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REFLECTIONS ON OPENLAB 2014

OPENLab 2014 took place over the course of 10 days from 18 July — 27
July 2014 in Bloemfontein as part of the Vryfees Festival; and then at
Modern Art Projects South Africa (MAPSA) in Richmond where the bulk of
the residency took its effect.

OPENLab 2014 was an experimental platform that engaged in critical
dialogue about art making in the public realm among creatives in
interdisciplinary fields.

In this dialogue, 13 of the 15 artists reflect on their experiences.

OPENLab 2014 was developed by curators, designers and artists Carli
Leimbach (AU), Paul Gazzola (AU), Lynda Roberts (AU), Techa Noble
(AU), Bec Dean (AU) and Jay Pather (SA) as part of the Program for
Innovation in Artform Development (PIAD) initiated by the Vryfees Festival
and the University of the Free State.

Other facilitators include Phillipa Tumubeinee (SA, Architect & Designer),
Nadia Cusimano (AUS, Performer & Dramaturge) and Lee-Ann Tjunypa
Buckskin (AUS, Artist & Educator).

It was funded by the Australia Council for the Arts and the National
Lottery Distribution Fund (NLDTF) and supported by Modern Art Projects
South Africa (MAPSA).



Selected artists in residency:

Kira Kemper, Sethembile Msezane, Nadja Daehnke, Elgin Rust, Lesiba
Mabitsela, Wayne Reddiar, Adelheid Camilla von Maltitz, Nieke Lombard,
Sandile Radebe, Roxy Anne Kawitzky, Francois Knoetze, Siphumeze
Tafari Khundayi, Sonia Radebe, Gavin Krastin and Phumlani Ntuni.

Unfortunately, Gavin Krastin and Phumlani Ntuni were unable to
contribute to this conversation.

What did you expect of OPENLab and what was its outcome?

Sethembile Malozi Msezane: Well, the website said exactly what

to expect of the lab, “Up to 15 Artists from across South Africa will
participate in the Lab, led by national and international facilitators. The
opportunity is open to creative practitioners working in the visual arts,
performance, architecture, fashion, dance, new media, sound art, design,
community arts and other creative pursuits.

Participating artists will explore new approaches to site based
practices working across different communities, disciplines and
geographical contexts. The emphasis is on participation, critical thinking,
discussion and the creation of new ideas.

OpenLab is a place for free experimentation and open dialogue. It is
a nurturing, supportive and responsive space for artists and facilitators to
share, exchange and challenge each other.”

| usually go into new experiences with an open mind; | try not to expect
anything so that | can fully immerse myself in the experience. What |

got out of OPENLab 2014 were new methods of performing that | might
have shied away from initially, as performance is a new medium that | am
working with.

Nadja Daehnke: Like Sthe, | approached the lab with an open mind, but
loved the combination of the conceptual, the visual and the performative.
As primarily a visual artist (with some experience in organising and
conceptualising performance work), it was wonderful to be involved in
exploring my own body as art material. | realised how rare and special

it is to be able to do so with other people that one completely trusts at
that moment, and in an environment which is non-judgmental and non-
hierarchical.

Kira Kemper: | did not expect the lab to be as performance and
movement oriented as it was. However, | was pleasantly surprised at my
willingness to experiment and push myself out of my comfort zones. |
think the environment was quite nurturing and supportive which left me
with the confidence to explore things that | would not ordinarily engage
with.

Elgin Rust: It is one thing to read about what is planned... quite another
to be fully immersed in the process. | was challenged everyday in some
manner. It was tough at times but always rewarding!

Sethembile: | agree with Kira; our comfort zones were stretched.
However, each person chose how far he or she was willing to push
themselves. Also, as the lab was interactive, we often brought up
highlights in each other’s works that an individual could have overlooked.

Lesiba Mabitsela: At the lab | expected to develop the ideas that at times
paralysed my thinking and creative making process. The openness of

the facilitators and fellow artist allowed me to express my ideas without
judgement. | would say it was a good first residency and through the
residency I've been able to identify the key to my works.



Kira: | like what Lesiba says here about developing ideas that paralyzed
his thinking. | felt this way during the ‘ideas generating project’, where we
had to develop other people’s proposals and then make a performance
based on these further developed proposals. | would ordinarily run and
hide from this structured situation, however | was truly surprised at the
outcome and even inspired.

Wayne Reddiar: OPENLab 2014 has been an incredible experience where
| have learnt new processes in creative departure, expanded my practice
range, made incredible friends, found new potential collaborators, and
developed a relationship with the intriguing town of Richmond. This feels
like the beginning of a new chapter for my practice.

Adelheid Camilla von Maltitz: | expected to be challenged and | hoped
that | would learn and grow from the experience. | thought that | might
not manage to grow. | think the residency was structured very well. It was
challenging but it was not a painful experience for me, | felt surprised and
happy at my own personal growth.

Please discuss the transition from Bloemfontein to Richmond.

Sethembile: Looking back, Bloemfontein felt like a non-space for me- or
maybe a space | could not identify with. | did not feel the joyous festivities
of the Vryfees Festival. | either felt ignored or stared at during the festival
as a black woman, especially in the beer tent. Meeting so many new
people at the same time also took a bit of getting used to.

Surprisingly | felt more at home in a ghost-town like Richmond. | suppose
it's because I’'m accustomed to small towns- part of my upbringing was
in a homestead in KZN. The real work began in Richmond, and | found
that it was easier to adapt there. The activities were engaging and this is

where | got to know my fellow participants even better.

Kira: Both Bloem and Richmond were relatively unknown to me. | have
only ever driven past both of these places. | found the Vryfees Festival
in Bloemfontein quite odd. It seemed to be a kind of excuse for binge
drinking at night and a very busy market in the day. However here we
managed to have very important discussions and conferences around
issues of culture that for me framed much of our discussions that then
happened in Richmond.

Wayne: The events lined up for us in Bloem, especially the brick-making
session and Pecha Kucha, were really great in that they allowed us to

get to know each other. | felt really privileged to be part of such a great
group of artists and to be led by the amazing facilitators. This allowed me
to really trust the creative exercises, interactions and collaborations that
emerged during the residency in Richmond.

Adelheid: | think the transition from Bloem to Richmond was very
important for me. In Bloem, where | currently live and work, | was still
feeling stuck. Once we were working in Richmond | felt that my mind
opened up. Being away from home was essential to get away from my
daily realities and let my mind focus on the residency.

Lesiba: The Bloemfontein experience kind of charged the rest of my
subject matter for the whole residency. Realising that we were staying
on the very same university hostel premises where racist scandals are
prominent made me feel as if the festival was more of a distraction to the
real issues surrounding it.

Thereafter | went out searching for the untold truths about the
festival and university. | had a rather productive conversation about this
with Molefi who had been studying at UFS (University of Free State) for



some time. We discussed the idea that perhaps the two independent
festivals, Vryfees and Macufe, were an instance where the art at present
seems to separates communities.

By contrast, in Richmond our art seemed to unite a community. That
being said, further research and more conversations with fellow residency
participants got me feeling more sympathetic towards the Afrikaans
language and culture. | actively tried to be a little more understanding
and less vindictive in a country that has sought to demonise a people.
This understanding, though, still by far doesn’t justify separation. | think a
form of national beauty could be born if the two respective festivals were
combined.

Nieke Lombard: | grew up in Bloemfontein, have my family there,
attended that very University and have seen the Vryfees Festival many a
year. To come back to it as ‘outsider’ looking in critically got my emotions
rolling up and down- leading to an overriding sense of frustration. | feel
that the festival is stagnating and | got the same old feeling | got while
nearing the end of my studies, a restricted sense not unlike bumping my
head against a ceiling.

Richmond was an alien place that took me away from past
contradictions and tinted nostalgia to an uncharted territory. Going from
one known ‘uncomfortability’ to an unknown ‘uncomfortability’ which
made it the more challenging.

Both Bloemfontein and Richmond took us outside of comfort zones.
Reflecting back on it, in its most basic form, the questions | grappled with
were: how do you enter a space, how do you choose to engage with it
and why do you engage with it in that way?

| got to know my fellow participants better when we were on the
same playing field; | was too ‘involved’ in Bloemfontein. Richmond was a
clean page and we were all in the same boat and that for me was a great
shared experience.

What was your experience of Richmond and what concerns surfaced?

Kira: | found Richmond to be a very sleepy small town. During apartheid,
the town was divided into a historical town and the township. Many
of us wanted to learn more about the people who lived there and their
experiences of everyday life.

| believe that the dire poverty that we found there played a unique
role in shaping our discussions around culture, race and society.
OPENLab was like a pressure cooker and Richmond was an ideal pot,
because the issues were inescapable. We were all aware of the pressure
cooker-ness of the lab and so we were delicate in our approach to
making public work in this context. That being said we also had this
unique opportunity to make mistakes, to experiment.

Nadja: On the one hand, the contained space of Richmond was great in
that it felt like one could get an overview more easily there — while also
always being aware of the danger of making assumptions. On the other
hand, the intimacy of the town stripped away a sense of anonymity,
highlighting for me the need to be accountable for my actions. This

was relieved by the discussion around community views of previous

art projects. | found Roxy’s active decision not to produce work in the
public realm very interesting in this regard. | fully understand her position
and | too was hesitant about seeing Richmond as ‘our petri-dish’, our
playground to develop ourselves, rather than as a hugely complex space
in which all our actions have potential ramifications.

Lesiba: As you know Wayne Reddiar, | found the relationship between
poverty and self-esteem interesting. | tried to convey this in my final
presentation to uplift a community who felt that they were not masters of
their own destiny. Art seems to be a link which can heal any links broken
by history. The kids and their involvement on our presentation day was
evidence of this.



Wayne: Lesiba, | agree. One of the most moving moments for me was
finding a chair in a school, with the following words written in Tipex: “l am
not human being.”

Sethembile: | loved being in Richmond. Perhaps it was the combination
of the talented, good people, exciting, engaging happenings, good food
(bless Modern Art Project’s Harrie, Morné and the cooking staff’'s cooking)
as well as good wine. | found that my energies were really focused into
embodying the experience of being an experimental artist in a residency
that allowed for such freedom.

The issues that surfaced for me were the disparities of the town
and township: the empty houses and unused facilities in the town and
over-crowdedness, lack of jobs, no paving and limited facilities in the
township.

Adelheid: | had a good experience of Richmond overall. The poverty and
hunger in the town is a real concern to me. However, as a space it had a
positive vibe and gave me a sense that things were slowly changing in a
good way for the people living there. Modern Art Projects (MAP) and the
staff running it are wonderful. | think it was a good location for OPENLab
to take place

Nadja: Yes, hooray for MAP!
What were the most challenging moments during the residency?

Nadja: Richmond confirmed the complexity of creating art in and for the
public realm- at times it felt like going where angels fear to tread. The
programme was structured in such a way that it invigorated instead of
paralyzed, yet the challenge came on the last ‘performance and projects’
day. Then, it felt like reality had caught up with experimentation and | was
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faced with an audience so different to what | had imagined or planned
for— a group of approximately 60 small children.

| felt the need to change my planned intervention quite drastically.
This need to adapt and adjust rather than stick to a supposed artistic
standard, and the question of where a public artist’s primary responsibility
lies, is of great interest to me and | would like to explore and discuss it
further.

Kira: | did not feel a pressure such as what Nadja describes above. | felt
the framing and context of the lab allowed for us to be fluid in our actions
in public space. The public was unexpected but this is the nature of
public space and it is the joy of working in this way too. | felt the freedom
to play, especially surrounded by kids.

Street Whyz (Sandile Radebe): | was challenged by the weather,
Richmond can be very cold in comparison to Jo’burg. The school
principal (Mr. Sampies), Elvis and | managed to paint the school’s sign in
one day. | got to collaborate with the members of this community in one
day against the snowy weather and finished the task on the day. | found
myself pushed a lot, and also found myself doing much more than what |
expected of myself.

Lesiba: Wayne Reddiar helped me on the first project. | found it difficult
to trust my own ideas and to navigate unfamiliar spaces alone. | guess his
lecturing background helped in that sense.

Elgin: Yup, learning to trust was key. Trusting in one’s own ideas/
perceptions as well as trusting the group allowed us to share, care and
grow.

Sethembile: | agree with Sandile. Richmond was cold, arid and dusty. My
skin got really dry and developed an allergic reaction. My hands swelled
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up slightly (apparently that had something to do with the sea level). In one
of the exercises where we had to try and perceive a minute without using
any device to measure time, Sandile made me realise that | blinked quite
often and that’s how he counted his minute. My eyes were dry from all the
dust in the air, especially in the township.

Adelheid: For me, it was very challenging that the first few days of the
residency were so physical. | felt like a fish out of water. | think it was
wonderful to be pushed out of my comfort zone and it opened my brain
in a different way. | felt like | could see or sense the world around me
much more clearly. Another big challenge was taking my daughter with
me on the residency. The facilitators and all the residency members were
incredibly supportive. | had the attitude that | had to make the best of

it even though | missed a few events during the evening because | had
to go breastfeed and put my daughter to bed. Even though it is difficult
taking a child with to a residency | would encourage other moms who are
still breastfeeding to go for it.

Please comment on the structure (or non-structure) of the lab.

Roxy Anne Kawitzky: Firstly, the lab provided a way for participants to
strip their work of its regular subject matter, themes and modalities and
reduce creative thinking almost to its purely abstract elements. After
removing all my practice-related trappings/aesthetics/pet theories, the
simple processes that make my work run seemed clearer and easier to
track and develop. | think this began in earnest during the movement
workshops, which (at least for me), facilitated unplanned thinking, actions
and choices, and had almost nothing to do with the way | think or what |
might make work about. This established a fluidity, which ran parallel to
subsequent discussions, collaborations, etc.

Kira: Roxy has, as always, framed this very accurately. | loved the way
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each day started with movement or a ball game, which, to my mind, was
a device to encourage a collaborative thinking.

Adelheid: The structure of the lab had a great flow. | think there was
enough formal structure as well as enough lack of structure for the group
to decide on what it is we would do, especially towards the end of the
residency.

Elgin: The movement workshops created a platform where participants
got to know one another playfully while considering spatial, linguistic
and narrative concepts. This created a bond based on trust, which
encouraged sharing and experimentation.

Street Whyz: The movement workshops and games allowed for one to let
go of any control of one’s own working process. | became more and more
reliant on my instinct to create and act.

This also filtered into how | engaged other participants and the Richmond
community as well. | learnt to trust what came naturally instead of doing
something considered. This basis allowed me to enjoy the residency
immensely, and took away doubt in my ideas. The unexpected became a
guide to what | conceived of and acted on.

When applying to the residency | did not expect a structure that
encouraged me to work from my gut feeling over my intellect. Regardless
of this fact, the outcomes were very relevant to my stay, interaction with
other participants and Richmond, as well as stretching my practice to
new and unexplored territories.

Lesiba: Yes, | agree with Sandile. Thanks; | struggled to answer this
before your answer. It’s as if we were being stripped of our “powers” —
which would be our usual routines to creating work and it humbled us.
Throught his process, we were united in our vulnerability.

It stripped us all of egos that may have been prevalent had Sandile
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and | brought our familiar tools of spray cans and a sewing machine
respectively.

Discuss your interactions with participants that you may have known
before as well as those you didn’t. After the residency is there room to
collaborate?

Francois Knoetze: OPENLab 2014 was an opportunity to freely
collaborate with artists and performers from around South Africa. | liked
how the lab allowed for a process based (as opposed to an outcome
based) approach to art making. We played a game called ‘Design
Charrette’ in which each artist was asked to write down three proposals
for public artworks. We were then asked to move one seat to the left, and
had five minutes in which to expand on one of the three ideas in front of
us. This happened a few times. Finally several artists with vastly different
artistic backgrounds, tastes and approaches, had expanded on each
idea. The original idea had become fluid and morphed into something
completely different from its starting point.

For me, this interaction shifted my ideas around authorship and
ownership, creating a kind of freedom that is often stifled when we are
too ‘precious’ about our ideas being our own.

My practice is usually centered around performance based work
and live, unscripted interactions, so | decided to do something different
which would allow me to collaborate with the other artists and to enter
into their processes in some way. | set up an ‘art shop’ where the
other artists could ‘request’ things that they might need for their own
performances/installations/presentations. Roxy requested that | build
a miniature set for her Live Action Role Play; Lesiba needed a little
model built for his presentation; Elgin requested help with the setup of
her installation and other small things of this nature. In this way, | got a
glimpse into the way that the other artists work. Often in art practice,
we work in isolation and issues around authorship/ownership can
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hinder interesting encounters between various art forms and styles. This
freedom to collaborate allowed for interaction with very few ‘strings
attached’ — a free hybridisation of processes, ideas and approaches.

Lesiba: The processes in the lab showed me how narrow-minded an
initial idea is.

| feel that, on a subconscious level, my idea development has advanced.
| generally felt privileged to interact with talented individuals. Some of
the others, such as Francois, were already in the process of doing what
I’'ve wanted to do when it comes to performance art. It was comforting
to know that some of them went through some of the same issues that |
regularly have problems with concerning a realisation of an idea.

Nadja: Yes, agree with Lesiba. It was awesome to see how each of us
had our own talents to share and use. It left me with a great sense of
possibility.

Francois: Likewise, | feel like my experience of interacting with other
artists provided me with a degree of distance between me and my
process of making. Seeing how others approach various aspects of

their practice has revealed some things about my own approach that |
hadn’t noticed before, and have perhaps been neglecting up until now. |
agree with both Lesiba and Nadja, in that OPENLab highlighted, in a very
unique way, potentially unexplored terrain in the overlapping of talents
and knowledge.

Kira: Agreed. My own practice took a back seat, but | was constantly
thinking “what if | applied this to my work”. | found the exercise where
we mapped out our processes particularly uniting in that | felt validated in
what | previously thought of as creative processes.

Sethembile: Generally, | tend to be an introvert, but if situations call for
me to step up | will. | think everyone at the residency will probably say |
was one of the most talkative participants. | felt | needed to rise to this
occasion as | wanted to learn more and this meant interacting with people
| didn’t know, or perhaps knew but was not close to. | hardly collaborate
with people and for me this opened up a door to the possibility of shared
thoughts and ideas to percolate and create something that could be
amazing.

Lesiba: It was rather interesting how leadership in particular was
negotiated in our collaborations.

Street Whyz: True, leadership and ownership.

Adelheid: Interacting with the group was easier than | thought it would
be. Everyone was really very nice. | did feel a bit more on the outside
because | was not living with everyone and | could see that there were
very close and strong bonds being made because of being together just
about all the time and | was not as much part of that as the rest of the
group. But it felt like the group was very understanding of my situation. |
was totally amazed at the talent of the group as a whole. They are all are
all so, so talented! | think there will be collaboration after the residency, at
least at some point for some of the participants.
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With regards to the shifts listed below, are there any which you were
introduced to during the lab that might NOT have been (predominately)
evident in your practice previously? Discuss how some of these
impacted your experience/and practicelideas during the lab (1) and do
you foresee these shifts influencing your practice in the future (2):

- from private to public practice

- Site as a starting point to creative enquiry

- Working independently to working collaboratively

- Working within one discipline to working interdisciplinary

Roxy Anne Kawitzky: As | have zero practical skills and unreasonable
ambitions, | almost always have to work collaboratively (and
interdisciplinary). It was good to be in an atmosphere of collaborative
generosity and willingness. It was also helpful in terms of putting a face/s
to the term ‘interdisciplinary practice,” which is something | tend to throw
around without necessarily being fully, practically cognizant of what it
involves.

Kira Kemper: | have always worked independently and have never
collaborated in the true sense of the word. OPENLab was an opportunity
for me to learn about collaboration; from the start of idea-formation
through to the completion and action.

Honestly, | found the process extremely stretching in that the ‘ownership’
of my idea became irrelevant. It has definitely shifted the way | think
about idea production and has brought a freedom into my understanding
of collaboration. | think of the private studio space as a lost opportunity
now- | am more interested in the possibilities that may come out of
collaboration rather than the fear of disrupting my perfect idea.
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Wayne, Kira, Siphumeza and Elgin, could you discuss your experience
of the following collaborative works where you had to choose a site
and perform in ten minutes?

Elgin Rust: During the residency we were asked to create and participate
in numerous ad hoc site specific perfomative interventions. These
exercises challenged my personal comfort zone. All | wanted to do

was run. However it was through the process that | experienced new
perspectives on the body as object, subject and concept which will
inform my future practice.

Lesiba Mabitsela: | particularly enjoyed the variety of sounds and the
mood set in the performance presented by Wayne, Kira, Siphumeza and
Elgin.

Siphumeze Tafari Khundayi: The ad hoc performance Wayne, Kira,

Elgin and | presented was fun to do. It was a bit challenging trying to
incorporate our different personalities and interests into a performance...
but we worked it out.

One of the activities involved each participant listing 3 proposed
performances they foresee doing in future. These ideas were then
workshopped by other participants. The end product was a reworked
version of 1 proposed idea. Kira, Lesiba and Phumlani, could you reflect
on your experience of reworking these ideas?

Sethembile: | realised that we were in our own bubble at the residency
when we approached one of the community members, Mr Sampies,

a principal at Ikhaya Senior Primary School. He told Sonia Radebs
(Radebe), Sandile Radebe, Siphumeze Tafari Khundayi and | that he heard
about the performance Lesiba Mabitsela, Phumlani Ntuli Spearhead

and Kira Kemper did, where the initial concept was part of a proposal

to introduce a mask- making festival to the community of Richmond .

27



However, his perception was that a group of foreigners were in town
doing strange things yet again (referring to a group of previous visitors
who were inspecting graveyards). For the proposed mask festival Lesiba
and Phumlani wandered the town tied to each other with a long rope and
wearing masks made out found materials from the area. The man who
told the principal about this was scared and quickly drove off.

This being a small town, | realised how important it was to the
community to know what is happening in their own territory. A lack of
communication created misconceptions about the visitors who were
practicing strange supposedly “satanic” things.

Elgin Rust: | found this exercise of workshopping and developing other
peoples’ proposals particularly challenging as we had to comment on
and develop ideas in a very short timeframe, letting go of judgment and
ownership. This process opened up the creative collaborative space,
allowing ideas to surface in a free-style manner. It was exciting to see that
in the end we did refine the ideas into proposals which were presented.

Sonia Radebs (Radebe): Some participants mentioned that their ideas
were “misunderstood.” This has taught me something as a creative.

One has to try and be as articulate as possible in writing or creating.
Alternatively, be simple. Often we create with pre-set expectations of
audience reaction and when that reaction becomes something else, it can
leave one feeling confused and unsatisfied. Through this exercise | learnt
instead how to let go of my own ideas and allow change to take place.

Nieke Lombard: | think the one thing that the development of other
artists’ proposals taught me was open- mindedness. Initially one is
precious over one’s idea. You are either arrogant and selfish because you
think it is so damn good, or you are insecure because you don’t think it is
good enough. The exercise taught me that an idea is just a thought- it is
worth sharing and worth morphing, often into something better than what
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it would have been in your precious hands. We need to let go as artists
— we tend to become too precious about our work, we need to not be
afraid of so-called mistakes.

| like what Sethembile Malozi Msezane brought up. For me, when
an idea is brought to life in a public space, all sorts of factors already
‘inform’ it. The people in a specific space have ingrained perceptions
and experiences that inform them. Should one research these before
or should one just let an idea loose and then seek feedback? | suppose
the question is always: “what are you trying to achieve and how do
you go about in order to achieve it?” | think the unpredictability of the
uncontrollable factors in the public space is what drew most of us to this
way of working, even though personally it still scares me.

Siphumeza, Nadja and Sandile, your final proposal was ‘Making a Still
object move (romancing the mirror)’. Could you discuss this work and
your experience thereof?

Sethembile: In this ad hoc performance, Siphumeze Tafari Khundayi
sensually danced and interacted with a mirror dressed in a jacket. Nadja
Daehnke performed the persona of a male photographer who intervened
on the scene by intermittently firing a camera flash. | found the act of
looking at and witnessing this scene very voyeuristic. However, this
realisation only came about when Nadja’s persona interfered with the
scene of Siphu romancing the mirror. When Nadja was not around |, as
the viewer, felt like | was as much part of this performance as either the
object or even Siphu herself. It was a strange position to be in: both the
non-aware viewer who identifies as some of the characters, as well as the
voyeur.

Street Whyz (Sandile Radebe): As much as the performance Nadja,
Siphu and | workshoppped was adapted from someone else’s idea, we
could interpret these ideas however we wanted to. This freedom also
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translated into how we introduced props to the performance, using a
mirror to signify a person/reflection of self, a jacket to further connote self
and a camera flash as a source of light. The choice of the props allowed
us to evolve the original idea, driven by what we could do with these
objects. At the end, the process was fluid and not predetermined by the
original idea. The power relations implied in the performance did not only
shift with the voyeur intervening in the act, but they were also subverted
through a reinterpretation of the original idea.

Roxy, Elgin, Wayne, Sonia and Elvis, yours was the River Song and
Dance. What was your experience of the workshop?

Nadja Daehnke: It was so beautiful to experience the sheer joy and
impact of a shared song and shared movement. It makes me sad when

| consider how rare such a simple experience is in many peoples lives. It
was great to be reminded of the power of the simple gesture.

Elgin: Yes it was... especially when we closed the final workshop with an
ad-hoc song.

Sethembile: At first | was uncomfortable with ‘messing’ with someone’s
idea, but here we were given permission to workshop these ideas. | then
realised that it’s just an exercise, no one is critiquing or judging your
thoughts. | often overthink my own work in this regard. | started to have
fun with reworking these ideas and churning out my thoughts freely in
under five minutes.

Kira: At first, | felt very stuck when Lesiba, Phumlani and | were working
on a community mask- making project. | think we were all stumped until
we just had to get into it.

Adelheid Camilla von Maltitz: Working with Nieke and Elgin on
developing an idea was incredibly rewarding. It had a flow to it that |
didn’t realise was possible. | felt pressurised, but at the same time safe
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to make a mistake. | think this process taught me a lot that | will use
throughout my life.

Lesiba Mabitsela: It’s one thing working on another person’s idea, but
seeing your idea interpreted through others thoughts is an altogether
different experience. In essence, it seems that the whole residency aimed
at being open to taking on new influences within your practice, but at

the same time letting go was just as much a valued exercise. It almost
outlines the fundamental traits of public art- letting go of all personally-
charged theoretical reasons behind an artwork and leaving it for the
public to interpret. Therefore, | think that the most treasured moments
were the Q&A sessions that followed in the studio and around the dinner
table.

Please discuss Nadja’s “physical monument.”

Sethembile: Nadja’s intervention was the only performance that left a
physical monument in Richmond. Nadja Daehnke calculated the centre of
Richmond and located it in that spot in the township. | often wonder if the
rocks are still in the same space.

Nadja: Yes, Sthe, | also often wonder about the rocks. | liked the way

it took us and the audience a mere 3 minutes to build a ‘monument’,
marking the spatial centre of Richmond. When approaching Richmond as
a visitor, the temptation is to think of the historical area, the old church

or market area as the centre of town. Marking the actual spatial centre
with a cairn, and making participants aware of the location of this centre,
is meant to shift the understanding of Richmond and the relative size,
impact and importance of the different residential areas within Richmond.
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Francois, Gavin and Sthe on their Blanket idea:

Sethembile: Gavin, Francois and | reworked Lesiba Mabitsela’s idea in
which he works with grey blankets. | really enjoyed playing around with
this idea because | use wearable sculpture in my own work and often
address social issues.

In our performance, we addressed Marikana’s plight. For the the
performance, the blanket had multiple uses such as a ramp, an outfit
(much like the iconic ‘Remember Marikana’ image spray painted in
various places around South Africa) and a symbol of ‘blanketing’/covering
up of an issue. In essence, the performance was in the dark on a ladder,
and Francois threw blankets up to me at the top of the ladder, while |
covered Gavin deeper and deeper in more blankets.

Nieke on ‘Bridging’, a performance by her, Elgin and Adelheid:

As a group, we developed the proposed performance ‘Bridging.” The
original proposal suggested the river as a site for confronting the past,

as a divider and as a site of potential life and growth- all hidden in its
current state of neglected stagnation. In this part of the process we were
grabbing at straws and nearly wanted to give up on it. But we persisted
and finally thought of an activity which we called ‘Bridging’. The proposal
was that people in the community of Richmond would carry a person
across the river by making a double line facing each other and moving the
person along with their hands. This was inspired by a particular physical
exercise facilitated by Jay Pather, where the participant had closed eyes
in a mummy pose, and was then raised into the air by a group of people
and carried on their hands. The idea also arose out of the physical group
exercises done during the workshop, many of which encouraged trust,
getting into each other’s personal spaces, team work and group focus.
We wanted to bridge language, race and culture with a simple exercise
that had symbolic significance. We see the physical bridge spanning the
river of Richmond as a linkage between the two halves of the town, and
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thus as a reminder of segregationist town-planning during the apartheid
era. We wanted to extend these concepts of separation and bridging into
something immediate and tangible, into a unification through a simple,
shared experience.

After these workshops, the group then presented a final proposal and
performance in Richmond. Sandile worked with community members
and Mr Sampies to create signage for the local school. Can you
elaborate on this performance?

Sethembile: | think Sandile redeemed our image in the community with
his intervention where he painted lkhaya Senior Primary School’s signage
at the entrance of the School. | overheard one of the children proudly
praise and claim the school as her own at the sight of the signage. It was
wonderful to experience.

Elgin: Sandile explored Richmond with an open mind, a sensitive ear,
mindful attention and the desire to make a difference. It was great to see
what can be done in a very short time frame with minimal resources. It
was a sensitive response to the real need of the school and community.

Nieke: He reminded me that it is important to connect with people on a
basic level. Sandile taught me: “Sawubona”- | see you. He took the time
to greet and chat to people in the community; he listened and responded
to what they needed. He acknowledged them.

Elgin, can you explain your final piece, the Mond of Richmond installation?

Elgin: | created a site specific ephemeral installation, which was a
reflective response to my personal experience of Richmond. Richmond
is a small town which could easily be navigated on foot, but remains
inaccessible due to language barriers. The extremely polarised social,
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economic and racial structure of Richmond challenged and called for
careful reconsiderations of site, ownership, voice and audience.

And lastly, Sthe, please discuss your dust and movement painting?

Sethembile: This experimental work was a combination of my experience
as an outsider temporarily inhabiting Richmond, and Richmond trying
to inhabit me through memories, dust particles etc. In this piece | swept
some dirt found on someone’s doorstep into my bucket. | then carried the
bucket of dirt into a ‘neutral’ space indoors where about 60 children from
Richmond followed me along with the OpenLab participants.

| put the bucket on the ground and banged the door shut to get
the attention of the restless children. | then used some tape and stuck
it to the corner of the room, using my body as tool of movement while
stretching and tearing the tape. At one point, some of the children helped
me stretch some tape and place it. Eventually, | used the dirt to paint on
the tape and when | was done | lit the ‘painting’ with a torch which was
concealed in the bucket. This created a temporary ‘painting of shadows’
that reflected on the wall and ceiling.

One of the children whispered ‘spinnekop’ (spider) as the reflection
touched the walls. This was an enriching experience that amalgamated
my serendipitous audience, the residue of the town and my body.
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