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We were all sipping coffee with lots of sugar in a bungalow situated in a beautiful, small
garden somewhere off Boule Road in Addis Ababa. Ethiopia’s first photography festival,
Addis Foto Fest 2010, was on its last day and none of us wanted the experience to end.
Monique Pelser looked around the room
and said ‘let’s do a photography festival
in Johannesburg, but let us focus on us; no
artist, curators or speakers from outside
the continent, we don’t need a flown in
perspective, we need to grow and nurture
our own conversation’.
Heads nodding and voices of agreement filled the
room. All eyes turned on me, as the only person not
living in Africa. I sipped my coffee to gain time to
think, and then said, ‘you are absolutely right, but I

amount of work with African artists, exposing contemporary art-making in the African Continent, I was
surprised that more artists living here had not taken
the opportunity to drive a critical conversation.
I know that at that time, in 2010, people like Bisi Silva
(CCA Lagos) were working hard and are still doing
an amazing job at sustaining a voice from within Africa but it was frustrating that we still lived under the
impression that if it comes from Europe or America
it has more value or authority. In my opinion there
should still be more active involvement from peo-

replicates Pierneef’s paintings as accurately as possible, challenging his gaze with her own.
I am wondering how you would describe the
tension, or if you will, dissonance, between
your work Karabib 2009 and J.H Pierneef’s view
of the town.
That’s an interesting question. We drove up from
Cape Town and it is a very long, very, very boring and
dry two-day drive to Karabib. When we got there we
were amazed at how rough it was. As we drove into

For this body of work, it was my aim to capture what
I was presented with when I got to the ‘place’ that
I thought Pierneef painted from. Perhaps in retrospect I was expecting to be disappointed. Most of
the time I wasn’t. I was bewildered and have become acutely aware of the limitation of the camera
and how easy it is to turn your back on certain visual
information.
You seem to be interested in linking and breaking the past and present in your practice.
Returning to the sites of Pierneef’s original
paintings must have meant that you rediscovered your country both historically and in a
sense emotionally. What did you expect to see?
In retrospect, I wonder if I was expecting to see tangible change by putting myself through a process
of re-looking at South Africa. It was about 15 years
after apartheid was abolished when I started the
work, and while there is some change and priorities
are different, what I was ultimately presented with
was the power of the gaze, or the gaze of power,
and I became acutely aware of how an image is
put together. The changes in that process, in who
is doing the looking, are difficult to pin down. Like
clouds you don’t see them change when you just
glance at them but when you look up later you are
presented with an entirely different sky. What I find
interesting, as a South African, is trying to find out
how much of the past belongs to me; how much of
it is my responsibility and how much of it is public, a
collective responsibility.

would like to come as a visitor.’ Later that night as
I stood on the balcony of my high-rise hotel, which
marketed itself as European luxury standard; I never
felt more out of place.
Monique Pelser uses photography as a way to explore conventions and the authority established
through photographic representation. She studied
at the Market Photography Workshop founded by
David Goldblatt in Johannesburg in the late 1980s,
a school that has played a crucial role in establishing new voices in South African Photography. As the
only white student in her class she remembers how
very different everyone’s lives were when they went
their separate ways after class to shoot their assignments. Later in her career she studied a Fine Art Degree at Rhodes University graduating with an MFA in
2006. Pelser’s practise engages with questions concerning the role photography plays in establishing
our idea of time, identity, personal and collective
memory.
Monique do you remember that cup of coffee
in Michael Tsegaye’s house, in December 2010?
What experience of changed circumstances,
in the African art scene, made you wish for a
more continent focused discourse driven by
artist and curators that live in Africa?
I do remember that afternoon in Boule, I remember the coffee and the conversation. I can also
remember the impulse that drove me to blurt that
out. While I think that critics and curators, who live
in Europe and America have done an extraordinary
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ple working within the continent as a whole. I think
the meetings that we were part of in various African
centers has set up an amazing opportunity for us artists to start a discourse about how we work, what limitations we work under and what drives us to make
the work we do.
Monique Pelser’s work “ONS LAND”/ “OUR
LAND” 2007 is a seven year investigation into
the representation of the South African landscape. Here she sets out to negotiate a history
and a context of complex layers of meaning
embedded in the physical attributes of the land
by appropriating JH Pierneef’s famous series
of grand landscape paintings, the Johannesburg Station Panels (1932) as a starting point
for her own work.
Pierneef was commissioned by the national railway
services in 1929 and the 32 finished panels were installed in Johannesburg’s new central railway station three years later. His pastoral landscapes were
advertisements for the railway, promoting the country, and they are widely regarded as seminal works
in South African art history.
However, Pierneef’s gaze is controversial; a de-historicised, de-humanised outsider’s view of territory,
offering untouched land to be explored, conquered
and controlled. These contentious vistas entered
deeply into the politics of the previous South African
Nationalist government. Pelser decided to re-visit
the sites of these landscapes as a process of re-looking at her country. By pinpointing each panel, she

the town and spotted the church my partner blurted
out. ‘fucking liar’, referring to Pierneef. He had the
printout of the painting on his lap and that image
looks like a place you might want to go to, a tourist
attraction. In reality it is dry, hot, flat and a desperate
small town that runs off a brutal granite mine. Admittedly in the desperation of Karabib there is a quiet
beauty, a beauty that is very far from the beauty or
the wonder Pierneef put together in his panel.
One of the major challenges was how to interpret
the scene, because I felt it differed so dramatically
from the painting I was using as reference material.
After spending an afternoon looking at the place
and driving around trying to find a visual peg (something such as the church to pinpoint as a reference)
I had to pack up the cameras and go for a walk to
clear my head and decide how to treat this image.
I was at a pivotal point of deciding whether I mimic
it or I re-interpret it. I decided that the granite factory
was an important element to incorporate considering the effects mining has had on the continent so I
decided to incorporate it in the shot and I used the
pylon to stand in for Pierneef’s tree.
As far as I can tell this is the most exaggerated of
his panels. I attempted to understand if he felt the
same way as I did when he got to Karabib and then
went out of his way to exaggerate a (different) kind
of beauty. I think that is the thing. It reminds me of
the way in which the politics was viewed in South
Africa in the past. Something that was desperate,
quite brittle, quite suppressed and full of fear. This
mandate, which should be supported and followed.
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When I lived in London, between 1996 and 2000,
I found a book in an old bookshop just off Oxford
Street. The title and the author escape me right now
but it was by a South African who was in exile in London. He was an ANC freedom fighter and the book
was about how the South African police treated
him and beat him during interrogation. I remember
sinking when I read it. It was to me yet another experience of having had one kind of memory and
then discovering something else, something that
was dark and potentially directly connected to me.
One thing that is important to know is that, when
we were at school, the kind of history we studied
was censored. We learned a very one-sided story,
which focused mainly on ‘Die Groot Trek’; when the
Boers and English made their way up South Africa
and eventually found gold in Johannesburg. Lots of
information was kept from us and my parents didn’t
fill in the gaps. I think they were just working hard
with two jobs each, trying to keep a family of five
together. Eventually in my last year of school in 1993,
two years after Mandela was released, we had a
history teacher who started talking to us and telling
us what had been going on politically. I remember
feeling as though we had been lied to for years. I
was confused and overwhelmed and I think I was
angry t, but that anger manifested itself later. So the
lines between fact and fiction/ or fact and adjusted
fact were always blurred.
When we met your father had recently passed
away, and you told me that he left an extensive archive chronicling his and his father’s
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time as a police officers. You hadn’t had the
opportunity to discuss this archive with him
in great detail, because it wasn’t anything
one talked about. Before and during the
transition from a militarised society that was
Apartheid to the changing political setting
of the ‘new’ democratic South Africa, silence
must, I imagine, have been an everyday reality for everyone. How has this silence affected you and the process of trying to make a
work from the collection of objects collected over three generations of policing in
South Africa?
After my father died, in 2010, I took ownership of
four metal trunks he had stored for 29 years in the
shed outside of the house. The trunks were full of a
collection of stuff that my father, who was a meticulous hoarder, had kept throughout the duration of
my grandfather and father’s careers in the South
African Police Service. He had held onto newspaper articles, uniforms and other ‘keepsakes’, as he
called them.
When I was young I was banned from looking inside
the trunks. So, when my parents were out, I would
go into the shed and look through the trunks for
hours on end. I would try on the army outfits; I spent
40
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hours digging through his things looking at pieces
of his past. My Mother had a strong aversion to
the trunks and was happy for me to take them off
the property. When I got the opportunity to open
them and look at the contents I was half expecting ghosts and secrets to be released, but all that
was inside them were objects which had a vaguely
familiar smell. As I rummaged through them, and
started to make order of the contents by archiving
what I found, I was struck by how a personal history was mixed up with public one. Here were these
loaded symbols of the past of our country lying on
top of a letter I had written to my father telling him
I loved him and wished we could play in the park
together.
I entered into this project from this standpoint of
looking at a broader public history through a personal history. I have photographed the contents of
the trunks, listed the objects and I wrote a document
where I recall public histories from my own personal
experience and memories of being the child and
grandchild of policemen in South Africa.
During my early twenties I was very curious. I would
tell my Father that I had seen things and read things
and I wanted to know his level of involvement. Quite
often I would informally interview him. Once in the
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departure lounge over a cup of coffee as I was on
my way to spend some time in England I asked him
questions and as always he answered them indirectly through an anecdote.
When he was given a negative prognosis in early
2009, I sat down and wrote him a series of questions.
I was hoping we could collaborate and make something by tracing our experiences together as the
children of policemen. My Father, understandably
overwhelmed by his disease, never answered any of
the questions I had asked him and, after the funeral
,where the police marched the ‘honor guard’ and
handed my mother the national flag, I found the
questions folded up in a bible under the bed.
You chronicled your father’s illness in the
work Conversations with my Father (20102015). Was this a way of coping with his illness?
In 2009 my father was diagnosed with a motor neuron disease called progressive bulbar palsy. It is a
rare disease where the body slowly becomes paralysed and in the case of my father it started in his
mouth. This rendered him unable to speak for the
last year and half of his life. Early that year he retired from the Johannesburg City Council where he
was the Director-in-Chief of the Metropolitan Police.
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I decided to use the story of my father and his illness,
his inability to speak, to start looking at the unspeakable story that was South Africa’s history. While Conversations with my Father is based on the fact that
my father and grandfather were policemen it is no
about my dad and is an allegorical work which looks
at systems of power and patriarchy and questions
who sets up the power. It also, by extension, questions the authority of photography; what images we
look at, how we look at images and who is directing
this type of looking.
All of my work I make is a process of grappling with
my environment and coping with the complexities
of being a woman, a South African citizen, and a
photographer in a very visually dominant world.
Monique Pelser, born 1976 in Johannesburg was
voted by Art South Africa as a bright young artist in 2007 and received the Tierney Fellowship for
photography in 2009. After resigning her lecturing
position at Wits University, she lived in New York participating in the School of Visual Arts Photoglobal
program 2012/2013. She now works full time on her
practice.
INFO: www.moniquepelser.com
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