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Artist’s Statement

Disjecta Membra (noun): scattered members, disjointed portions or parts: applied to fragments of
poetry or fragmentary quotations

This exhibition couples paintings from two parallel series. The one is derived from photographic slides of my
family taken by my grandfather during the 1960s, mostly depicting life in suburban South Africa. The other
series is derived from the last photographs of ‘the disappeared’, people who died during a similar era in the fight
against apartheid and whose remains have not yet been found.

These paintings challenge rather than affirm the particular reality self-consciously projected by family
snapshots. The cropped format, by forcing a mor e fragmented view, lays new emphasis and nuance. This in
turn suggests a less cohesive, more ambiguous condition beneath the constructed facade.

The two series also comment on each other as flip sides of a dislocated world, bridged by surprising resonance
and dissonance. In this subtle exchange between a disjointed past and the unfinished business of the present is a
restorative attempt to ‘re-member’.

Overview

Disjecta Membra began life in 2006 as part of a broader investigation around notions of ancestry and heritage —
biological, cultural and other — that informed my final-year UCT Michealis exhibition, a sculptural installation.
During this research, I rediscovered a collection of slides my paternal grandfather had gifted me as a teenager. [
was struck by their very particular sense of place and time. I felt inspired to use them as reference for a series of
artworks; thus these paintings began life at Julia Teale’s Spencer Street studio in Salt River, Cape Town.

The cropped format suggested itself early on: it drew attention to inter-personal dynamics through visual cues
often overlooked in the bigger picture. It also inferred a viewfinder of sorts, peeking back into memories of the
past. The net effect was to undermine the fixity and apparent harmony of family mythology by creating a sense
of subtle unease, the act of looking simultaneously frustrated and enriched by enforced fragmentation. The
format also had the uncanny result of extending the visual commentary from an individual to a group level: the
images were at once depersonalised, without their facial features, yet appeared strangely familiar in pose and
circumstance. The distorted floating images referred also to a broader dislocation of reality represented by the
trimmed lawns and recreational pursuits of a suburban apartheid life.

In September 2007, I visited the Siyanikhumbula exhibition at Constitution Hill in Johannesburg, an exhibtion
that commemorated those who disappeared during apartheid and whose remains have not been found. There are
officially 477 such people, according to a list drawn up by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC);
despite some cases being solved since then, the real figure is likely much higher. The disappeared essentially
represent the unfinished business of the TRC and by extension the unfinished business of our democratic
transformation. I have a particular interest in this issue and the TRC more broadly; it was the research subject
for my M.A. undertaken in London (1997-98).

I was deeply moved by Siyanikhumbula and was inspired to derive the second part of my painting series from
fragments of exhibited photographs, as resonant counterpoint. I liaised with the various organisations and
persons responsible for the exhibition and directly wrote to as many of the families as possible. The replies I
received were overwhelmingly positive and touching: “Please be free to do what you want to do with the photo.
Maybe the world will know that we are still waiting to hear or get the bones of the children they have killed”,
wrote one mother. The brother of another of the disappeared (whose body was found) had to identify the
deceased by his shoes; the same shoes feature in the cropped painting.

We are still grappling on an individual and collective level with unresolved legacies and mythologies, bound by
memories. Disjecta Membra is a reflective visual response.
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