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Foreword

The South African public is now accustomed to exhibitions of
photography in our art museums. The serious attention that is
given to the art by critics and curators has also helped, we trust,
to educate the public to appreciate the fine artistic achievements
that have been produced in the medium.

The present retrospective exhibition of the works of the leading
photographer, David Goldblatt, places him in the company of
the many august South African artists whose creative attain-
ments have been celebrated by similar exhibitions in the
National Gallery.

Some thirty-five vears of intense activity by this artist have pro-
duced a very large body of work from which the present exhib-
ition has been selected. It constitutes therefore, in a way, an
interim report on this eminent photographer’s achievement to
date.

R. H. van Niekerk
Director

Voorwoord

Die Suid-Afrikaanse publiek is nou al gewoond aan foto-
grafietentoonstellings in ons kunsmuseums. Die erns waarmee
kritici en kurators aan die kuns aandag skenk het ook, hopelik,
bygedra tot die opvoeding van die publieck om die kunspres-
tasies, met behulp van die medium behaal, te waardeer.

Die huidige oorsigtentoonstelling van die werk van die fotog-
raaf, David Goldblatt, plaas hom in die geledere van vele ver-
hewe Suid-Afrikaanse kunstenaars, waarvan die kreatiewe pre-
stasies deur soortgelyke tentoonstellings in die Nasionale
Kunsmuseum gehuldig is.

Ongeveer vyf-en-dertig jaar van intense bedrywigheid van hier-
die kunstenaar het 'n groot werksopbrengs gelewer, waaruit die
huidige tentoonstelling geselekieer is. Dit vorm dus as’t ware 'n
voorlopige verslag van hierdie vooraanstaande fotograaf se pre-
stasies, tot op datum.

R. H. van Nieckerk
Direkreur



The Spurit of Goldblatt

David Goldblatt’s photography is a body of work 1 hold espe-
cially dear. Its field is South African people and the evidence of
their lives. [ think I can best suggest the spirit of his approach
by saying I believe his explorations are motivated by a quest:
What is the human and moral truth of this society? And this is
an expression of his fascination with the whole human mystery.
Therefore, though he has an impassioned concern with the
moral issues he can never be reduced to the narrowness of mere
protest. His awareness goes far and subtly beyond the notorious
features of our society, into the textures and range of experi-
ence. He can see into the intimate and innocent centres of per-
sonal life without losing his vision of our history and its accusa-
tions. Photography is at least as much a matter of creating
images as of simply recording them, and unlike some, Goldblatt
would not cite the “factuality” of the pictures in order to inde-
mnify himself against responsibility (whether for the images he
makes, or to the reality they reflect and impinge on): the ele-
ment of organisation in his photographs, though restrained, is
frank, yvet he does not manipulate the visible world into evi-
dence for a case, but allows it to vield its own meaning.

[ am not at all saying that he retreats into a realm of aesthetic
considerations from which he surveys the arena of conflict with
merely curious indifference. Responsiveness is one of his chief
characteristics. At times there is a satirical intent in the way he
points his camera, at times a rueful humour, or admiration, or
anger, or dismay, and he is never indifferent to the suffering he
records, never separated from the human identity of his sub-
ject, never without compassion.

This sympathetic participation is revealed as much through
what Goldblatt refrains from doing as through his positive
choices. He never simplifies a moral statement, never sen-
sationalises a situation. With rare exceptions he does not record
crises, whether of action, violence or suffering. Sensitized to
meaning, he prefers to render visible the quieter phases of exis-
tence, resorting at times even to a constructed stillness, a pose,
in which something outside the moment may be distilled. The
stillness eliminates the distraction of what 15 momentary (no,
rather produces a tension with the moment, which can never be
eliminated from living faces), and permits a transparent view of
character. Ths only partly explains why so often, facing one of
Goldblatt’s portraits, in which not only is the person clothed
but, frequently, surrounded by possessions, one is awed by the

Goldblatt se Besieling

David Goldblatt se forografie is 'n terrein wat my besonder na
aan die hart 1&. Sy terrein is Suid-Afrika se mense en hul lewens.
Ek dink ek kan ten beste die gees waarin hy sy werk benader,
omskryf as ek sé ¢k glo dat sy verkenning besiel word deur die
vraag: Wat is die menslike en morele waarheid van hierdie
gemeenskap? En dit kenskets die bekoring wat die hele
geheimenis van die mensheid vir hom inhou. Daarom kan hy
nooit, ondanks die feit dat hy hartstogtelik met die morele
aspekte gemoeid 1s, ingebind word tot die engheid van blote
protes nie. Sy bewustheid strek ver en subtiel verby die berugte
kenmerke van ons gemeenskap, tot in die teksture en ver-
skeidenheid van ervaring. Hy kan 'n kykie kry in die intieme en
onskuldige binnewerk van die persoonlike lewe sonder om
daarmee ons geskiedenis en die aanklagte daarteen uit die oog te
verloor. Fotografie is minstens eweveel die skepping van beelde
as die blote vaslé daarvan, en anders as wat party mense sou
doen, opper Goldblatt nie die ‘feitelikheid’ van die prente ten
einde homself van verantwoordelikheid te probeer verskoon nie
— verantwoordelikheid vir die prente wat hy maak of vir die
werklikheid wat hulle weerkaats en aanraak: die element van
‘organisasie’ in sy foto’s is openhartig ofskoon beheersd, maar
hy manipuleer nooit die sigbare werklikheid om vir sy
standpunt te getuig nie, hy laat die sigbare toe om sy eie verhaal
te vertel.

Ek is nie besig om te sé dat hy homself terugtrek in 'n gebied van
skoonheidsoorwegings van waar hy die strydperk met niks
meer as nuuskierige afsydigheid bekyk nie. Ontvanklikheid is
een van sy vernaamste eienskappe. By geleentheid is daar 'n
satiriese inslag in die manier waarop hy sy kamera gebruik,
soms 'n spytige humor, of bewondering, of woede, of verslaen-
dheid, en hy staan nooit onverskillig teenoor die lyding wat hy
vaslé nie, nooit afgeskei van die menswees van sy onderwerp
nie, nooit sonder meelewing nie.

Hierdie simpatieke deelname blyk net so seer uit wat Goldblatt
verkies om nie te doen nie, as wat hy positief kies om te doen.
Hy vereenvoudig nooit 'n morele stelling nie, blaas nooit 'n
situasie op tot iets sensasioneels nie. Op seldsame uitsonderings
na fotografeer hy geen krisisse in handeling of geweld of lyding
nie. Uiters bedag op betekenis verkies hy om die stiller fases van
bestaan sighaar te maak: soms neem hy self sy toevlug tot bep-
lande stilte, ’n pose, waarin iets van buite daardie oomblik her-
ken kan word. Die stilte skakel die aandagafleiding uit van wat

3



feeling that an extraordinary kind of nakedness has been
achieved.

He seems to be governed by the faith that the meaning of
people’s lives, their character or spirit, is made manifest in all
their visible signs, the shape of their bodies, their features, their
gestures, their clothes, their surroundings and possessions,
their structures, the marks they leave on the earth around them.
This is why he does not have to seek out what is exceptional. He
is always aware that so much of what is amazing, mysterious,
shocking, profoundly significant, inheres in the everyday.

Most of us are half-blinded by the sheer familiarity of the every-
day, so there is a fragile fugitive quality in such images (time
takes them imperceptibly from us at the very time that we take
them for granted). By holding them in the photographic frame
in the code of black-and-white, Goldblatt endows them with a
powerful poignancy — we see what is familiar somehow for the
first time — as well as making them available as information and
bases for generalisations. And while his search is always for the
wholeness of things, he can afford to give himself to minutiae,
fragments, particulars, because the essence can be concentrated
there. Similarly, while his concern is never with anything other
than people, their individual or collective character, he fre-
quently makes pictures without a human subject — and how
much he makes us apprehend about the lives concerned when
he shows us a sitting-room or bedroom, a wall across a stretch
of naked veld, a little old shop, or a dog outside a block of flats.
Many of his interiors, whether peopled or not, make us feel that
we have been admitted to the sanctum that is the source or focus
of action or passion.

He has a particular fascination with the images of aspiration.
The people in many of his pictures are surrounded by objects,
marks, decorations that imply not only what they are but what
they have chosen to be and what they wish to be. Sometimes this
element of self-image or dream is crystallised in pictures of pos-
sessions alone — a house, a half-built boat on a suburban lot.
Often there is a distance and a tension between present cir-
cumstances and the aspirations, an ironic incongruity, and this
results in a special wry poignancy not always remote from
humour. The response can be more painful when the aspiration
is too limited, too mean, or too stiflingly conventional.

The pursuit of character in its visible dimensions is not inciden-
tal to Goldblatt’s South African consciousness but is the means
by which he has chosen to express it, and this has a double
appropriateness. It is appropriate that this moral concern, a
concern about what happens to people in this anomalous soci-
ety, should be expressed in his sensitivity to the way people
have been moulded by their lives. And it is appropriate that a
photographer who is philosophical should submit, and even
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momenteel is (of liewer, verskaf 'n spanning met daardie
moment, wat nooit van lewende gesigte uitgewis kan word nie)
en gee ons 'n deursigtige kyk op karakter. Dit verklaar net ten
dele hoekom 'n mens so dikwels, wanneer jy voor een van
Goldblatt se portrette staan waar nie net die persoon geklee is
nie maar baie keer omring is van sy besittings, die angsgevoel
kry dat 'n buitengewone soort naaktheid weerspieél word.

Hy skyn die geloof te huldig dat die sin in mense se lewens, hul
karakter of gees, openbaar word in al hul sigbare kentekens, die
vorm van hul liggame, hul gelaatstrekke, hul gebare, hul klere,
hul omgewing en besittings, hul strukture, die merke wat hulle
laat op die aarde rondom hulle. Dit is die rede waarom hy nie die
uitsonderlike hoef na te jaag nie. Hy is altyd bewus daarvan dat
s0 baie van wat verbasend, geheimsinnig, skokkend, uiters
betekenisvol is, in die alledaagse aanwesig is.

Die meeste van ons is half-verblind deur die blote gewoonheid
van die alledaagse, daarom is daar 'n tere voortvlugtige eienskap
in sulke beelde (tyd beroof ons ongemerk daarvan juis op die
oomblik wanneer ons hulle as vanselfsprekend beskou). Deur
hulle in swart-en-wit in die fotoraam vas te 1é, beklee Goldblatt
hulle met 'n sterk skrynende ontroering — ons sien wat doodge-
woon is, as't ware vir die eerste keer — en maak hulle tegelyker-
tyd beskikbaar as inligting en uitgangspunte vir veralgemen-
ings. En hoewel hy altyd op soek is na die geheelheid van dinge,
kan hy homself veroorloof om die aandag toe te spits op
kleinighede, brokkies, besonderhede, omdat die wesentlike
dddrin saamgevat kan word. Ook: hoewel sy belangstelling
nooit wegdwaal van die mens, hul individuele of kollektiewe
aard nie, maak hy dikwels prente sonder mense—en hoeveel gee
hy ons nie te verstaan van die lewens wat daar gelei word nie, as
hy ons 'n sitkamer of 'n slaapkamer wys, 'n muur oor 'n kaal
stuk wveld, 'n ou winkeltjiie, of 'n hond buitekant 'n
woonstelgebou. Baie van sy interieurs, met of sonder mense
daarin, gee ons die indruk dat ons toegelaat is in die binneste
heiligdom wat die bron of fokus van handeling of hartstog is.

Vir hom is daar 'n besondere bekoring in die beelde van strewe.
In baie van sy prente is die mense omring van voorwerpe,
tekens, versiersels wat nie net aandui wat hulle 15 nie maar wat
hulle verkies om te wees en wat hulle wil wees. Soms is hierdie
element van selfbeeld of droom saamgevat in prente net van
besittings — 'n huis, 'n halfvoltooide boot op 'n voorstedelike
werf. Dikwels is daar "n afstand en spanning tussen die huidige
omstandighede en die aspirasies, 'n ironies ongerymdheid, en
dit loop uit op 'n ongewone meelewing, wat nie altyd van humor
verwyderd is nie. Die reaksie kan pynliker wees as die ideaal te
beperk, te kleinlik of te konvensioneel verstikkend is.

Die verkenning van karakter in sy sigbare vorms is nie 'n
neweproduk van Goldblatt se Suid-Afrikaanse bewustheid nie



subjugate, his ideas to the complex and subtle minutiae of what
is visible.

Appropriate and valuable. In a sense our public vision of our
world has been asleep and blind to the full range and variety of
experience. We are emphatically aware of certain ideas about
what it is to be South African and they hold our thoughts in a
stark dry cage, while we exclude from the definition those per-
ceptions that are ambiguous or neutral as far as the issues are
concerned. Goldblatt’s approach brings both aspects of our
reality together, and because of his double breadth, of scope
and of response, his work goes some way toward supplying a
tradition of full consciousness that has been lacking in this
country.

He renders South African lives visible in the fullness of their
complexity, thus implying their significance, not as mere
sociopolitical counters but as “‘spirits”. So while protesting
against a shallow and fragmented culture, a brutal and brutalis-
ing system, disruption and deprivation, a whole apparatus of
lies, he is simultaneously always affirming the potentality, the
richness and value of human life, qualities he can only reveal
through the very images that support his protest. The implica-
tion is that the issues of life here have a universal import, and
that to participate here, to witness here, is not to be wasted or
lost. It is a profoundly consoling affirmation in a time when
expectations of a slide into cataclysm and the collapse of mean-
ing are rife, the more persuasive and marvellous in that it comes
very often from looking straight at the evils those fears are based
on and seeing them in the living context of the present.

LIONEL ABRAHAMS
Johannesburg, January 1983

maar die middel waardeur hy verkies om dit tot uitdrukking te
bring, en dit is dubbeld toepaslik. Dit is toepaslik dat sy morele
betrokkenheid, 'n betrokkenheid by die vraag wat van mense in
hierdie gekloofde gemeenskap word, uitgedruk word in sy
gevoeligheid vir die wyse waarop mense deur hul bestaan
gevorm is. En dit is toepaslik dat 'n fotograaf met 'n wysgerige
inslag sy idees ondergeskik, en selfs onderworpe, sal maak aan
die verwikkelde en subtiele kleinighede van die sigbare wéreld.

Toepaslik en waardevol. In 'n sekere sin was ons publieke visie
van ons wéreld aan die slaap en blind vir die volle strekking en
verskeidenheid van ervaring. Ons is baie duidelik bewus van
sommige idees van wat dit beteken om Suid-Afrikaans te wees
en hulle hou ons gees gevange in “n kaal, droé voélkou terwyl
ons uit die omskrywing daardie waarnemings wat dubbelsinnig
of neutraal teencor die betrokke geskilpunte is, uitsluit,
Goldblatt se benadering bring albei fasette van die werklikheid
byveen, en danksy sy dubbele trefwydte van spektrum sowel as
van reaksie, vorder sy werk 'n entjie op die pad na "n tradisie van
'n omvattende bewustheid, wat hier te lande nog nie bestaan
nie.

Hy maak die Suid-Afrikaanse bestaan sigbaar in die oormaat
van sy kompleksiteit: hy gee te kenne hoe belangrik dit is, nie
net as blote sosio-politicke elemente nie, maar as ‘geeste’. En
aldus, hoewel hy beswaar maak teen 'n vlak en gebroke kultuur,
'n dierlike en verdierlikende stelsel, verskeuring en verlies, 'n
hele apparaat van leuens, is hy gelyktydig steeds besig om die
potensiaal, die rykdom en waarde van die mense te bevestig,
cienskappe wat hy net kan blootlé deur middel van dieselfde
beelde waarmee hy sy protes uitdruk. Die implikasie is dat die
kwessie van lewe alhier universele sin het, en dat die kans om
hier deel te hé, om hier te getuig, nie verkwis of verloor mag
word nie. Dit is 'n diepe vertroosting, hierdie bevestiging in 'n
tydsgewrig wanneer baie verwag dat ons op 'n glybaan na
gewelddadige omwenteling en die ineenstorting van betekenis
gaan beland, en daardie bevestiging is des te meer cortuigend en
wonderbaarlik omdat dit telkens voortkom uit 'n onbes-
kroomde en onbevange blik op die euwels waarop die vrese geg-
rond is sodat hulle in die lewende verband van vandag beskou
word.

LIONEL ABRAHAMS
Johannesburg, Januarie 1983
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Biography

David Goldblatt was born in Randfontein in 1930, the third son of Eliand
Olga Goldblatt, who came to South Africa with their parents from Lithua-
nian Jewish communities, at the end of the last century.

Goldblatt became interested in photography while at Krugersdorp High
School and after matriculation in 1948, wished to become a magazine
photographer. However magazine photography was almost unknown in
this country at the time and after trving for about a vear to enter the pro-
fession he became discouraged and went to work in his father’s men's out-
fitting shop in Randfontein.

While working in the business and taking a Bachelor of Commerce degree
at Witwatersrand University, his interest in photograpy continued. Work
was sold to Picture Post magazine in 1952,

After the death of his father in 1962, Goldblatt sold the family business
and has since September 1963 devoted all of his time to photography. His
professional work has been almost entirely out of the studio and has
involved a broad variety of assignments for magazines, corporations and
institutions in South Africa and overseas. His personal work, from which
this exhibition is drawn, has for the most part consisted of a series of exp-
lorations of aspects of South African society. He is married with three
children and lives in Johannesburg,
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l Biografie

Diavid Goldblatr is in 1930 1e Randfontein gebore. Hy was die derde seun
van Eli en Olga Goldblat, wat afgestam het van die Lutause Joodse
gemeenskap, wat saam met hulle ouers teen die einde van die neéntiende
eeu na Suid-Afrika gekom het,

Goldblatt se belangstelling in fotografie het gedurende sy skooljare op die
Hoérskool Krugersdorp begin en met sy matrikulasie in 1948 wou hy
tydskrif-fotograaf word. Tvdskrif-forografie was toe feitlik onbekend in
Suid-Afrika, en na ongeveer 'n jaar van pogings om ot die beroep toe te
tree het hy moed verloor en in sy pa se mans-uitrustingswinkel in
Randfontein gaan werk.

Terwyl hy in die besigheid gewerk en vir 'n B.Com-graad aan die Univer-
siteit van die Witwatersrand studeer het, het sy belangstelling in forog-
rafie voortgegaan. Werk is in 1952 aan die vedskrif, Picrure Post, verkoop.

Mer die sterfte van sy vader in 1962, het Goldblatt die familiebesigheid
verkoop en hy bestee nou sedert September 1963 al sy tvd aan fotografie.
Sy professionele werk is feitlik deurgaans buite die ateljee en dek 'n wye
verskeidenheid opdragte vir tydskrifte, liggame en instellings in Suid-
Afrika sowel as oorsee. Sy persoonlike werk. waaruit die tentoonstelling
getrek is, het hoofsaaklik bestaan uit 'n reeks ondersoeke van aspekte van
die Suid-Afrikaanse samelewing. Hy is getroud, met drie kinders, en is in
Johannesburg woonagtig.

Tentoonstellings
Johannesburg : Arema Teater, Doornfontein; Carlton-sentrum;
Mark Fotogallery; Universiteit van die Witwaters-

rand.
Kaapstad ¢ Die Buimte; Suid-Afrikaanse Nasionale Kunsmuseum
(groeprentoonstellings).
Durban : Durbanse Kunsmuseum; Natalse Kunsvereniging.
Londen : Photographers’ Gallery.
Sydney : Photography Place.
Melbourne  : MNational Gallery of Victoria.
Parys : Bibliothéque Nationale (groeptentoonstellings).
Duitsland : Reisende rentoonstellings op verskeie sentra, en Ernst

Leitz, Wetzlar.

Versamelings

Suid-Afrikaanse Nasionale Kunsmuseum, Kaapstad.
Durbanse Kunsmuseum

Johannesburgse Kunsmuseum

Bibliotheque Natonale, Parys.

Museum of Modern Art, New York.

National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne.

Boeke

On the Mines, met Nadine Gordimer, Struik 1973,

Some Afrikaners Photographed. Murray Crawford 1975,

Cape Dutch Homesteads, met Margaret Courtney-Clarke en John Kench.
Struik 1981,

In Boksburg. The Gallery Press 1982,

Portefeuljes

Photography Year Book 1966,

Creative Camera International Year Book 1977
Exile, Volume 4, Nommer 1 1976.



