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Johannesburg Circa Now was conceived as the meeting point of two independent bodies of work: Terry Kurgan’s Park Pictures, (2004) and Jo Ractliffe’s Johannesburg Inner City Works (2000-4), projects “linked by medium – photography – and the location of subject – the inner city of Johannesburg.” These subsequently grew to include photographic collaborations with the Market Photo Workshop and the Joubert Park Photographers Association, as well as a public project around a portrait studio, in collaboration with the Curriculum Development Project, the Wits School of Arts and the Imbali Visual Literacy Project, which lasted the duration of the show. Realised in an exhibition though, these projects attained perhaps more an approximate meeting point than an actual one: how they translated in physical terms as concurrent installations in the Johannesburg Art Gallery (JAG) was less as a clearly apparent intersection of vision for a combined show than it was a temporary site-related juncture. Which, given the title of the exhibition, is not entirely a point of contradiction. The title, Johannesburg Circa Now, seems to perceptively anticipate the possibility of just missed territory: of intent approximately captured, at various levels; of a shifting reality that keeps moving ideas mid-stream. If this was Johannesburg circa now – a calculated estimate of a city at an approximate (constantly shifting) space in time, and of each of the artists’ interface with this city – then despite common ground of subject space and medium within their work, points of intersection and echo managed at once to be fleetingly there, and then not. They correlated visually from certain vantage points in the exhibition space, but appeared disjunctive at others – not a formally comfortable fit, but ultimately engaged, clever and regularly entertaining enough to still make the show’s individual components well worth the effort. 

JAG, as the chosen venue for this exhibition, and as an additional contextual play, seemed to exist along a similar vein, because JAG as an institution, set in its particular location – in the frenetic inner city, between a taxi rank and a public park – echoes some of the show’s incongruities. In her artist’s statement for the exhibition, Kurgan commenting on JAG noted that “[t]he collection has always been at odds with its environment – no more or less disjunctive now than in its early days in the mining camp that was then Johannesburg”. Certainly JAG can never be entirely disengaged from what surrounds it. Even as the collection has changed to one of greater representation and broadened its target market over the years, the process simply of getting there presupposes an inevitable awareness of the gallery you eventually enter gauged in relation to what you’ve just passed through to get there. In many ways these are the fascinations and contradictions that Johannesburg Circa Now set out to explore. A questioning of how fluid those boundary lines, of inside and out, are; of the shifts of material content and human contingent in and out of the Gallery, the Park, the city; and the seepage within and out of those cultural environments from one to the other. 

And also at the centre, beyond the context of how the exhibition became mapped, was Kurgan and Ractliffe’s shared intrigue with what and how a photograph can be and function: a mutual interest in “photography’s relation to the real; how photographs mediate experiences of self and the world, and how this, in turn, shapes the making of personal and collective history and memory”, as they describe it in their joint exhibition statement. 

Jo Ractliffe’s Johannesburg Inner City Works are skillful documents of a city in continual flux. Creating a visual language that attests to this “city of slippages”, Ractliffe’s expansive frames stretch and blur, pushed to the limits of what they “see”, reveal and attempt to capture. The images are fluid and vapourish, disintegrating the solidity one would ordinarily associate with city structure; somewhere in and just beyond the moment, defining an already newer evolution of space, time and habitation. The seven studies of the inner-city by students from the Market Photo Workshop, whose projects Ractliffe closely mentored, maintained an interesting shift of pace and focus around these – set in relative proximity to one another – each the result of a differently angled lens picking up on further details of the same approximate territory.

It was Terry Kurgan’s Park Pictures that resonated most strongly in the specific territory of the JAG space. A continued exploration along major themes that Kurgan has been working with over the past few years – the domestic snap “and how it operates at the juncture of private life and public performance” and “the shifting demographics of this fragmented city” – Park Pictures grew out of a sustained relationship that Kurgan has built up since 2001 with freelance photographers working in Joubert Park, ever since she produced and installed a portable photo-studio there for the Joubert Park Public Art Project. Park Pictures comprised, along its outer walls at JAG, a series of forty large-scale colour photographic portraits of resident park photographers, each portrait suffixed with a short, uniform life history – tracking their date and place of birth, current residence and the duration that they had worked in the Park as photographers (which, at the time of recording her data for these portraits, spanned between two weeks to twenty years) – printed below it. They are fascinating documents: not only for being exquisitely bold, powerful and mutually aware images – by photographer of photographer – but equally for the information that they offer on the Park, of its constantly shifting demographics, histories, economies and cultures (interesting in relation to Joubert Park and the whole of Johannesburg, but also in relation to the relative histories, cultures, economies of JAG itself). The story that they tell is that of most of Johannesburg: of migrancy, into the city from all over Africa, they track geographical paths that have led to the Park as a place of industry. 

To the centre of these portraits was the other component of Kurgan’s installation, a rectangular structure tightly hung with a selection of works – portraits in oils – that Kurgan chose from JAG’s original 1912 Foundation Collection, in combination with hundreds of photographs unclaimed by the park photographers’ clients in the last 10 to 15 years, which Kurgan had collated. The combination of these museum images and found photographs read like a rather oddly conflated, though curious, inventory of those that have at some point traversed that territory – of the Park and of JAG: like a sample that might happen if one collapsed the barriers between these two spaces and histories, bringing the outside in and vice versa. 

The strongest link to Park Pictures in Johannesburg Circa Now was the fabulously charming photo studio project which, running at least three workshops per week, and printing close on 5 000 photographs by the end of the exhibition, extended this sample into the present tense tracking of JAG’s visiting population: the increasing numbers of new portraits gradually added to the space, produced in the photo studio throughout the show, attested to a current demographic that ranged from hundreds of school kids to pensioners, friends of the gallery, judges from the Constitutional Court, and even some well-known photographers.

