people from the pagt that no
longer exist both physically and mentally — they do not even exist in people’s memories

anymore. Arguably, the anbiguous anonymity of these particular individua s could dlow the

(fig. 11) (fig. 12 (fig. 13)

viewer to asociate with any one of the people represented in the photograph as they have
become namdessfaces. In othe words, the anonymity of the peoplerepresented in these images
could have as much meaning to me as they can to an indifferent viewer. | would therefore
suggest that our personal higories are thus all somehow connected through our basic humanity.

The old man could be someone's grandfather, the lady scratching her head could be someone’s

aunt and the little boy with the norty grin could be some else’s little brother.



As Annette Kuhn explains (1995:8),

family photographs may be read as case studies of personal histories, whereby the photographs have the ability
of being read in anumber of ways: for the stories they tell about a particular life speak with astrange urgency to
the readers in whom they dicit recognition of ashared history.

Inevitably, each of us has adistanced connection to faces which we can connect with yet never
know. Faces of You and Me addresses this matter. However, the ambiguity in these images
points towards their lack of context due to a process of forgetting as the progression of time
inevitably erases one' s memory. Furthermore, in the process of enlarging the portraits in Face of
You and Me, | have attempted to bring the image closer to the viewer 0 as to substantiate and
reveal the existence of individuals represented in the images. However, in doing s0 | have
ultimately failed as the portraits represented in this series of work may be viewed as “locket
photographs’, the more | try and revea the image of the individua the more the image conceals

itself.

This has led me to produce my third body of work, Back Sories (fig. 14). Back Soriesis a series
of work that represent the back parts of family photogrgohs The backs of these photographs
contain text that tells us who is represented in the images and a little bit about what had
hgpopened in photograph. According to Geoffrey Batchen (2004:41), “the addition of text to
photographs was a common strategy used by those who wished to enhance the memorial power
of theimage.” In Back Stories, | have ddiberatdy chosen not to show thefront of the photograph

to allow the viewer to construct an imaginary image based on what is read in the text. The text
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unavoidably shapes an imagined image. This is contrasted to my previous body of work Faces of

You and Me, where the viewer had access to the image but not to who the people actually were.

(fig. 14)

Here, the viewer has access to the names of people, but not to their faces. When viewing Back
Sories| (fig. 15) the text reads: “Ek en Deon en Bennie op Hartenbos. Deon was mos saam met
ons. Moenie na my gevreet kyk nie ek het snaaks gekom”, which in English trandates as “Me
and Deon and Bennie at Harentbos. Deon was with us Don’t look at my face, as | look funny.”
This explains to the viewer that there was a woman and two men sitting on top of what we can
assume to be a mountain. Personally, | can only assume that awoman is the writer of the text as
she further explans the image by saying we should not look a her face as she looks funny,
possibly unattractive It is interesting to note how the front and the back of the photograph both
reveal very little of the event that had occured on that particular day in the past. Arguably, the

narrative without the imageis as limiting as the image without the narrative. In other words, the



two depend on each other in the construction of “postmemory”, and without one the other is left

to the vagaries of theimagination. A written product of amemory.

(fig. 15)

Batchen (2004:41) explains that, “the inscription of text is a unique trace of a person’s hand, a
proof of identity, an unequivocal statement that “I was there, and here is my mark.” It is
interesting to note that when viewing Back Stories |, we do not know who wrote the text or the
gender, age or familial position of tha person, we can only assume who the author is. The
anonymity of the author of the writing, like the anonymity of the nameless faces, then adds to the
mystery of the ‘imagined image” The anonymity of the author thus creates a mystery
surrounding the image. One wonders whose memory this belongs to, aswell as why that person
chose to mark the image with these specific words. It is interesting to note that whoever did the
writing on the back part of this particular photograph must have believed that she would forget
the circumstances surrounding the event (I refer to the fact that she reminds herself that she
looked funny). Perhgps she believed that she would forget what had happened, and that the text

would be of more value to her memory than the image itself or maybe it indicates self
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consciousness since the writer believes herself to be un-photogenic/unattractive in this particul ar

photograph.

In light of my third series of work, Memories Re-layered (fig. 16) | have re-photogrgphed old
family photographs and sentimentd objeds to re-represent the dynamic relationship between

images and objects and their connections to the past. | then continued to reconstruct the image by

(fig. 16)

photographing sentimental objects' that family members held dear to the people represented in
selected family photographs For example, when viewing Memories Re-layered | (fig. 17), the
newly constructed image represents a photogragph of my great grandmother and my grandfather
sitting next to each other somewhere outside the farm. Overlaying this image is my great
grandmother’s ink pot which she made use of on a weekly basis to write letters to keep in touch

with distant loved ones. The ink pot as a proclaimed sentimental object has been kept by my

' The sentimental objects in the photographs are red objects that have not been re-presented but presented in their
tangible form and only become arepresented image oncel had photographed them.
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mother to physically remind her of my great grandmother. According to Geoffrey Batchen
(2004:31), “the physicality of an object enhances the object’'s capacity to provoke
remembrance” The ink pot as asentimenta object may therefore be interpreted as an object that
physically manif ests amemory associated with the person that the object belonged to. The object
therefore becomes an extension of its owner, or the owner the extengon of the object: where the

person represented in theimage is now absent, the object now standsin for them. Equally,

(fig. 17)

however the photograph of my grea grandmother and grandfather may also be viewed in itself as
a sentimental object. In other words, the photogrgph has become sentimental as it depicts both
people and atimethat is now lost and yearned for. By placing the photograph of the sentimental
object onto the re-photogrgpohed image of an old family photogrgph | have constructed an
entirely new image. Arguably, these images and objects provoke acts of remembrance in the
manne in which they are connected to the past and their continued existence into the present.

Interestingy, the dynamic relationship between images and objects in Memories Re-layered may



be read in relation to my series of work entitled Memory Boxes. In the process of layering and
constructing images and objects in these two series of work, | attempt to point towards the
layering and constructed nature of memories and how we physically project our memories
through the objects we behold. By layering a re-represented family photograph with a re-
presented photograph of a sentimental object in Memories Re-layered, | point towards Jean
Baudrillard’ s contention that nothing is ‘real’ and that everything is in fact a representation of a
representaion, thus everything is a simulaion of wha we perceive to be ‘real.” Our memories
are therefore nothing but smulations of representations of the past captured in the present
through the objects we behold, the images we see and the stories we are told. Thus the
imaginative sentiments we project onto the past creates a simulated ‘reality’ that one can only

perceive & ‘real.’

| have extended Bauldrillard’s concept of the “rea - ssimulated” dichotomy by creating a series of
work entitled Ghostly Remnants (fig. 18). The works depict “snapshot” photographs of family
members that lived on Vergenoeg. The images are re-represented through a process of exploring
an old photographic technique, the salt print. Imprinted on fabric, the images gopear ghostly in
appearance and may be evocaive of the way in which one would experience a memory.
Consequently, the viewer may question whether these images pertain to ‘true’ personal histories
of a particular period of time, or whether they are nothing but re-representations of a smulated
‘reality’, of an imaginative creation. This is symptomatic to the ‘true’ yet fictive nature of the
images represented in Ghogtly Remnants, since one’s subjective acoount of ‘reality’ is always

subject to fictitious embellishments or deletions, an interpretation of the ‘truth.” Hence the



concepts of ‘truth’ and fiction, which stand in binary opposition to one another, and are blurred

through what one may perceiveto be ‘real” when remembering the past.

(fig. 18)

Findly, | have installed a video piece (Untitled) that captures a horse galloping in the veld. The
gdloping of the horse isdirectly related to the title of the exhibition Vergenoeg which speaks of
distance, afar ride that pertains to how family members created the boundaries of the farm. The
hgphazard nature of the filmed piece is evocative of to the way in which one might experience a
memory; a visua glimpse into a past of apersona history. Accompanying the video piece is a
sound component of the horse galloping in the ved, this sound fills the exhibition space in its
entirety. The sound component is produced within the exhibition space and permits the viewer
entrance to a constructed space that reverberates like a ‘time cgosule’, a gpace contaning
memories of a time that has passed and is once again captured through echoes of a horse
gdloping, recalling a time that once was. This allows the viewer to ‘access’ and experience a

realm where the past and present are interlaced and are indeed integrd to one another.



In the process of exploring my family-heritage and in the reworking of family photographs, |
have recognized how memories have been passed down from one generaion to another through
an active process of storytelling. This points towards the past being continuously modified and
re-described by other voices and gazes. The fragmentary and contradictory nature in which these
stories are told when viewing an image, is an illustration of the fdlibility of memory in the way

that we hgphazardly construct the past in order to make meaning of ourselvesin the present.



Conclusion

In my own process of exploring my history through memory | have paid particular attention to
the role that the photographic image plays in both constructing and reinforcing persond
narrativeswhen viewing an image (i.e. the family photogrgph). For this thesis, | have argued that
memory, history and identity are dynamicdly linked by the stories we tell and the images we
view. In light of this, | have deduced that memory is a complex process that involves an intricate
interaction between multiple instances which often emerge as a narrative. | have therefore
suggested tha memories are moulded into narratives not only by one’s personal remembered
episodes of the past but by aco-operative collective social process of reminiscing. In other words
one’smemories ae influenced by external forces that involve multi-sided perspectives of events,
issues and personalities which include multiple subjective instances which are incorporated to
produce a memory. Memories are thus constructed, re-constructed and co-produced by
individuas remembering the pad. | have thus established that memories are produced as “visud

narratives’ which areused to tell a complicated story about the past.

Through my work | have made use of the family photograph as a medium to recreate the past
through post-generationd stories. By doing so, | have deduced that in re-enacting the past when
viewing an image, memories emerge and are created as visual storiesthat are often inconsistent,
interpretive and even imagnative, at times. A photograph may thus be viewed as a memory-
trigger that invariably allows an individual to interpret and construct a “visual narative” as a

piece of the past —a combined visud and verba construct of amemory.
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In the course of my research | have found that the photograph and the remembered both depend
upon the passing of time in which moments are preserved and isolated, proposing their own form
of existence in which al images can coexist. In other words, photography has identified and
frozen life into a series of recorded moments, “snapshots’ of a history which | would suggest
have gradually become “visua narratives” of self-recognition. Memory may thus be viewed as
entirely subjective — a sdf-reflexive process occurs in trying to find onesdf in the past,
paticularly when viewing a photograph. | have therefore deduced that memories and
photographs can be synonymous with each other. But given that a photograph is simpler than
most memories and its range and ambit is somewhat limited it is more often the key to unlocking
more complex memories. It is thus important to note that the photographic medium isindeed a
form of representation that is always already subject to a memory that transforms and

reinterprets the ‘origina’ according to one’s subjective ‘reality’ in the present.

I would therefore like to stress that | have applied many of these ideass on memory and
photography to my own personal practice. | have explored my familial heritage by re
representing and reconstructing old family photographs as “visua narratives’ that not only | can
identify with but also an outsider, the viewer. The familiar yet ambiguous nature of these
photographs has opened the images up to the viewer, alowing the works to have relevance to
their own lives and hence the finding of sdf in the images. | have extended this contention by
arguing that numerous voices and gazes emerge from the narratives created when viewing an
image Memories thus congst of multiple selves rather than an independent autonomous self.
The sdf thus consists of a network of narratives that render the sdlf fluid, momentary, always

open to new combinations of being and meaning, depending on the viewer.



By analysing and exploring Lien Botha's series Amendment (2006), | have focused on her works
as open-ended narratives that alow the viewer to reconstruct, re-arange and manipulate her
works to allow a persondized narrative to emerge. | have found that these “visuad naratives’
that emerge when viewing Botha's Amendment series are influenced and created by a complex
layering of both personal and social histories that eventually become mutable and transient,
something forever changeable. The dynamic relationship between images and dories in
Amendment has alowed me to assodate this particular series of work with my own with

emphasis on the open-ended interpretive value to which they giverise

The process of exploring memory as a visual interpretation of the salf has thus allowed me to
argue that memory is indeed faliblein all respects, asit is an entirely subjective and compelling
system of representation — be it visual or verba, that buckles and warps under the heat on the
horizon. | have therefore come to realize that memories are partial, amix of detail and image, a
trigger for alost moment in time to which one can never return, and, mug therefore reinvent.
One can never find ultimate ‘truth’ in amemory, as the fragmentary and contradictory nature of
remembering is limited to modes of representation in which memories as photographs, as
narrative and as identity can only ever exist and emerge as multiple interpretaions of theself in a

given instant.
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