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Workshop participants join facilitators to show off their work on the 
morning of their exhibition opening at Merebank Library, July 2003. 
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1. The scope of this report, funding Cycles and sources  
 
In the first year of its existence (2002) the DSPP received funding from the 
National Research Foundation (South Africa). In early 2003 we successfully 
applied for funding from the Centre for Civil Society, for a 12 month cycle, which 
was made available in early March 2003. We were also successful in our 
application for an additional year of funding in November 2003. The two funding 
cycles therefore overlap. This report covers all the activities of the DSPP in 
2003 and the first four months of 2004. It is  inclusive of activities funded by 
the CCS by way of the initial grant (March 2003 – April 2004) and also reports 
back on activities made possible from November 2003 to February 2004 by virtue 
of a the first portion of the second grant from CCS.  
 
In 2003, funding from the Centre for Civil Society (University of Natal) was also 
complemented by a grant from the Royal Netherlands Embassy, who specifically 
provided funding towards our photography workshop in July. 
 
2. Outline of the project and context in which the DSPP works  

 
The Durban South Photography Project is a collaborative effort between Jenny 
Gordon (photographer) and Marijke Du Toit (Programme of Historical Studies, 
University of KwaZulu-Natal). It combines the production of contemporary 
documentary photography by Gordon and by first-time photographers from 
Durban South with the creation of a public archive of personal and family 
photographs.  
 
The project is focused on Wentworth, Merebank and Lamontville in the Durban 
South industrial basin, which is characterised by extremely close juxtaposition of 
heavy industry and homes. The area is very close to the coast but is separated 
from the sea by a natural ridge that tends to trap air-borne pollution from the two 
oil refineries, a large paper mill and several chemical factories. From the 1950s 
to the early 1990s, when apartheid legislation was in force, the ridge was also an 
undeveloped strip of dense bush that functioned as a buffer zone for the Bluff, a 
seaside, ‘European’  neighbourhood. One reason for focusing on this area is the 
long history of contestation between industry, the municipality, residents and 
national government about high levels of pollution. Pressure from industries for 
expansion has included attempts to gain access to land that would necessitate 
the removal of domestic housing. Refineries and other industry have also 
recently announced plans to combine further expansion with investment in 
cleaner technology. Local environmentalist organisations see this as (potentially) 
a partial success of their on-going efforts to pressurise companies to take 
cognizance of how their activities impact on the lives of the mostly working-class 
residents. This is complex terrain for a project concerned with visual 
representation, the use of visual images for advocacy and with remembrance.  
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3. Components of the DSPP programme 
 
Photographer Jenny Gordon aims to create a visual record of people living and 
working in Wentworth, Merebank and Lamontville. She works with local 
organisations – members introduce her to subjects for her photography. Through 
her current work in Durban South she aims to visually depict the proximity of 
industry and homes and the illnesses associated with air pollution. She also aims 
to visually interpret varied aspects of everyday life, including the way in which 
familial remembrance in the form of old studio photographs often form part of 
personal domestic spaces.  
 
From 2002 the DSPP has held workshops involving local youth and adults 
interested in becoming photographers. The project has edeavoured to work with 
local, community-based organisations and participants include a voluntary HIV 
aids counselor and members of local environmental, civic and women’s 
organisations. Themes for photography are not prescribed, but participants are 
encouraged to explore the possibilities of photography to show everyday life 
through their own eyes. They are introduced to the possibilities for using 
photography in order to communicate issues of social and political relevance to 
their lives. Exhibitions also involve the display of older, personal photographs 
from family collections in order to convey local and family histories together 
with contemporary visual representation. 
 
The project involves holding intermittent exhibitions that present work-in-
progress, especially to people living in the Durban South industrial basin. From 
2004, exhibitions will also be held outside of Durban South and KwaZulu-Natal. 
An important aspect of the DSPP is research into audience response – local 
interpretations and explanations of photographs will be incorporated into future 
exhibitions of the pictures outside of Durban South. Final exhibitions will combine 
‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ photographs (by community members and by Gordon, who 
is not from Durban) together with pictures from family albums as well as extracts 
from interviews and captions chosen by workshop participants.  
 
The DSPP has also been compiling a digital archive of family photographs 
and albums, and plans to place this with the eThekwini local history museum. A 
complementary project involves conducting interviews with residents in which 
memories associated with photographs and the meaning of photographs are 
explored. This research feeds into all aspects of the programme (photographs by 
Jenny Gordon and work with community-based photographers. Specific 
developments are also discussed in the final sections 6-7 of the report. 
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4. Report on Jenny Gordon’s Photography 
 
a) Visits to Durban in order to take photographs in 2003 
 
Jenny Gordon took a large number of documentary photographs and portraits in 
Wentworth and Merebank from in 2003. She visited Durban 5 times – for two 
weeks in January, four days in April, over three weeks in July, for a week in 
September and for ten days in December. These were intensive periods for 
photography combined with teaching the DSPP workshops in July – December.  
 
b) Printing of photographs as preparation for exhibitions, for 
photograhic viewings and for exhibition in Durban South 
 
A large number of photographs were developed and hand-printed (black and 
white) by Gordon herself. She produced numerous contact prints which is being 
kept on file for reference and research. She selected a large number of images to 
produce as larger format prints. It was judged too time-consuming and 
unproductive to produce all of these for the purposes of this report. However, a 
selection is available for viewing on the DSPP website.  
 
Colour-prints were first done in jumbo-format as the least expensive option. In 
September 2003, in order to facilitate exhibition preparation a range of colour 
photographs were machine-printed in larger format (hand-prints were judged to 
be too expensive at this stage). These photographic prints proved invaluable 
both for comprehensive discussions with South African photographers such as 
David Goldbladt, Gideon Meyer, Guy Tillim and Jodi Bieber. The discussions 
have been invaluable as critiques of work-in-progress. The prints were also 
utilised for discussion of Gordon’s work with participants in the DSPP workshops 
and with historian of photography Patricia Hayes.  
 
Larger format colour prints and black-and-white photographs were displayed in 
the exhibition held in Austerville/Wentworth in December 2004.  
 
 
c) Taking photographs informed by local concerns 
 
As explained in the introduction above, Gordon aims to create a visual record of 
people living and working in this heavily industrialized environment. Her work 
during 2003 was also informed by the conviction that she had to allow local 
concerns to strongly influence her photography. From 2002 and throughout 2003, 
her working method included cultivating relationships with members of local 
organisations. Du Toit (who co-ordinates the project) and Gordon approached 
local organisations in order to introduce her to subjects for her photography. 
These included Wentworth Development Forum, the Durban South Community 
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Environmental Alliance, Wentworth Organisation of Women and Wings of Love 
(an organisation targeting domestic abuse) and individuals involved in the care 
and counseling of people living with HIV Aids. This has often involved 
accompanying members of local organisations on their daily tasks or being taken 
to places where she can take pictures relevant to the social issues addressed by 
their organisation.  

 
Jenny Gordon took this picture of Linda Ahrens, a member 
of Women’s Organisation of Wentworth who accompanied 
her on a visit to the Hime Street Council flats in January 
2003.  
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d) Themes in Gordon’s photography – developments in 2003 
 
i) Documenting the urban-industrial landscape 
 

In 2002, Gordon identified several themes for her photography. Early contact with 
the Durban South Community Environmental Alliance facilitated finding 
viewpoints from which to photograph the urban landscape. Gordon also worked 
with members of the community whom she had met through the DSPP’s 
workshops and who assisted to photograph the industry-dominated landscape as 
visible from residential balconies and windows. In 2003 Gordon made it a priority 
continue exploring how to best document the proximity of neighbourhoods to 
refineries and factories. This has involved experimentation with different 
photographic formats, including digital panoramic photography and digital photo 
manipulation in order to combine photographic prints. Gordon emphasizes that 
she is ultimately interested in people and their lives. Most her previous projects 
involved taking portraits of people where they lived or worked. She has never 
defined herself as a landscape photographer. Two of her  previous projects, for 
example, has involved taking portraits in which people decided how to pose for 
her camera in their homes, and exploring with couples how to visually represent 
intimate human relationships. The Durban South Photography Project has been 
conceptualized as being, fundamentally, about space in which industry and 
homes are unusually combined and how this has affected people. Gordon has 
therefore been searching for ways to present this urban industrial landscape as 
visually compelling – which sometimes necessitates moving away from people to 
achieve a visual scale that dwarfs or even eliminates people.  As she explains,  

 
A panoramic view of the Engen refinery as seen from an area of Merebank that has often been 
heavily affected by pollution. It was stitched together from 3 pictures taken from the second floor 
of the new home being built by the Prodyamanda family over weekends – they live in nearby 
Lakhimur Rd.  (click on photo to see landscape pictures on the website) 
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“(i)t’s a problem of getting the enormity of just how much working industry there is 
in that place. I come up with this problem of you can’t get enough in and the 
people in. And that’s a contradiction that I’m working with. It’s one of the 
problems”. 1  
  

 
 
A car travels towards the Shell/Engen oil refinery in Wentworth at dusk in April 2003.  
Older people like to explain that the refinery used to be called ‘The Ship that never Sails’, for 
the way it lights up at night. Gordon took this picture at the top of Alabama Road in 
Wentworth/Austerville.  

 
The challenge has therefore been how to move beyond a documentation of scale 
to convey a sense of the drama of this landscape through photography. A further 
problematic that we will address in our exhibitions – through inviting and 
incorporating local responses to the photographs – concerns how different 
people ‘view’ the landscape they live in, how they respond to Gordon’s 
photographic representations of their everyday surroundings and how they 
understand their purpose as part of an exhibition. 
 
Besides the photographs that are taken from viewpoints enabling a 
documentation of the juxtaposition of homes and industry, Gordon has also taken 
pictures in which the landscape dominates but in which people are visible – again 
in order to try convey a dramatic sense of scale.  

 
 

                                            
1 Phone discussion between M. du Toit and J. Gordon, 5 March 2004. 
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View from the third floor council flat of Mr Davis, of Dromedaris Rd, Wentworth with the 
Engen oil refinery and behind it the ridge that used to function as a buffer zone between the 
‘white’ Bluff and ‘coloured’ Wentworth. It has been administered by nature conservation since 
the 1960s.  
 

 
 
View of Engen from Dromedaris Rd, Wentworth. The smoke was not from local industry, but on 
most days you can smell pollution from the industry in the air. Gordon has experimented with how 
to capture the drama of this urban landscape with her camera. September 2003. 
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Gordon emphasises that her photographs are ultimately about people and their 
lives. In what she calls “environmental portraiture”, she has explored how to 
portray people in the landscape, using square format, 2 ½ inch negatives and the 
Hasselblad that she has previously used for portraiture much more closely 
focused on the human body . She has favoured strong depth of field so as to 
allow detailed contextualising of the human figure.  

 
This photograph was taken with 
Gordon’s Hasselblad and tripod in 
Alabama Rd, Wentworth, with the 
Engen refinery visible in the 
background. She was able to 
spend enough time with people so 
that they relaxed and continued 
with their late afternoon socialising  
in the presence of her camera.  
 
Click on photo for more 
pictures of people/landscape/ 
environment 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
This photograph is both personal 
portrait and seeks to document 
social environment. It was taken in  
part of Wentworth (‘The 
Barracks/Rainbow Chicken’) 
because it was introduced to us as 
one of its poorest sections, the 
subject of fraught discussions 
about relocation (from neglected 
and inadequate council housing). 
Located right next to the Engen 
refinery, the land is wanted for 
industrial expansion. People are 
used to quick appearances from 
visitors/journalists doing the ‘toxic’ 
route. As with all her photographs 
Gordon gave a copy of the picture 
to the couple. Public exhibit will 
include names, and we plan to 
explore the meanings that pictures 
such as these have for recipients.  
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ii) Documenting working-class lives, poverty and social neglect 

 
Jenny Gordon has also focused on documenting social neglect and poverty. In 
this category of photographs that explore the possibilities of environmental 
portraiture, people become more important than landscape while Gordon still 
attempts a detailed rendering of where they live. In 2003 Gordon did intensive 
work in Wentworth as well as in Merebank, particularly in and around council flats 
(and flats formerly owned by the city council) which are also typically situated 
nearest to the refineries and chemical factories.  

 
 
A teenager runs for Jenny Gordon’s camera at the Hime 
Street flats, Wentworth. The flats are situated next to 
chemical factories and have also featured in pictures by 
participants in the DSPP photography workshop.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Gordon was taking a family portrait for Mrs King of 121 
Woodville Rd Flats in Wentworth when she noticed 
neighbours Vernon Narker, Johnathan Parker and Michael 
Blackburn leaning over the balcony. More council flats and 
chemical factories are visible in the distance. July 2003.  
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The range of photographs include portraits of elderly people, of families, of youth 
and of children. Members of local organisations and participants in our 
photographic workshops often took Gordon to locations for these photographs, 
introducing her to families and friends and acquaintances. Gordon has also spent 
days in the company of community workers, for example women who work for 
charitable church organisations in order to forge relationships that enable this 
photography and to be introduced to subjects for her photographs. The challenge 
of exhibiting these pictures is to find ways to move beyond a conventional social 
documentary approach that frame people simply as victims or as examples of social 
problems. We hope that research into a variety of local responses to the photographs 
and to how these relate to the work of the various people who introduced Gordon to 
many of her subjects or raised issues that she should document will feed into exhibitions 
that address questions of agency.  
 

In the courtyard of a home in Wentworth. 
All three children were being cared for by 
their grandmother. One theme in 
Gordon’s photography is the extent to 
which elderly women take responsibility 
for their grandchildren, nephews and 
nieces. Finding ways to contextualize a 
photograph such as this one in ways that 
bring in local conversations about 
community issues, and that open up 
different ways of interpreting and looking 
at what appears within the frame is 
important. Creating visual links between 
photographs that easily fit into a 
conventional representation of (for 
example) poverty or familial care and 
pictures by workshop participants from 
more intimate perspectives is also a 
possibility for exhibitions (Explore the 
hyperlink in this picture).  
 

 
Martin [surname?] with his infant son 
Sewell in their Hime Street flat, 
Wentworth. Jenny Gordon took this 
picture in September 2003. When she 
returned with a print in December, his 
15 year old niece stood holding the 
picture for a long time. Asked what it 
meant to her, she explained that her 
uncle, who “works under cars” was an 
“inspiration”, an exceptional father who 
spent much time taking care of his child.  
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iii) Portraiture of people in personal space 
 

Gordon emphasises the importance of combining her effort to explore social 
issues and problems identified by people living in Durban South with portraits of 
people in and around their homes. Her photographs of people at home use 
maximum depth of field so as to focus not only on the people themselves but 
also on personalised living spaces. For the overall project, the contrast between 
sometimes bleak urban landscape and lovingly arranged interiors, often 
decorated with portraits of children, grandchildren, memorial portraits of 
deceased loved ones and religious iconography become important. A number of 
portraits have also focused on the elderly, which complement a larger exploration 
of the lives of pensioners.  

 
Bernadette Saunders of the Barracks took 
Gordon to visit her mother in July 2002. 
Here she poses in her tiny lounge, which 
has low asbestos roofing with no ceiling. 
The framed photographs include an 
enlarged apartheid-era ID picture of 
Bernadette’s grandmother (to the right of 
the bookshelf).  
 
Click on picture for more pictures of 
elderly people in personal space.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Portrait of Mrs Dulcie Marnce in the lounge 
of her small flat in Quality street, 
Wentworth. She also participated as a 
photographer in the July 2003 workshop. 
December 2003. Gordon has also 
photographed ”Auntie” Dulcie (78 in 
2003)on one of her daily visits to the 
nearby frail care home, where she does 
voluntary work keeping bedridden patients 
company, singing hymns and playing her 
portable ‘cassio’ electronic piano. 
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The east coast, subtropical urban landscape and local aesthetic in Merebank and 
Wentworth which are often highly expressive in colour have had a subtle but significant 
impact on Gordon’s approach to documentary photography and portraiture, not least in 
her decision to photograph increasingly in colour as well as in black and white.  

 
Mrs Reddy of 52 Shillong Rd, 
Merebank in her living room. She had 
been introduced to Jenny Gordon by 
her cousin and neighbour, Dolly who 
was also assisting with photography of 
people with respiratory and other 
pollution-related health problems (see 
below). The picture behind her is a 
memorial portrait of her son.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mr Davis, world war two veteran and 
founder of a local church, reads his 
autobiography (which he keeps in a 
folder with the Durban Metro logo) to 
research assistant and workshop 
participant Oliver Meth and Marijke 
du Toit (not visible in the photograph 
and making an audio recording) in his 
third floor flat, Alabama Rd, 
Wentworth. His own portrait as a 
young man features top right and his 
late wife’s photograph is at the 
extreme left above pictures from his 
days as a soldier. It was also from Mr 
Davis’ balcony that Gordon took 
some of her pictures showing the 
proximity of Engen and residential 
homes.  
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iv) Documenting the effects of pollution on the health of residents 
 

In 2003, Gordon’s efforts to visually portray the experience of living in 
neighbourhoods surrounded by heavy industry resulted in a new focus on the 
effects of pollution on health. Medical studies, for example a study of patterns of 
respiratory illness amongst learners and staff at Settler’s Primary School in 
Merebank, have shown the high incidence of asthma, and that emissions from 
the surrounding refineries and factories precipitate the onset of asthmatic 
attacks. We contacted the member of a local municipal clinic committee and 
teachers at Settler’s primary who then facilitated a visit to the school and to the 
homes of  families who have respiratory illnesses.  
 
As with all of her social documentary portraiture, it has been important to Gordon 
that her photographs avoid de-individualising her subjects and that the pictures 
should not simply reduce them to victims. “I like to spend time with them, and 
give back pictures to them so that I really know something about them when I’m 
taking the pictures -  so that it’s easier to express something about them”  
explains Gordon. “If you just pass by, if you’re there for a very short time and you 
don’t get to know the people, what you’re taking is just based on presumption. 
And then it becomes just a record of what you saw.  For me those kind of 
photographs are more like saying ‘I was here’… I find it very hard to take a real 
portrait if I’m just passing by.“ 

 
Mr and Mrs Govender of Dinapur 
Rd, Merebank was introduced to 
Jenny Gordon by their cousin, the 
security guard at nearby Settler’s 
Primary School where the first 
thorough medical study of the 
incidence of respiratory illnesses 
was conducted. Here, the 
presence of an asthma pump 
disturbs what would otherwise be 
a more conventional portrait. The 
whole of the couple’s extended 
family have respiratory problems.  
 
 
Click on photo for exhibit on 
health and pollution 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Gordon has experimented with how to “make sickness visual” in the case of 
respiratory illnesses that are not easily visible. (“Everybody wheezed’ she 



 

 

17

17

explained of the morning when she visited the Govenders and other Merebank 
families.“ I felt that I needed a movie out of them. To get the sound. It was so 
bad”. 2 This has involved responding to ideas of people who help arrange 
photographic sessions and the subjects of photography themselves. For 
example, the clinic committee member had told people “before that I was coming 
to take people who had asthma… And it was another woman who told them to 
have their asthma pumps and I thought you know, fine.”3.  
 
 

 
 
If someone other than the subject of this photograph suggested holding the asthma pump, she 
also had strong ideas of how she wanted to pose. As Gordon explain her sometimes uneasy 
feelings at efforts by family or others to tell people how to present themselves for her camera: 
“They were desperate to get her to change. And she wouldn’t. I was so happy. She got very kind 
of [pulling a determined face] you now, because they wanted [her] to dress up nicely in a sari. 
And she said no, she doesn’t want that. Because it is so hard when I have people kind of –  
M. du Toit:  - But she wanted to pose? Gordon: She, ja. She was great. “ 
 
 
 
 
Gordon’s photographs of eczema presents a different problematic, in that this 
highly visible disease is often covered up in public as much as is possible. 
                                            
2 Discussion and photographic viewing -  J. Gordon, P. Hayes and M. du Toit,  4 Dec. 2003.  
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Gordon’s photographs of eczema often focus on particular parts of the body in 
order to respect anonymity. We have designed ‘consent’ forms that explain the 
purpose of taking photographs that seek to document illness (in fact, they are 
designed for negotiating the use of any photograph deemed sensitive and to be 
used for all photographs that deal with illness), The forms allow people to specify 
whether, how and for what specific public purposes the photographs may be 
used – for example, to specify anonymity or personal identification.  While people 
with respiratory problems have all chosen to impose no restrictions on the use of 
their portraits, we have yet to give people with eczema copies of the pictures and 
negotiate their use.  
 

The teacher from Settler’s primary school who 
facilitated Jenny Gordon’s photographs of 
children who have eczema and asthma pulled 
up his sleeve to show the eczema on his own 
arm for Gordon’s camera (the photograph has 
been cropped because we have yet to negotiate 
with the teacher how it should be used in public 
contexts.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
. 

The mother who takes care of her 
mentally retarded daughter at their 
home in Dinapur Rd, Merebank was 
insistent that her daughter’s eczema 
be photographed –  according to 
Gordon, the young woman herself 
seemed less comfortable and found 
it difficult to wait for the pictures to 
be taken.  
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The public display of photographs of eczema that focus on part of a person’s 
body in order to show the effects of pollution whilst preserving anonymity may be 
well be experienced as hyper-focalised and exposing of privacy. We have to 
decide whether and how to exhibit such pictures. Can a composite text of images 
and/or of images combined with words be created so as to avoid de-
individualising subjects and to avoid a vicarious or sensationalising focusing on 
‘diseased’ body parts? Our first experiment with how to use fragments of some of 
these photographs may be viewed at 
http://www.masha.co.za/went/phot/jennie/collage.htm. Because of the issue of 
permissions, there is currently no direct link from our website. Most likely, such 
photographs will be combined with extracts from interviews once permission as 
to whether and how to use them have been negotiated. It is also possible that we 
would make different decisions as to whether and how to use photographs such 
as these in exhibitions inside and outside of Durban South. Indeed, consent 
forms explain the possibility of display in different contexts and provide people 
with the opportunity to, for example, specify or refuse photographs’ use for local 
public exhibitions.  
 
Taking and exhibiting photographs that seek to ‘show’ illnesses and that claim 
these as caused by pollution also involve entering into a complex local politics of 
knowledge about the effects of pollution on local health. Recent studies of 
respiratory illness in Durban South strongly suggest a link between high 
incidence of asthma and air-borne pollution from refineries and factories, 
including the Mondi paper mill in Merebank. However, industries have at times 
brought their own experts into local debate in order to contest studies cited by lay  
environmental organizations. Environmental organizations have also worked out 
systems of reporting polluting incidents that help translate local experiences into 
sufficiently ‘scientific’ language and forms of data presentation. In late 2003 we 
met the head of a new medical research study in order to discuss how we could 
create points of contact and overlap between our work and those of medical 
researchers.  
 
 

v) Focus on gender and presentation of the body to the camera 
 
One aspect of her photography that has interested Gordon is how young people 
pose for her camera. A day spent at Park Rainie on the South Coast in April 
2003 - large numbers of people from Wentworth traditionally camp here during 
the Easter Weekend – this resulted in often exhuberant photographs of people 
relaxing in and around the tents. Some pictures were taken with little apparent 
awareness of Gordon’s presence. Others involved young women deciding how 
they wanted to appear before the camera. 
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Melinda reclining in the family tent 
at Park Rynie with her cousin and 
friends making shadow patterns 
from the outside. After reclining 
patiently for Gordon’s camera on 
the bed, the girls laughed about 
posing as if for ‘magazines’.  
 
 
click on photo to see Park 
Rynie exhibit on the web 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Antoinette Parsons took 
Gordon by the hand to this 
spot outside the tent and told 
her when she was ready for 
her picture. “Well I think that 
you did a very beautiful and 
realistic job” she commented 
on the December exhibition, 
where her picture was part of 
a display on Park Rynie 
Easter weekend. “I just love 
the way I came out”.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Anthea (Toni) Martin at Park Rynie in the late 60's or 
early 70's. From workshop participant Lorna McDonald's 
family album. Du Toit plans to work with Lorna and other 
participants on an exhibition that will incorporate older 
pictures with contemporary photographs, exploring 
gendered representation and remembrance.  
 
(Click on photo for larger version) 
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At the time of her visit to Park Rainie, Gordon was already thinking about the ways in 
which especially young girls and seemed to be assuming sexualized poses when in 
consciously presenting themselves to the camera. Gendered ways of presenting the 
body to the camera is a theme that have since chosen as our focus for exhibitions in 
July/August 2004.  

A young girl poses for Gordon’s camera in 
the home of a family friend. Wentworth, 
July 2002.  

Click on photo for link to section on ‘girls 
posing’ for the camera.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
c) Exhibition in Austerville/Wentworth, December 2003 
 
Gordon exhibited a selection of her photographs in an exhibition in Durban South  
that also featured a large number of workshop participant’s photographs (see 
below) in December 2003. A selection of photographs from all categories 
discussed above was included, except for Gordon's portraits of people with 
health problems attributed to pollution (these were judged too 
sensitive to exhibit at this stage).  
 
Comments from exhibition goers were very positive and enthusiastic s 
recorded on video at the exhibition opening and as written down. 
Exhibition visitors were asked to write down what they thought about 
the photograph's and the exhibition, what they liked and did not like. 
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For example, the photographs were praised as recording ‘the unsaid history of 
Wentworth…  Agony and suffering of the community at the door step of a big 
refinery - surrounded all by pollution of giant refineries’. ‘It slows my thoughts 
down and makes me think a bit more clearer on how our lives are lived in our 
Wentworth community. through our life living in poverty in the Wentworth 
community, we find things to do that's going to please us and make us joyfully 
happy’ according to another comment which probably also included reference to 
workshop participants’ pictures. Antoinette Parsons (pictured above p19) wrote 
that ‘Well, I think that you did a very beautiful and realistic job and I just love the 
way I came out.’ A number of visitors asked that Gordon take pictures where they 
lived or of themselves and their friends: ‘Wolraad Road Area's not shown’ 
commented Beverley Marais who also provided her name and telephone 
number. All comments are available on the DSPP website. The exhibition was 
therefore invaluable for introducing Gordon’s photography to a wider selection of 
people and for enabling contact that will be followed up for new photography in 
July 2004.  
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5. Report on Photographic workshop, July 2003 
 

a) Developing a cumulative programme of workshops 
 
Combined funding from the Centre for Civil Society and the Royal Netherlands 
Embassy in 2003 helped us to expand our workshop programme from its initial 
shorter format, also involving fewer participants, in 2002. The funding included 
equipment (re-usable instead of disposable cameras) that enabled us to hold 
follow-up workshops with participants. The RNE also made funds available for 
photographic prints mounted in the exhibition held during July in Merebank. 
These prints were re-mounted for an exhibition held in December  in 
neighbouring Wentworth, with acknowledgment to the RNE. Each aspect of the 
workshop evaluated below therefore includes discussion of how the workshop 
format and related activities were developed and extended from the first 
workshop (July 2002) compared to the workshop held in July 2003, and of 
subsequent teaching and exhibition activities. 
 

A local visitor to our exhibition in 
Austerville Library (Durban South) of 
December 2003, in which prints made in 
July 2003 were remounted together with 
new photographs taken with cameras 
bought for the workshop in July.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
b) Developing Local partnerships  

 
As a project committed to community development and to supporting local 
cultural heritage institutions, as well as in order to avoid unnecessary expenditure 
we have forged partnerships and supportive relationships with local municipal 
and educational institutions.  
 

i) Support from the Local History Museums (eThekwini municipality) 
 
The workshop received assistance from the Local History Museums, eThekwini 
municipality. As in July 2002 we were provided with a venue at the Old Court 
House museum in the city centre for our July 2003 workshop. This proved ideal 
for group activities, discussions and visual presentations planned for the first two 
days of the workshop. Access to the photographic darkroom of the Local History 
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Museums technical centre also enabled us to introduce students to the chemical 
photographic development and printing.  

 
Workshop participants learn the basics of how 
light enters the camera. At the Old Court 
House Museum, Durban. July 2003. 

 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ii) The local library as workshop venue and use of local school facilities 
 
We approached the Merebank municipal library for permission to use their 
premises for the second part of the workshop, when students made their own 
albums, took colour photographs with the basic fixed-focus cameras chosen for 
the workshop and prepared their work for exhibition. We also used a venue at the 
nearby Merebank Secondary School in order to show slides for discussion.  
 

iii) The local library as exhibition venue 
 
Our choice of local libraries as venues for photographic exhibitions is based on 
our commitment to make photographs produced under the auspices of DSPP 
available at accessible, local community venues before they are shown 
elsewhere. The Merebank municipal library was chosen as venue for the 
exhibition. As in July 2002, when the workshop and exhibition was held in the 
nearby Austerville library, this proved successful because in addition to attracting 
visitors drawn through specific advertising, regular users of the library saw work 
in progress as well as the final exhibition.   
 
 

c) Planning strategies and Educational aims: an evaluation of 
progress from July 2002 to December 2003.  
 
i) Identifying and sourcing participants by working with community 
organisations 
 

Our aim was to select a diverse range of participants for our July 2003 workshop. 
In 2002 all participants were secondary school students, 15-16 years of age 
from Wentworth. In line with our aim to expand the project into the adjacent 
Merebank – thus involving participants from different cultural, religious, ethnic 
and class backgrounds in the workshop - we approached staff at Merebank 
Secondary who agreed to facilitate the selection of ten students aged 14-16. The 
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fact that many black students at this school live in neighbouring Lamontville and 
Umlazi also enabled us to include participants from these areas. Because many 
students to this school are middle-class, we also asked a community 
organisation to help us involve working-class youth living in council-owned flats in 
the part of Merebank closest to industry. In order to promote continuity between 
workshops and to enable participants from the July 2002 workshop who had 
shown particular enthusiasm, commitment  and promise to further develop their 
skills we invited them to participate a second time.  
 
A new development was to specifically involve Adult members of community 
organisations, in order to provide them with opportunities to explore the 
possitilities of issue-based photography, and in order to help unemployed adults 
to improve skills and confidence. In preparation for the workshop, we approached 
the South Durban Community Environmental Alliance, Wentworth Development 
Forum, Wentworth Organisation of Women and the Happy Hearts Club (an 
association of elderly people). The organisations decided on participants and we 
met with these individuals in order to explain the project and workshop aims.  
 
This method of selection enabled us to successfully source participants who 
were enthusiastic and dedicated participants. 20 participants took part in the July 
2003 workshop.12 were from secondary schools in Merebank and three from 
schools in Wentworth. All the organisations approached delegated members to 
participate (this included one of the secondary school students). Compared to 
July 2002 when 25 % of the initial group dropped out, only one student, a 
teenager, failed to complete the course in 2003.  
 
 

 
 
 
ii) Workshop co-ordination and assistance 
 

Our first workshop of July 2002 was taught over 10 days (this included the 
opening of the exhibition). While we had achieved good results, the very small 
team of teachers and assistants combined with lack of sufficient time had meant 
that while students learned photographic skills, they were not fully involved in 
exhibition preparation and mounting which was also done with very basic 
materials. The workshop of July 2003 therefore took place over 19 days. In July 
2003, our workshop team included 2 graduate students who had assisted us in 
2002 as well as a journalism graduate who helped to organise media coverage.  
Working with and expanded team of experienced assistants enabled us to plan a 
workshop programme that involved participants in every stage of planning and 
mounting the exhibition.  

 
 
iii) Teaching visual literacy and technical competence with cameras.  
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The workshop aimed to improve visual literacy amongst participants. This 
involved introducing students to the idea of photography as a language. The 
workshop  included slide shows and discussion that introduced students to the 
history of photography and to photographic composition, and to how one may 
communicate through visual images. We aimed to teach participants how to 
observe and interpret visual information and to the possibilities of visual 
documentation and self-expression whilst also introducing a wide range of 
possibilities for their own projects.   
 
The workshop also aimed to teach essential practical skills. An important 
educational aim was to enable participants to learn how to take good 
photographs with a relatively inexpensive, basic camera. A crucial aspect of this 
was to encourage workshop participants to begin experimenting with the 
possibilities of photographic framing.  
 

Participant Lorna Mcdonald looks through a pre-cut cardboard 
frame during a practical session on the first day of our 
workshop in July. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Most people without formal training in photography fail to understand that there 
are significant differences between how the human eye sees and how the 
camera records what appears before the lens. Our 2003 workshop included a set 
of practical exercises that helped students grasp the essentials of framing with a 
camera.  

 
Two secondary school participants looking 
through the cardboard frames as part of a 
practical drawing exercise on the first day of 
the workshop. The exercise taught the how 
the camera ‘sees’ and creative framing. July 
2003. 
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This was followed by intensive practice and feed-back sessions when 
students had the opportunity to take photographs and to receive comments on 
their efforts.   
 

Kishen Mahabel of Merebank High 
shows Fieona Khan  
(P.K. Pather High) in action on Day 
Two of the workshop,  
outside Merebank Library.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Funding from the RNE enabled us to provide students with more film than the 
previous year so that that they could participate in two practice sessions before 
taking their final photographs. Three intensive discussion sessions with each 
participant aimed to provide feed-back and increased understanding of the 
possibilities of photography while also allowing students to explore how to take 
photographs that appealed to their own interests.  
 
 

 
iv) Evaluation of aim to teach life skills in a context of cultural diversity 
 

The DSPP workshops aim to encourage people from diverse backgrounds and 
different generations to work together. For our second workshop, we aimed to 
encourage good communication across barriers of age, class,  gender and 
perceived religious, ethnic and racial difference. Workshop participants 
included persons from different religious backgrounds (Hindu, Muslim, Catholic, 
Presbetarian).  The choice of participants cut across old Apartheid racial and 
ethnic identities (Indian, coloured, African). Ages ranged from 14 to 78, although 
half of the participants were teenagers and most adults were 28 – 38 years old. 
For a number of participants, photography became, consciously, a way of 
recording and celebrating home, family, sometimes also cultural beliefs.  
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Farrah Suleman (15) and from a Muslim family took  this picture of  
(as she explained) a private Hindu shrine: “A God lamp with 
photos of  
a God and people who have passed away”. July 2003.  

 
The workshop’s effort to promote an appreciation of local photographic 
culture stimulated the sharing of personal beliefs and cultural practice across 
generations and cultures. We encouraged participants to introduce each other to 
personal and family pictures, to share memories associated with these 
photographs and to express their own sense of identity through compiling the 
hand-made photographic albums.  

 

 
 
A page from Fieona Khan’s hand-made album. July 2003.  

 
Our discussions about family photography and the workshop sessions in which 
participants made albums from a variety of materials also enabled Fieona Khan 
to express the importance of family and friendship.  
 
Participants were also able to portray the difference of their lives and social 
issues of concern to them. Innocent Mbonambi, 15 year old  participant and 
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from an informal settlement in nearby Lamontville chose to show fellow 
participants the shack where he lived. A picture of his small bedroom centred on 
his neat Merebank High school uniform, and an image of his feet in front of the 
small plastic basin in which he washed. Princess Mnyandu from Umlazi – who 
likewise goes to school in Merebank - photographed the railway station and 
work-seekers from her part of town in Merebank because (as she explained) she 
wanted to portray the experience of Umlazi residents who often worked as 
domestics or labourers in Merebank. Oliver Meth from Wentworth took a picture 
of friends from the ‘fenceline community’ (those living closest to the refinery) 
silhouetted against the refinery at sunset. Lorna McDonald’s series of photos 
taken at council flats near her home expressed her concern about the 
degradation of the local environment and the effects of poverty. 
 

 
Oliver Meth (Umbilo Secondary) took 
this picture of residents  
who live right next to the Engen 
refinery outside their block of  
council flats at sunset. July 2003. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 Lorna Mcdonald (Women’s organization of 
Wentworth) took this picture in order to comment on 
“IOP - Industrial Oleochemicals Products( Durban 
Fibres). One of Wentworth’s worst air polluters, who 
manage to function on a yearly basis fairly unnoticed”. 
July 2003. 
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At the conclusion of the workshop, many participants explained that they judged 
the workshop a success because of the ‘unity’ that had been created over 
the course of three weeks and because they had learnt so much about each 
others’ lives, through working and having fun together, making friends from 
different schools and neighbourhoods and through looking at each others’ 
pictures. A number of participants had viewed each other’s neighbourhood as 
dangerous and now realised that they could visit across previously perceived 
boundaries. Others expressed satisfaction at their new-found ability to raise 
public awareness of social and political issues that concerned them as members 
of local civic, women’s and environmental organisations.  

 
 
d) The Exhibition in Merebank Library July 2003 

 
The workshop culminated in an exhibition held in Merebank Library. Workshop 
participants were involved in all aspects of organizing the exhibition. They 
discussed a final selection of their photographs, formulated and typed up 
captions, cut the picture mounts and worked together with facilitators in order to 
decide how to mount the photographs on the library walls. The final result was an 
exhibition that incorporated contemporary photographs by participants that 
combined the social and political concerns of issue-based photography with the 
intimacy that results from photographing family and neighbours. Participants’ 
work was displayed on walls and exhibition boards as well as in the hand-crafted 
albums that emphasised personal creativity and expression. Also included as 
part of the exhibition were copies old studio prints and snapshots from 
participants’ family albums. This juxtaposition of contemporary and older 
images made for a public display that incorporated powerful and often intimate 
insights into the issues confronting communities today, as well as into personal 
identities and community histories.  

 
 Mrs Dulcie Marnce (78), our 
oldest participant, receives 
her certificate at the 
exhibition opening.  
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Comments at the exhibition were, with very few exceptions, positive. One 
visitor pronounced the exhibition irrelevant: “What has this got to do with the 
price of bread and milk?” A number of teenagers were enthusiastic in their 
praise: Hi, my name is Keshnee from grade 12.:I find these pictures so 
interesting that it blows my mind”. The novelty of an exhibition that focused on 
their own neighbourhood and with photographers that included friends found 
much favour “Hi, I’m Haley from P.R. Pather Secondary School I do know a lot of 
the people here on the photos. I really think they did a great job…” “I think 
Fieona’s pictures is the best from [sic] all”.  “Great job on the exhibition, we also 
(sic) planning to become photographers and you’ll be great inspirations to us and 
the rest of Merebank”. Parents expressed thanks at the opportunity provided for 
their children: “Thanks to the organisers for their time, effort and belief in our 
kids.”  

 
George Ruiters is a volunteer HIV Aids councilor whose 
theme for the exhibition related to his work in the 
community, introduces a visitor to his photographs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Local visitors appreciated  the focus on their own community: “I think this 
exhibition is great cause it acknowledges us about Merebank and the 
surrounding areas”. “Good representation of all culture groups of Merewent 
region. This should be now documented in the form of a photographic journal, 
published as a form of a reminder of this area for this generation and the 
generation to follow”. Older people often commented on the inclusion of old 
family pictures: “My name is Cedric Valentine. I strongly feel that the pictures are 
fabulous. It explores the different cultures and the way people behave in and live 
in society as a whole. The old pictures are eye catching and demonstrate the old 
way of living, a very simple life style.” “What unusual and colourful settings for 
family pics” wrote Gail Snyman from Wentworth; “… I am 66 years of age, this is 
as very good idea of the old photo’s, and also for the new ones which the next 
generation will someday view. So dear Public, please support this very exciting 
project” wrote another Merebank resident.  
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Visitors from outside of Durban South were also appreciative. One fellow 
Durbanite thanked participant Dulcie Marnce: “Dear Dulcie, thank you for using 
your photo’s to share stories with me – I think you’ve made a wonderful 
contribution to Durban history with your album”.  “Lovely photographs, beautifully 
displayed – I especially loved the things in the albums framing the photographs! 
And the mixture of old photographs and beautiful new compositions” wrote 
Sharad Chari of the United States.  
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6. A continuing programme of workshops and combined 
exhibition of photographs by Jenny Gordon and community-
based participants 
 

a) Mini-workshops: September – December 2003 
 
After the conclusion of our workshop in July 2003 we decided to continue 
working with participants who had proved especially dedicated and who wanted 
to learn more about photography. There was also strong feeling from participants 
who lived in Wentworth/Austerville, particularly from those who had used 
photography to document poverty and pollution, that they wanted to exhibit in 
their own neighbourhood. Mini-workshops were therefore held in September and 
December.   
 
We also committed to extend our work with this group of photographers beyond 
December 2003. All participants are community-based photographers from 
working-class backgrounds. Three (two women, one man) are adults.The other 
five (including three girls) are teenagers from Merebank and Wentworth (one of 
whom is also a SDCEA/WDF member). Members of this core group of 
photographers belong to various local organisations such as Wentworth 
Development Forum, the South Durban Community Environmental Alliance and 
Wings of love (concerned with domestic abuse). Most participants completed the 
workshop in July and had demonstrated both a dedication to learn from 
photographic instruction and a commitment to using their cameras in order to 
explore issues of social and political concern to their community. One new group 
member was invited to participate because of her extensive voluntary work in the 
area of domestic violence. However, particularly with young people in mind, the 
programme has continued to encourage participants to pursue their own interests 
rather than to prescribe what pictures they should take. 
 
Some of the younger secondary school participants chose to continue exploring 
how to photograph friendship and to explore religious expression. Other 
participants (including youth) tackled the theme of pollution and of local 
responses to this problem (including documenting levels of community apathy, 
lack of corporate responsibility from local and big business as well as 
environmental activism). The theme of environmental degradation was prominent 
in the December exhibition, in which photographer and teacher Jenny Gordon 
also exhibited her own social documentary photographs and portraits of people 
living in Wentworth and Merebank. Participants in the on-going photographic 
programme are also pursuing such themes as single and teenage fatherhood, 
‘friendship’ amongst teenagers, gendered patterns of children’s play as well as 
efforts to counter familial violence and HIV aids related educational work. Mini-
workshops will be held in July and September 2004, and the next full 
workshop will be held in Lamontville in December 2004.  
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b) Exhibition in Austerville Library, December 2003.  

 
Additional funding was made available by the CCS in November 2003 in order to 
make new prints for the exhibition possible and to fund other aspects of a second 
exhibition – renting exhibition boards, mounting photographs and exhibition 
posters. The exhibition also incorporated a large number of photographs 
originally shown in the Merebank exhibition in July.  The exhibition in December 
also incorporated a large number of photographic prints first exhibited in 
Merebank in July together with new work by a core group of photographers from 
the July workshop. The contribution from the Centre for Civil Society and the 
Royal Netherlands Embassy was also acknowledged on posters in the exhibition 
venue and at the opening of the exhibition.  
 
The exhibition once again received a strongly positive response from the local 
community. Besides collecting written comments and recording visitor’s 
comments on video at the exhibition opening, we continued with an effort to 
research and record visitors’ responses to the exhibition.  

 
 
7. The construction of a Digital and audio archive 
 

a) Digital scanning of family and personal photographs 
 
Another aspect of the project has been to research local, popular photographic 
practices. Privately-owned photographs are located – albums and loose 
photographs are borrowed in order to make digital copies. At this stage of the 
project, the emphasis has been on locating photographs and on creating a digital  
archive of  photographic prints and albums as well as on building relationships 
with a relatively small number of families and individuals.  
 
Initial difficulties with regards to the regular scanning of borrowed photographic 
albums have been overcome with the appointment of a third year student as part-
time assistant. He was also chosen not only because he had already acquired 
most of the requisite computer software skills but also in order to provide him 
with the opportunity for further training. A number of photographs and albums 
were scanned and returned to their owners in 2003. While the focus has been on 
Wentworth and Merebank, a first set of albums and family pictures have also 
been copied from a family in Lamontville.  
 

b) Life History Interviews 
 
A few exploratory interviews were conducted in the period January – June 2003, 
so as to develop an approach to conducting life history interviews whilst also 
investigating the relationship between personal photographs and remembrance.  



 

 

35

35

In July 2003 Du Toit began conducting group interviews which involved inviting 
elderly people and family members whose photographs were on exhibit to view 
the photographs in the exhibition setting, conducting an informal conversation 
with the group and recording the reminiscences that spontaneously take place 
between friends and family members as they looked at photographs. 
 

c) Research on responses to the exhibition and the aims of community-
based photographers 

 
 
Workshop participant Eulene Guss (and member of 
Wentworth Development Forum) explains her intentions 
with taking photographs to Marijke du Toit. Merebank 
Library, July 2003.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The effort to collect detailed comments from visitors was one aspect of recording 
responses to exhibitions organized by the DSPP. At the exhibition opening 
participants in the workshop also made a video in which they interviewed 
exhibition-goers about their responses to the exhibition. The workshop was used 
as an opportunity to begin experimenting with how to record audience responses. 
Researcher and co-ordinator Marijke du Toit took several groups of local 
residents to the exhibition venue and recorded their responses to the exhibition. 
Interviews were also conducted with the  photographer participants about the 
extent to which they judged the workshop to be a success (their comments 
inform the above discussion on teaching life skills) and about their aims in taking 
photographs. This was work towards reflective writing about the project, to be 
published as an academic paper, as well as towards the future exhibitions 
outside of  Durban South and on the DSPP website in which comments from the 
photographers, from exhibition goers and from community members more 
generally will be included as part of exhibitions.  
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In December 2003, a programme of recording group interviews/discussions 
between Jenny Gordon and differently placed individuals was initiated. This was 
conceived as valuable both to explore how people respond to the photographs 
and as preparation for future exhibitions. One interview – during which a large 
number of photographs were viewed and discussed - was with Dr Patricia Hayes, 
leader of an NRF-funded research project on the history of documentary 
photography in South Africa. An interview discussion and photographic viewing 
were also recorded with Dr Naidoo, a medical doctor who heads a research 
project into pollution-related illnesses in Durban South. This was conceived as 
important for beginning to explore the responses to pictures of professionals and 
activists who are involved in aspects of pollution management, medical research 
or the politics of the environment in Durban South. We would like to emphasise 
that the interviews had immediate utility as part of ‘sounding out’ responses to 
photographs in order to enable us with critical assessment of the project. They 
will also be used as research material for academic papers about the project with 
an emphasis on the politics of  social documentary photography and exhibitions 
at a later stage. 
 
8. Historical research on the Engen Oil refinery 
 
Funding from the CCS in 2003 also specifically supported research by a 
graduate student, Stephen Sparks, towards his MA on the history of the Engen 
oil refinery and on environmental politics and activism associated with the 
refinery. Sparks was enabled to travel to the Pretoria Government Central 
Archives in September 2003. He recently presented a chapter of his MA as work-
in-progress at the History and African Studies seminar programme, University of 
KwaZulu Natal.  
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7. Creating a comprehensive website, researching audience 
response in the USA and workshop on the DSPP at Emory 
University. 
 
From January to May 2003 Marijke du Toit was a fellow at the Center for the 
Study of Public Scholarship (CSPS) at Emory University, Atlanta. The Center 
brings South Africans  who combine academic scholarship with efforts to work as 
intellectuals in the public sphere to the United States for a programme of 
workshops and in order to provide them with the resources and time to reflect on 
their research. This proved valuable for the DSPP project in several ways. First, 
work an extensive website that makes photographs by workshop participants and 
Jenny Gordon available was completed in April. The concept of the website had 
been introduced to workshop participants in December 2003, together with 
discussions about layout and aesthetics. The website will be discussed and 
revised in further workshops with Durban South residents. Meanwhile, it has 
been invaluable as a tool to introduce the DSPP’s work to USA-based scholars.  
 
The website was used in order to explore how more distant audiences would 
interpret and respond to the photographs as exhibited on the website. 
Participants were students in Anthropology at Emory. The website, together with 
transcriptions of research interviews and extracts from research videos (see 
above) was also invaluable as basis for discussion about research techniques 
and a review of the aims and objectives of the DSPP with visual anthropologists 
and experts in the study of public exhibitions who participate in a CSPS 
workshop held in April 2004. The workshop enabled us to build on and refine 
plans for researching local responses to the photographs as the next phase of 
our project, as well as for working more closely with environmental organisations 
active in South Durban.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Marijke du Toit 
Durban South Photography Project Co-ordinator  
Programme of Historical Studies 
University of Natal, Durban  
dutoitm@nu.ac.za 
dutoitm@emory.edu (January to May 2004) 
 


