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This publication articulates a photographic 
conversation between Luanda and Johan-
nesburg, in an image space where our 
cities feature not as isolated events, but  
as part of larger shared experiences of 
urbanism in Africa. It is an experiment both 
connecting and sharing visual and sensual 
knowledge of our cities and valuing the 
role artists and photographers have played 
in documenting the spatial, temporal, 
social, cultural, (hi)storical, racial, struc-
tural, financial and economic phenomena 
of our current societies and the questions 
and problems that these contemporary 
societies pose, in ways that reach out  
to and communicate with creative and 
academic thinkers discoursing on the same 
subjects. It was inspired by my encounters 
with photographers in Luanda (particularly 
Rui Magalhães), in 2020, and by the essays 
and podcasts of African Mobilities 2.0, 
Circulation and Cartographies (July 14 – 
October 9, 2020) curated by Dr. Mpho 
Matsipa, as well as the 2021 season of 
WISER concept-based podcasts and trans- 
cripts on Eight ways to think Unsettle-
ment. It aims to localize the discourse  
of documentary and street photography 
within the realms of decolonial imagery 
and image-making processes. This project 
is intended to grow as other curators re- 
searching photography and photographic 
archives in other cities in Africa and the 
African Diasporas join the conversation. 

The title Towards a City is inspired  
by the photograph Towards a city; 
Troyville Primary School (2009) from  
the Big City series by South African 
photographer Sabelo Mlangeni.  
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“I hope you are keeping well in these 
strange and uncertain times.”

These words, or some variation there of, 
have become the standard email greeting 
since early 2019. Writing this text in May 
2021, the strange times continue. The world 
as we know it has changed. It may never  
be the same. 

If you were to walk through the Johannes-
burg CBD, however, you might be forgiven 
for thinking that nothing has changed, ex- 
cept that street hawkers are now peddling 
fabric face masks and small bottles of hand 
sanitiser, in addition to the usual array of 
vegetables, mielies cooked over open hot 
coals, cell phone chargers, men’s leather 
belts, wallets, and other cheap Chinese 
imported goods.

Post(/mid)-Covid; post-apartheid; post-
war; post-colonialism. The city deftly 
adapts to change and new challenges.  
The world as we know it continues. The 
Bag Factory exists on the edge of this city/
economy. A small enclave for the develop-
ment of visual art where our studio artists, 
our administrative team, our creative 
programme, has adapted and continues  
to provide space for thinking about our 
world through artistic experimentation  
and innovation.

The world as we know it is considerably 
more inconvenient. We had some logis- 
tical challenges in bringing Tila Likunzi to 
Johannesburg from Luanda. Angola decid-
ed to blacklist South Africa because of  
our mutant Covid variant. It sounds like a 
science-fiction novel, but it is the strange 
and uncertain reality we now live with. 
Direct flights to South Africa were prohi- 
bited. But flying to Johannesburg via 
Ethiopia was possible. One month late. 
Almost 24 hours travel time. A clock ticking 
down on a 3-month visa now shortened  
to two months which necessitated a mid- 
residency cross-border bus trip to Mozam-
bique. A most fitting Luso-Linkup, literally 
linking up with another virtual curatorial 
residency project the Bag Factory hosted  
in 2020.

Tila’s residency is part of Art Connection 
Africa, a programme supported by KfW 
Stiftung in collaboration with Triangle 
Network, aiming to stimulate exchanges 
within the Southern Africa region where a 
number of the Triangle Network partners 
are located and have contributed to the 
development of a local art scene. The 
curatorial residency offers the selected 
candidate an opportunity for professional 
development, research, and development 
of their cultural/curatorial practice in a 
dynamic context that promotes dialogue, 
experimentation, and innovation in the 
visual arts. The Bag Factory hosted  

the pilot residencies for one artist (Liz 
Kobusige, Uganda) and one curator (Fadzai 
Muchemwa, Zimbabwe) under the pro-
gramme umbrella in 2019. A second artist 
residency (Gina Maxim, Zimbabwe) in early 
2020 was cut short due to the Covid-19 
pandemic. We are encouraged that even  
in these ‘strange and uncertain’ times our 
project partners have committed to keep-
ing the project going, providing space for 
dialogue, experimentation, and innovation 
when it is needed now more than ever.

As part of her residency Tila has been  
expanding her curatorial interest and re- 
search into urban African spaces. The ‘cura-
torial project’ has taken the format of a 
digital publication — digital is the language/
methodology/product of our new Covid 
world. The ‘curatorial event’ (a research 
presentation and open discussion/dialogue 
over a shared meal) is also a response to 
the Covidian move away from big events  
to more ‘intimate gatherings’. The world  
as we know it has changed. The world  
as we know it adapts and continues.

Candice Allison
Director
Bag Factory

Foreword
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“Walking in an African city is first and 
foremost an experience for the senses.  
It is a cognitive experience. You are 
immediately captured by the city’s 
rhythm. Vitality, creativity, and energy 
unfurl in the streets; chaos and order are 
constantly grappling for space; one is 
confronted by signs of the future coex- 
isting with the past and the present.”

— Felwine Sarr

“Urban Africans have long made lives  
that have worked. There has been an 
astute capacity to use thickening fields  
of social relations, however, disordered 
they may be, to make city life viable.” 

— AbdouMaliq Simone

Towards a city:
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Growing up in inner-city Luanda gave  
me a lasting sense of renewed shock and 
wonder whenever I find myself in another 
African city. A sense of being (a)part of it. 
Of being both overwhelmed by and [franti-
cally] authoring immediate perceptions 
along the grafted planes of “well-being, 
progress, growth, and equality [which]  
are the key concepts of a Western cosmol-
ogy that condition its reading of the real,  
a reading that it imposed onto other peo- 
ples and nations through the mytheme of 
development.”1 As appealing as the con-
structs of development may have once 
been to myself, they have also, throughout 
the years, limited my capacity to under-
stand the multiplicity of phenomena I am 
likely to encounter in my own and other 
urban spaces in Africa. Simply put, a 
‘seeing what is not’, if we are to compare 
our cities to the “patterns of industrial, 
Western urbanism”2 that have influenced 
[and continue to influence] the thinking 
and making of many African major cities  
of today. Therefore, this project began  
out of the need and desire to extract my 
perception of our cities from the realms  
of dysfunction or state failure. Being in a 
city is, from the start, a sensorial experi-
ence. It is our lived-experience, rather than 
our expectations, that inform the sum of 
our [positive or negative] perceptions and 
determine the degree in which we can 
relate to other lived experiences, calling  
for a different kind of seeing and being.

Rethinking our African cities does require  
a looking into and a looking beyond the 
infamous historical realities of their ‘mak-
ing and shaping’ towards what has been 
overlooked by ‘universalist’ notions of 
added-value quality of life — the complex- 
ities of human relations in African urban 
environments, the “diversity of trajecto- 

ries as well as the modalities of responses 
to the challenges that are posed to them  
[or] the quality of one’s social relationships, 
their intensity, fecundity, social distance, 
the nature of cultural, relational and spiri- 
tual life”3, are ways of putting our cities in 
the balance, an enabling of ‘seeing what is’. 
This kind of seeing is present in the deco-
lonial discourse of urbanist and professor 
of sociology AbdouMaliq Simone, the 
humanist, philosopher, economist, and 
musician Felwine Sarr or the curator and 
scientist Mpho Matsipa. These are few 
examples of the growing body of creative 
practitioners, theorists, and scholars con- 
nected across diverse locations — such  
as Johannesburg and Luanda — closely 
observing, thinking and generating other 
ways to look at our cities, that can liberate 
us from reproducing a prefabricated mod- 
el of society, enclosing our populations 
within value systems that are not our own 
[or even] conforming to the demands of 
the moment[s]4 of global economic order.

It is the visual narrative of these complexi-
ties that African cities pose that drew me 
to the visual discourse of the photogra-
phers and artists featured in this publica-
tion. Their particular ways of seeing lived 
experiences of peoples in the inner city of 
Johannesburg and Luanda, markedly vivid 
by phenomena of (up)root(ing), occup(y)
ation, (re)claim(ing), (re, un)settle(ment), 
(re, de)structure(ing), (re)location, (dis)
placement, (un)be(longing) from multiple 
urban spatialities. Whether they were 
structured by spatio-racial segregation in 
Johannesburg or severe socio-economic 
imbalances in Luanda. This documenting 
of the familiar, mundane and yet over-
looked complexities of everyday life in 
African cities has the “capacity to produce 
metaphors for their possible futures.”5  

Towards a city: relations in inner-city Johannesburg and Luanda Introduction Tila Likunzi

The series of photographic statements  
by Andrew Tshabangu, Anna Sango, 
Cheriese Dilrajh, Edson Chagas, Flávio 
Cardoso, Mónica de Miranda, Paula 
Agostinho, Rui Magalhães, Sabelo Mlan-
geni, Sebastião Vemba and Thandile 
Zwelibanzi do create spaces for an actual-
izing present and future where the African 
‘image economy’ is produced to inform  
of our own realities seen from our own  
perspectives. With the potential to gener-
ate own epistemes experimented through 
photography-based archival assemblages 
functioning as “site[s] of consciousness 
and place[s] of memory-making”6 and 
story-telling of African urban life and  
lived experiences.

It is wise to admit that my thirty of so years 
of continuous habitation of nineteen-eight-
ies post-independence inner-city Luanda, 
and later, of the city’s rapidly expanding 
suburbs during the ‘economic boom’ of 
post-civil war Angola, in no way prepared 
me to comprehend the transformations of 
inner-city Johannesburg, from the upheav-
als of the nineteen-eighties until the post- 
apartheid era of today, were not the urban 
phenomena captured by documentary and 
street photography in both cities similar  
in reflected, refracted, fragmented and 
asynchronous ways. It is through this spec-
trum of exploded space-time that I will let 
the images speak for themselves. To draw 
parallels would be to deny “the prolifera-
tion of cultures, peoples, historicities, 
geographies, modes of social and political 
organization, and various temporalities”7 
inherent to each city. May this not be an 
impediment to learning and understanding 
each other’s cities, or to sharing common 
experiences. 

“TOWARDS A CITY” projects needs  
and desires — to make constructive visual 
conversations between cities across the 
continent, to localize art as a site of knowl-
edge linked to written and spoken knowl-
edge pointing to increasingly decolonial, 
polycentric views of our multiple urban 
realities, to devise ways to communicate 
photography [and the knowledges it 
speaks of] through curatorial publishing 
and archival practices. While no single en- 
deavor can capture the plurality of voices 
critically speaking of peoples, spaces and 
futures of our cities, as the conversation 
circulates from city to city and region to 
region of formerly colonized territories,  
this proposal is by no means an exhaustive 
approach to or engagement with the con- 
versation. Instead, it aspires to contribute 
to shaping urban futures that feel not like 
colonial(ity’s) inheritances, but genuine, 
healthy and sustainable creations and re- 
makings of our own, positive reflections of 
our multiple ways of being, seeing, think-
ing, doing, loving, working and living.

1
Felwine Sarr, in Afrotopia, 
(University of Minnesota 
Press, 2019)

2
Loren B. Landau, Urban-
isms and Archipelagic 
Space-Time, (African 
Mobilities 2.0, 2020)

3
Felwine Sarr, in Afrotopia, 
(University of Minnesota 
Press, 2019)

4
Idem

5
Idem

6
Tinashe Mushakavanhu, 
in Dambudzo Marechera: 
The Story Doctor (Wits 
Institute for Social & Eco-
nomic Research (WiSER), 
2021)

7
Felwine Sarr, in Afrotopia, 
(University of Minnesota 
Press, 2019)



Image Credit

Towards a city: possibilities in inner-city Johannesburg and Luanda8 9

FLÁVIO CARDOSO 

Luanda One CIF, 
from the series ALiEN, 2015

What you give space to 
and what you allow
people to see
                    says a lot

 —Alexandra Bell
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3. Something claimed in a formal or legal 
manner, especially a tract of public land 
staked out by a miner or homesteader.
4.
a. A demand for payment in accordance  
with an insurance policy or other formal 
arrangement.
b. The sum of money demanded.
5. A statement of something as a fact;  
an assertion of truth: makes no claim  
to be a cure.
Idiom:
lay claim to
To assert one’s right to or ownership of.

claim

tr.v. claimed, claim·ing, claims
1. To demand, ask for, or take as one›s own  
or one›s due: claim a reward; claim one’s 
luggage at the airport carousel.
2. To take in a violent manner as if by right:  
a hurricane that claimed two lives.
3. To state to be true, especially when open  
to question; assert or maintain: claimed he 
had won the race; a candidate claiming 
many supporters.
4. To deserve or call for; require: problems 
that claim her attention.
n.
1. A demand for something as rightful or due.
2. A basis for demanding something;  
a title or right.

claim

dis
re

able
ing
ation

claim10
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ANNA SANGO

Usual Streets,  
2017
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RUI MAGALHÃES

Untitled, from the series 
Luandamento, 2018

claim

CHERIESE DILRAJH 

Ladies Only, from the
Fordsburg series, 35mm Film 
2018 
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occupy
 
v. -pied, -py•ing. v.t.
1. to have, hold, or take as a separate 
 space; possess, reside in or on, or claim:  
The orchard occupies half the farm.
2. to be a resident or tenant of; dwell in.
3. to fill up, employ, or engage: to occupy 
time reading.
4. to engage or employ the mind,  
energy, or attention of: We occupied  
the children with a game.
5. to take possession and control  
of (a place), as by military invasion.
6. to hold (a position, office, etc.).
v.i.
7. to take or hold possession.

occup

pre
re

un
y
ied
ier 
ies
ing
ation
ancy
able

occupy16
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ANNA SANGO 

Conversations, 2017
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SEBASTIÃO VEMBA 

Untitled, from the series 
Hora de Ponta / Rush Hour, 
2019

occupy

ANDREW TSHABANGU

Naledi-Bree Street Bus, from the series 
City in Transition, 2004
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SEBASTIÃO VEMBA 

Untitled I, from the series  
Castelos de Areia / Sand Castles, 2018

occupy

RUI MAGALHÃES 

Aspirations for sale, from the  
series Magoga, Filosofia Urbana / 
Urban Philosophy, 2019
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b. the coarser composition of a rock,  
as contrasted with its texture.
7. the manner in which atoms in a  
molecule are joined to each other,  
esp. as represented in organic chemistry.
8. the pattern or system of beliefs, 
relationships, institutions, etc., in a social 
group or society.
v.t.
9. to give a structure to; organize.

structure 
 
n., v. -tured, -tur•ing. n.
1. the manner in which something is  
constructed.
2. the manner in which the elements  
of anything are organized or interrelated:  
the structure of a poem; the structure  
of protein.
3. something constructed, as a building  
or bridge.
4. anything composed of organized or  
interrelated elements.
5. the construction and arrangement of  
body parts, tissues, or organs
6.
a. the attitude of a bed or stratum or  
of beds or strata of sedimentary rocks,  
as indicated by the dip and strike.

structur

de
re

e
ed
ing
able

structure24
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SABELO MLANGENI 

Arop House,  
from the series Big City, 
2004

structure
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SEBASTIÃO VEMBA 

Untitled II, from the series  
Castelos de Areia / Sand Castles, 2018, 
Courtesy of the Artist 
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ANNA SANGO

Find a Home, 2016, 
Courtesy of the Artist 

ANDREW TSHABANGU

Butchery, Traders and Taxis,  
from the series City in Transition, 2003

structure
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20. to pay a bill; make a financial  
arrangement (often fol. by up).
21. to take up residence in a new country 
 or place.
22. to come to rest, as from flight:  
a bird settling on a bough.
23. to gather, collect, or become fixed  
in a particular place, direction, etc.
24. to become calm or composed  
(often fol. by down).
25. to stop activity in order to rest or  
sleep (often fol. by in or down)
26. to sink down gradually; subside.
27. to become clear by the sinking of  
suspended particles, as a liquid.
28. to sink to the bottom, as sediment.
29. to become firm or compact, as 
 the ground.
30. (of a female animal) to become  
pregnant; conceive.
31. settle down,
a. to achieve personal and professional  
stability, esp. upon marrying.
b. to become calm or quiet.
c. to apply oneself to serious work.
32. settle for, to be satisfied with.
33. settle into, to become established in.

settle 
 
v. -tled, -tling. v.t.
1. to appoint, fix, or resolve definitely  
and conclusively; agree upon, as price  
or conditions.
2. to place in a desired state or in order: 
 to settle one’s affairs.
3. to pay, as a bill.
4. to close (an account) by making full  
payment.
5. to migrate to and organize (an area,  
territory, etc.); colonize.
6. to cause to take up residence.
7. to furnish (a place) with inhabitants or  
settlers.
8. to quiet, calm, or bring to rest: to settle 
 one’s nerves.
9. to relieve nausea or other distress in: 
 to settle a queasy stomach.
10. to stop from annoying or opposing.
11. to conclude or resolve: to settle a dispute.
12. to make stable; place in a permanent  
position or on a permanent basis.
13. to cause (a liquid) to become clear by  
depositing dregs.
14. to cause (dregs, sediment, etc.) to sink 
or be deposited.
15. to cause to sink down gradually;  
make firm or compact.
16. to dispose of finally; close out  
(sometimes fol. by up): to settle an estate.
17.
a. to secure (property, title, etc.) on or to  
a person by formal or legal process.
b. to terminate (legal proceedings) by  
mutual consent of the parties.
v.i.
18. to decide, arrange, or agree (often fol. 
 by on or upon): to settle on a plan.
19. to arrange matters in dispute; come  
to an agreement: to settle with a person.

settle

dis
re

un
d
ment
able

settle32
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SABELO MLANGENI 

Coming to Johannesburg I, January 
2011, from the series Big City, 2011

settle

SEBASTIÃO VEMBA 

Untitled, from the series  
Entre a Luz e a Escuridão /  
Between the Light  
and the Darkness, 2020,  
Courtesy of the Artist 
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ANDREW TSHABANGU 

Millie, Stove and Heater,  
from the series Hostel Interiors, 
2011, Courtesy of the Artist
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location 
 
n.
1. a place or situation occupied.
2. a place of settlement, activity, or residence.
3. a tract of land of designated situation  
or limits: a mining location.
4. a site outside a movie studio used for 
shooting all or part of a film.
5. the act of locating or state of being  
located.

re

location

location

38
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PAULA AGOSTINHO 

On the cover: 
Garantir o ir, from the series Quarenta Imagens 
de Quarentena /Forty Images of Quarantine, 
2020, Courtesy of the Artist

p. 41
A Paisagem das Janelas / The Window  
Landscape, from the series Quarenta Imagens de 
Quarentena / Forty Images of Quarantine, 2020

p. 42
Afazeres de janela / Window Duties, from  
the series Quarenta Imagens de Quarentena /  
Forty Images of Quarantine, 2020

p. 43
Qual é a cor da tua paisagem? / What is 
the color of your landscape?, from the series 
Quarenta Imagens de Quarentena / Forty  
Images of Quarantine, 2020

location
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belong
 
v.i.
1. to be properly or suitably placed or 
situated: You belong in a better job.
2. to be appropriate or suitable: That shirt 
doesn’t belong with that jacket.
3. belong to,
a. to be the property of.
b. to be a part or adjunct of.
c. to be a member.

longing

n.
A strong persistent yearning or desire, 
especially one that cannot be fulfilled.
n.
1. strong, persistent desire or craving,  
esp. for something unattainable or distant.
2. an instance of this.
adj.
3. characterized by earnest desire:  
a longing look.

be

To exist, live; take place; happen; to belong; 
attend
1. To exist in actuality; have life or reality
2.
a. To occupy a specified position
b. To remain in a certain state or situation 
undisturbed, untouched, or unmolested
3. To take place; occur 
4. To go or come 
5. Used as a copula in such senses as
a. To equal in identity
b. To have a specified significance.
c. To belong to a specified class or group.
d. To have or show a specified quality or 
characteristic.
e. To seem to consist or be made of.
6. To belong; befall
v. aux.
1. Used with the past participle of a transitive 
verb to form the passive voice
2. Used with the present participle of a verb 
to express a continuing action
3. Used with the infinitive of a verb to express 
intention, obligation, or future action
4. Used with the past participle of certain 
intransitive verbs to form a perfect tense.

long

un
be

ing

belong44
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MÓNICA DE MIRANDA 

p. 46 
Untitled, from the series  
Cinema Karl Marx, 2017 

p. 47 
Twins, from the series  
Cinema Karl Marx, 2017
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THANDILE ZWELIBANZI

Maolidi Issa from Kenya,  
Time 23h00 — June 2010, Corner Troy 
and Wanderers Street, Johannesburg, 
from the series Still Existence, 2010

p. 48
John Issac from Malawi,  
Time 04h30 — May 2010, Klein Street, 
Johannesburg, from the series Still 
Existence, 2010
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21. a step or point in order of proceeding: 
 in the first place.
22. Arith.
a. the position of a figure in a series, as in 
 decimal notation.
b. Usu., places. the figures of the series.
23. one of the three dramatic unities.
24. Sports. Position among the leading 
competitors, usu. the first, second, or third  
at the finish line.
25. space for entry or passage: to make  
place for the crowds.
v.t.
26. to put in the proper position or  
order; arrange.
27. to put or set in a particular place.
28. to put in a suitable place for some  
purpose: to place an advertisement in 
 the newspaper.
29. to put into particular or proper hands.
30. to give (an order or the like) to a supplier.
31. to appoint (a person) to a post or office.
32. to find a place, situation, etc., for  
(a person).
33. to determine or indicate the place of:  
We place health high  
among our aims.
34. to assign a certain position or rank to.
35. to identify by connecting with the proper 
place, circumstances, etc: to place a face.
36. to employ (the voice) to sing or speak  
with resonant tones.
v.i.
37.
a. to finish among the first three competitors 
in a race.
b. to finish second in a horse race.
38. to earn a specified standing, as in an  
examination or competition: He placed  
fifth in the class.

place 
 
n., v. placed, plac•ing. n.
1. a particular portion of space, whether 
of definite or indefinite extent.
2. space in general: time and place.
3. the portion of space normally occupied 
by a person or thing.
4. any part of a body or surface; spot:  
a decayed place in a tree.
5. a particular passage in a book or writing.
6. a space or seat for a person, as in a  
theater or train.
7. position, situation, or circumstances: 
I would complain if I were in your place.
8. a proper or appropriate location,  
position, or time: A restaurant is no place  
for an argument.
9. a job, post, or office: persons in high  
places.
10. a function or duty.
11. proper sequence or relationship, as of 
ideas or details.
12. high position or rank.
13. a region or area: to travel to distant  
places.
14. an open space or square in a city or tow.
15. a short street or court.
16. an area of habitation, as a city, town,  
or village.
17. a building, location, etc., set aside for  
a specific purpose: 
 a place of worship.
18. a part of a building: The kitchen is  
the sunniest place in the house.
19. a residence, dwelling, or house.
20. lieu; substitution (usu. fol. by of):  
Use yogurt in place of sour cream.

place

place
dis

ment

50
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CHERIESE DILRAJH 

Fordsburg Market
Digital photograph 
2021 

place

FLÁVIO CARDOSO 

Ponte / Bridge, from the series ALiEN,  
2020
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EDSON CHAGAS 

p. 54, p. 55 
Courtesy, Untitled, from the series  
Found Not Taken, Luanda, 2009 
Apalazzo Gallery, Brescia, Italy
Stevenson Gallery, Johannesburg /  
Cape Town, South Africa
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This is a snapshot1 of the thinking that 
accompanied my three-month residency.  
A lot of my learnings and findings are not 
included here. Many arguments have been 
shortened to root ideas. There may be a 
relative absence of my own thoughts on 
photography. That’s intentional. I perceive 
that history is language of international-
ization, setting a continuity of pattern  
on how things are seen and discussed.  
I am extracting myself from the kinds of 
formal(ized) discussions on photography 
that I am neither enabled to carry in a 
thoughtful manner nor desire to reproduce. 
Throughout my research I did come across 
superb (hi)stories of documentary and 
street photography in Johannesburg-South 
Africa2, and its (r)evolutions in response  
to changes over time, which I found use- 
ful to inform future discussions and ap- 
proaches to photography in Luanda-Ango-
la, where these practices have gained 
visibility3 since the end of the civil war in 
2002. There was sometimes despair in 
realizing that much has been written and 
discoursed about the subject for a long 
time, seemingly to the point that conver- 
sations on the subject, or the purpose  
of the photography book, may some- 
times seem exhausted or unable to  
propose something that has not yet  
been considered. 

Luckily, there are those ‘(r)evolutions  
in response to changes over time’, which 
adjust to the contexts of the persons 
revisiting the (hi)stories and fluidities of 
documentary and street photography 
since “representational modes and politics 
continuously shift, and younger genera-
tions have to rethink, resist and reject as  
a way to make meaning of present”4. 

Ways of making meaning of the present, 
through the linking of this kind of photo-

graphic discourse with written and spoken 
discourse on African urbanism, is one of 
the agencies of this publication. Another, is 
exploring how these meanings can shape 
our capacity to imagine differently — the 
‘configuration of possibles’ allowed by the 
image spaces5 created by documentary 
and street photography. 

But, 

“Before one can rearrange space, 
one would have to have an imagina-
tion about what that space might be, 
for whom and how we might inhabit 
it ourselves, with each other — and 
also what kinds of spaces we want  
to leave behind.”6

This rearranging and vacating of space[s] 
must first take place in our minds: the 
primary site of all configurations of human 
life. When we look at our cities, if we 
“desire to reprise forms of social organiza-
tion deemed modern and to wed philo-
sophical concepts to them [that are] ini- 
tially the result of a forced grafting that 
resulted from the colonial encounter”7 we 
will end up on the paths that take us to the 
same places: that of comparing African  
cities to the patterns of industrial, ‘West-
ern’ urbanism, putting us in a position of 
“always striving to catch up in order to  
gain a place in the various rankings that 
constantly remind us how we’ve fallen 
behind.”8 This brings up the need for dis- 
tancing from the ‘painful encounters’  
as the parts of the past that need to be 
sacrificed in order to reach this ‘other 
shore’ that is perennially promised as  
the ‘African futures’. These ‘attractive’ 
futures, pivoting on the continent’s natural 
resource and raw material possibilities or 
the continent’s speculative answers to 
global questions of the future, with its 

4
Extracted from exhibition 
preview Intimacy and 
Resistance: An intergen- 
erational dialogue on 
photobooks from South 
Africa with additions  

from Sub-Sahara Africa 
(Photobook Week Arhus, 
July 14, 2020).

5
A term authored by M. 
Neelika Jayawardane in 
the essay Afrapix Photog-
raphers Collective and 
Agency: Fashioning an 
‘Image Space’ Apartheid 
South Africa (published 
on TRIGGER, November 
6, 2019).

6
Mpho Matsipa, in 
interview with the Mail 
and Guardian, African 
Mobilities and the African 
City, by Nkgopoleng 
Moloi, November 2, 2018

7
Felwine Sarr, “The 
Proposition of Modernity” 
in Afrotopia, (University of 
Minnesota Press, 2019)

8
idem

1 
This essay is a work-in-
progress in collaboration 
with South African curator 
Gcotyelwa Mashiqa

2
Most notably, the work of 
Santu Mofokeng, numer- 
ous essays and articles on 
the photographers’ collec- 
tive Afrapix (1981–1991), 
the influence of David 
Goldblatt in South African 
photography and the  
role of the Market Photo 
Workshop (s. 1989) in  
the training of many of  
the current generation  
of prominent South 
African photographers.

3
Most visibly vehicled  
by the Angolan annual 
photography exhibition 
platform Vidrul Foto- 
grafia (s. 2012).

“I think it’s possible to gain a new  
awareness of the world and the cities  
we inhabit through our senses… Human 
experience, memory and, yes, values…  
are fully integrated in our perception  
of the city and its spaces. In some way,  
this could be a model for the esthetics  
of the city, and which would involve the 
visual as well. These questions can  
open up a whole set of questions  
about values.” 

— Mpho Matsipa  

“We, humans on the planet, cannot  
avoid conflicting coexistence and  
the solution is not to eliminate the  
difference but to decolonize the  
logic of coloniality that translated  
differences into values.”  

— Walter Mignolo

Configurations  
of possibles
Documentary and street  
photography in the (re)shaping  
of relatable African urban  
imaginaries 
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potential seemingly in a permanent state 
of becoming, always delayed by this or  
that crisis, are farther from us than the 
closeness of transatlantic slave trading  
and colonizing past, for “what appears to 
be emerging and expressed are dreams 
produced by others, during a night of 
slumber in which those who are most 
concern by the development were not 
invited to the collective dream […] not to 
mention that Western development is  
not simply an economic project but  
above all a cultural project resulting  
from a particular universe”.9

In our individual and collective dreams, 
how much critical space are we giving to 
this ‘Africa-in-becoming’ influenced by  
the image space of that particular universe 
versus the potential image spaces of the 
‘Africa that is’? How can we actualize 
futures without taking into account that  
a growing number of millions of us live in 
changing cities where the majority popu- 
lations are poor [or made poor] as a result 
of “multiple injunctions of the dominant 
economic order (the order of development, 
economism, uninterrupted growth, mass 
consumption)”10? Further on, how can  
we look at our cities as “sites where new 
practices and discourses have already 
begun to express themselves, where this 
future Africa might come into view”11 
grounded on the complexities and real-
ities posed by our urban environments? 

“We need to know more about what 
kinds of everyday practices are being 
used potentially capable of revitaliz-
ing a desire for social interchange 
and cooperation that might contain 
the seeds of social economies that 
extend themselves through scale, 
time and reach. […] Attention must 
be paid to diffuse but no less con-

crete ways in which diverse urban 
actors are assembled and act. What 
are some of the ways in which urban 
residents are building a particular 
emotional field in the city, trying to 
restore a very physical sense of 
connection to one another? This is 
not the work of detailed ethnograph-
ic examinations of new social move-
ments, new living arrangements, or 
new forms of urban productivity. It is 
a practice of being attuned to faint 
signals, flashes of important creativ-
ity in otherwise desperate maneu-
vers, small eruptions in the social 
fabric that provide new texture, 
small but important platforms from 
which to access new views.”12

The photographs selected for this publi- 
cation deal largely with the exteriorities  
of urban life. Cities are primarily made  
up of human activity and interaction.  
The commonplace scenes that flood our 
everyday visual fields — roads, streets, 
buildings, vehicles, people, standing, 
sitting, walking, waiting, rushing, selling, 
stopping to look, to buy, on the lookout, 
amused, distracted, confused, puzzled, 
defeated, alert, calm — are more than the 
backdrop our lives. They are other people’s 
lives in which we too might feature as a 
backdrop. Every now and then, our life 
projects intersect. I see in documentary 
and street photography a continuity of 
these real-time intersections. From differ-
ent standpoints, photographers not only 
observe and capture the moment; they are 
in the moment, paying attention to the 
kinds of stories they would like to tell. This 
process of conscious choosing is import-
ant, for it creates both the stories that are 
told and the images that embody these 
stories. 

9
idem

10
idem

11
idem

12
AbdouMaliq Simone in 
For the City Yet to Come: 
Remaking Urban Life in 
Africa (Conference lec- 
tured at the cycle “Map- 
ping Africa”, at the Centre 
for Contemporary Culture 
of Barcelona, CCCB, 
February 17, 2003)

13
Adapted from discourse 
by Susan Sontag, pub- 
lished in Maria Popova’s 
Brain Pickings,  
www.brainpickings.org.
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A photograph is more than a ‘world with 
borders and the journeys we taken within 
those borders’13. In an era where how we 
see ourselves is largely influenced by an 
avalanche of images telling us how we 
should be — at least as far as capitalizing 
on appearances is concerned —, the 
moments captured by documentary and 
street photography function as windows 
into lives and livelihoods we would other-
wise not have a proximity to, (up)rooted 
communities we would not know or iden- 
tities we would not recognize as having 
claim to urban spaces where we coexist.  
It is in this capacity to congregate, circu-
late and render the commonplace intimate, 
that these photographs are not simply 
“moments transformed into objects to 
have” — desirable items to be printed and 
collected, commodified into the latest 
‘novelty’ to come out of contemporary 
African artistic practices. Even in their 
position of ‘desirable commodities’ [close 
to the domains of ‘luxury goods’], they 
enclose other kinds desirability - social, 
cultural, intellectual, spiritual — much 
needed to counter the overabundance of 
mainstream media images that fabricate, 
among other ‘ills’, the desire to possess 
and to become by possessing or simulate 
the fulfillment attained by such posses-
sion[s]. If we are to possess these photo-
graphs, let us possess them collectively  
as contemporary ‘heritage-in-the-making’, 
as sites of consciousness of our [deep] 
realities and places of (re)visitation of 
individual and collective memory.

Imaginaries are built on memory. We build 
our memories in the same manner we’d 
build an archive, 

Archives are memories that has been 
pre-selected, representing a fraction 
of the full spectrum of the actual 

experiences that informed its 
creation — like the cut-out details of 
a photograph; in seeking our place in 
that memory, we either encounter 
what has been preserved or discover 
what has been left out. If we are ever 
dissatisfied with what we find in an 
archive, we must remember that in 
building our own memories, we too 
will select and present the informa-
tion we wish to project to posterity 
— as an act of continuous editing of 
our experiences in order to make 
sense of our lives.14

Memory is also mediated. As the current 
photographic production in Africa recuper-
ates narratives that have been distorted, 
overlooked or marginalized, or creates new 
narratives to communicate the knowledges 
of our lived-experiences, photographers 
emerge as memory mediators giving 
“concrete form to the fluidity, complexity 
and slipperiness of memory and remem-
bering.”15

To actualize these possibilities, “perhaps 
somewhere beneath the surface of new 
color photography also lies a dormant 
potential for a utopian imagination”16 and 
certainly, for black-and-white photogra-
phy, “which in a certain period was quite 
simply due to technical conditions, contin-
ued, probably because black-and-white 
embodies a certain dramatic texture that  
is hard to reproduce in color. And, paradox-
ically, it enhances the reality of the image. 
As if facts had to be translated into black-
and-white as the only means to make  
them more forceful and expressive. Docu-
mentarians have never taken to metaphor. 
Their style is supposed to be precise  
and efficient, as was the testimony of their 
predecessors. But notions of precision  
and efficiency have shifted. Today, it is  

14
Extract from own initial 
research essay.

15
Roberto Vecchi, in the 
essay Mythology and 
Memory, November 12, 
2018 (article produced  
for project MEMOIRS – 
Children of Empire and 
European Postmemories, 
published on www.buala.
org)

16
Taylor Dorrell, in the essay 
A Critique of Everyday 
Life: The Fetishism of 
New Color Photography 
(published on TRIGGER, 
April 23, 2021)



Towards a city: possibilities in inner-city Johannesburg and Luanda60 61

no longer about denouncing, but about 
revealing.”17

There are knowledges attached to seeing. 
We have a “long history of African artists 
representing their worlds in a wide range 
of ways that provoke a different way of 
seeing the world, from fiction writers and 
historians to musicians. I think the resourc-
es are there to trouble our assumptions 
about the context and what we believe is 
possible.”18 Imagination and knowledge 
remain key for tapping into these possibili-
ties of observation, and production of new 
knowledge based on these observations. 
The thinking already exists [and to many 
extents freely shared], and so does the 
vocabulary we can use to communicate it. 
The African contemporary arts and aca-
demia are two places where I see it hap-
pening. It requires [only] acting upon it. 

“This is a moment of profound 
change in Africa. As societies 
change, existing social arrange-
ments are thrown open to accelerat-
ing levels of contestation as well as 
efforts to reimagine what communi-
ties are. Not only the communities 
attempt to accommodate global 
changes and the local upheavals 
occasioned by them, they actively 
attempt to assimilate the larger 
world into local struggles and 
imaginations, while applying differ-
ent imaginaries to reposition them-
selves within the larger world in  
ways which reaffirm some sense  
of their own integrity.

[…]

As cities change, what is opened up 
are efforts to reimagine — through 
often very localized memories and 

discourses - new connections to the 
larger world from which one does 
not want to be excluded. To reimag-
ine local culture then becomes a  
way of being the larger world and of 
contributing to an overall sense  
of humanity.

[…]

What is important to cities is to 
support modalities of expression and 
interaction which don’t reinforce the 
sense that culture is something to be 
protected, something which exists 
over here and not there. Rather, 
cultural exchanges can be used to 
constantly and provisionally refor-
mulate new forms of belonging.

[…]

So the issue is not only about 
bringing people together in close 
proximity, not only in promoting 
cultural exchanges between distinct 
groups, but in supporting places 
where people are able to lose them-
selves, to try out new things, to risk 
their identities… [places] where 
people are challenged to look at 
themselves in different ways and to 
deal with differences in different 
ways.”19

As I continue to reflect on the possible 
relationships between visual, written and 
spoken discourse, and of the knowledges 
that can arise from the combinations of 
these languages [which must spill out into 
the streets], and ‘the making of imaginar-
ies’, ‘imagination and knowledges’, and 
‘sites of knowledge production and use’,  
I develop awareness of my own “re-
search-practice”20 processes of (re)

Tila Likunzi

shaping myself and my mind, within the 
imagined, reflexive and physical urban 
spaces that I claim, occupy, structure, 
settle, locate, belong to and place as my 
own. These spaces I find in the cities that  
I visit, in the people that I meet [virtually 
and physically], in the conversations and 
discussions that we have, in the essays and 
books that I read, in the art that I visualize. 
They are all very real to my life experience. 
It is up to us [as individuals and collectives] 
to find these own spaces if they exist, or 
create them if they do not. There is a multi- 
plicity of spaces we can inhabit, converg-
ing if synergetic, not necessarily antithetic. 
This is the realm of actualized or emerging 
possibilities. What is certain is that they 
will be most felt and most likely coexist in 
cities — the longstanding places of (in)
voluntary confluence of peoples, cultures 
and ideas. For many of us, home. 

17
Simon Njami in the essay 
The Value of Andrew 
Tshabangu’s Photogra-
phy (published in the 
photography book 
Andrew Tshabangu, 
Footprints, Year)

18
Mpho Matsipa, in 
interview with the Mail 
and Guardian, African 
Mobilities and the African 
City, by Nkgopoleng 
Moloi, November 2, 2018

19
AbdouMaliq Simone in 
For the City Yet to Come: 
Remaking Urban Life in 
Africa (Conference lec- 
tured at the cycle “Map- 
ping Africa”, at the Centre 
for Contemporary Culture 
of Barcelona, CCCB, 
February 17, 2003)

20
This concept is best ex- 
plained by Hemali Khoosal 
in Circling Around Belong- 
ing, Dispossession and 
Tangential Ideas Using  
a Multimodal Practice- 
Based Approach, BA 
Honours in Fine Arts from 
the University of the 
Witwatersrand.
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ANDREW TSHABANGU

b. Dube, Johannesburg, 1966,  
lives and works in Johannesburg

Photographer. Works with social 
documentary modes and visual 
expressions akin to magic realism 
and surrealism owing to his smoky 
and blurry images. This visual 
grammar renders his black and 
white photographs are poetically 
enchanting in the manner they 
capture the ordinary and practices 
of everyday life. Tshabangu’s inter- 
est is in the subtlety and nuances of 
his subjects as well as daily move- 
ments, transactions and metamor-
phoses of places. The poetics of his 
photographs transport viewers to 
various enigmatic locations and 
prompting moments, where they 
are invited to contemplate, appreci- 
ate and reflect on the complexity  
of what Tshabangu calls “the 
quieter things in society”

ANNA SANGO

b. Donetsk, Ukraine, 1994,  
lives and works in Johannesburg

Photographer, spatial practitioner 
and film student. Her photographic 
work explores the complexities of 
the Johannesburg inner-city, cap- 
turing the liminal, still and in-flux 
nature of this environment. More 
broadly, her work explores every 
day, and personal, urban narratives 
of displacement, transnationalism 
and formations of subjectivity/be- 
ing in relation to these processes.  
It reflects on the tensions of navi- 
gating identity in between trans- 
national, and local, locations that 
can never quite be ‘home’. 

CHERIESE DILRAJH

b. Chatsworth,  
kwaZulu-Natal, 1997, lives and works  
in Johannesburg

Visual artist. Her education is from 
the streets but she also holds a fine 
art degree from the University of 
the Witwatersrand (2015–2018) and 
is based in Johannesburg. Her areas 
of interest include (but are not lim- 
ited to) migration, complexity of 
meaning and the making of new 
meanings. Often it is tied to inher- 
ited history, the creation of imagi- 
nation and confronting and disrupt- 
ing violence through sensory, audio, 
visual, written, multitudinal forms 
and occupation. She engages with 
intergenerational, inherited and 
created knowledges and cultures, 
and the distortion and formation of 
self through personalized narratives 
that are a becoming of herstory.

EDSON CHAGAS

b. Luanda, 1977,  
lives and works between Angola  
and Portugal

Photographer. His practice explores 
the conceptual documentary of 
relationships between memory, 
objects and space. He studied pho- 
tography at the University of Wales 
in Newport (2008); London College 
of Communication (2007); Portu- 
gal’s Escola Técnica de Imagem e 
Comunicação (2002), and Centro 
Comunitário de Arcena (1999). In 
2013, his Found Not Taken series 
was exhibited in Luanda, Encyclo-
pedic City, the Angolan Pavilion at 
the 55th Venice Biennale, winning 
the Golden Lion for best national 
pavilion. He was one of three artists 
shortlisted for the 11th Novo Banco 
Photo Award, with an exhibition at 
Museu Coleção Berardo, Lisbon 
(2015). He is among the recipients 
of the 2018 African Art Award by 
the Smithsonian National Museum 
of African Art.1

FLÁVIO CARDOSO

b. Luanda, 1987,  
lives and works in Luanda

Photographer and video artist. 
From an early age, he developed  
an interest in computers when, in 
the aftermath of the October 1992 
massacre in Luanda, his father 
brought from work an IBM PS/2 
system to prevent him from playing 
in the streets. In adult life, after a 
few years working as a computer 
programmer, he decides to experi- 
ment with photography in response 
to feelings of a certain disconnec-
tion from reality. Today he is mainly 
interested in exploring the subject 
of alienation, by navigating his sur- 
roundings in search for man-made 
structures and systems that point 
to an ongoing departure of man- 
kind from nature.

MÓNICA DE MIRANDA

b. Porto, Portugal,  
lives and works between  
Lisbon and Luanda

Visual artist and researcher. Her 
work is based on themes of urban 
archaeology and personal geogra-
phies. She holds a Visual Arts 
Degree from the Camberwell Col- 
lege of Arts (London, 1998), a Mas- 
ter’s Degree in Art and Education 
from the Institute of Education 
(London, 2000) and a PhD in Visual 
Art from the University of Middle-
sex (London, 2014). Mónica is also 
one of the founders of the artistic 
residencies project Triangle Net- 
work in Portugal and she founded 
in 2014 the project Hangar — Cen-
ter for Artistic Research, in Lisbon.

PAULA AGOSTINHO

b. Luanda, 1980s,  
lives and works in Luanda

Producer, photographer and singer. 
Her photography is inspired by her 
immediate surroundings, capturing 
aspects of the city ‘above-ground’, 
from the perspective of apartment 
building windows and rooftops.  
She completed the Performing  

Biographies

Arts course at the Lisbon Faculty of 
Letters in 2007, followed by various 
technical courses in music, sound 
engineering and singing. In 2013, 
she began to work with Angolan 
film producer Geração 80. She co- 
directed and produced Kamy Lara’s 
award-winning documentary on 
Angolan contemporary dance, 
Beyond My Steps (2018). Wanting 
to be closer to music again, she 
currently works as a singing 
teacher.

RUI MAGALHÃES

b. Luanda, 1984,  
lives and works in Luanda

Photographer and architect. His 
photography explores life in the 
streets of Luanda, surveying the 
city’s people and their systems and 
settings of adaptation to urban life. 
Under his lens, the commonplace  
is captured with detailed intensity 
and attention to the expressions, 
attitudes and postures that expose 
mechanisms of visibility and opaci- 
ty, mobility and permanence, resis- 
tance and survival in a city built on 
economic eventualities. Studying 
the use and occupation of spaces, 
his practice is a mixture of critical 
archive of Luanda’s recent architec- 
tural history and urban archaeology, 
documenting the city’s inoperable 
relations.

SABELO MLANGENI

b. Driedfontein,  
Mpumalanga, 1980, lives and works  
in Johannesburg

Photographer. Working largely in 
black and white format, he has built 
his practice around intimate photo- 
graphs that draw out the inherent 
beauty in the ordinary. He is driven 
by his interest in the notions of 
community and communing where 
a central part of his process re- 
quires him to spend significant  
time —weeks, months, sometimes 
years—with those he chooses to 
photograph; sharing intimately in 
their thoughts, feelings, stories  
and everyday lives. His practice  
is a continuous survey of the  

most challenging, beautiful and 
confounding aspects of the human 
experience. He moved to Johannes-
burg in 2001 where he joined the 
Market Photo Workshop, graduat-
ing in 2004. His work has been at 
Lagos Biennale (2019), Museum of 
Contemporary Art Detroit (2019), 
Huis Marseille Museum of Photo- 
graphy (2019), Wits Art Museum 
(2018) and Savvy Contemporary 
(2018), among other places.2

SEBASTIÃO VEMBA

b. Luanda, lives and works in Luanda

Journalist, magazine editor, radio 
announcer and producer, photogra-
pher and sommelier. Studied Por- 
tuguese language and communica-
tion, in addition to project, leader- 
ship and human resources manage-
ment. Came into contact with 
photography in 2010. In 2015, he 
began to create his own photogra-
phy projects. In 2018, he exhibited 
his first series, “Contra-Relógio/
Against the Clock” at the 7th edition 
of Vidrul Fotografia. In the same 
year, the exhibited the series “Cas- 
telos de Areia/Sand Castles”. His 
photography focuses on the daily 
routines of those who seek and find 
the source of their livelihood in the 
streets of Luanda. 

THANDILE ZWELIBANZI

b. Eastern Cape, 1987,  
lives and works in Johannesburg

Photographer, teacher of photogra-
phy, educator. His work documents 
the lives and challenges facing in- 
formal traders on the streets of the 
constantly changing landscape of 
Johannesburg. He studied photo- 
graphy at the Market Photo Work- 
shop, Johannesburg, is the sixth 
recipient of the institution’s Edward 
Ruiz Mentorship, which led him to 
be exhibited at the 9th Rencontres 
de Bamako African Biennial, in  

Mali. He has worked with the Times 
Media (South Africa) for three years 
conducting visual research and 
archiving. In 2018, he studied the 
fine arts honors program through 
the University of Witwatersrand  
and is also a Wits 2018 recipient  
of Tierney Fellowship program.  
He has contributed to the profes-
sionalization of photography by 
conducting community training 
projects and forming a strong edu- 
cation resource network for soci- 
eties and individuals interested in 
the practice of photography.

TILA LIKUNZI

b. Luanda, 1982,  
lives and works in Luanda

Independent curator and researcher  
(s. 2017). Worked for many years as 
a translator, interpreter, proofreader 
and copywriter for oil and finance 
before joining the Arts. In 2021, co- 
founded the digital publication and 
research platform Lugânzi, The 
Living Archive (based in Luanda).  
In addition to curating Angolan 
contemporary art both indepen- 
dently and for Jahmek Contempo-
rary Art (s. 2019), she is dedicated 
to the independent study of con- 
temporary African and Latin Ameri- 
can philosophy and African theol- 
ogy. During her residency at the 
Bag Factory Artist Studios she re- 
searched documentary and street 
photography, and academic intel- 
lectual discourse, as critical records 
of processes informing other per- 
spectives of the makings of the 
inner cities of Johannesburg  
and Luanda. 

1
Adapted from biography 
featured by Stevenson 
Gallery.

2
Adapted from biography 
featured by Blank Projects 
Gallery.
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