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Introduction 

 

The students and their teachers began scratching around in the burnt rubble, prying and 

peeling the prints buried under the waste. Dust is released as each sheet is pulled out and shaken 

off. There are moments when the dust and ash clog the surrounding air, making it hard to 

breathe. Our coughing and choked stammering contrasts with the clarity and delight of 

uncovering a new layer and discovered treasure. We laugh and sing and then abruptly become 

silent in the shock of discovering something of Nhlanhlaôs. The artists gather fragments and lay 

it at the spot that Nhlanhla was found, with a sign traced in ash ñIôll miss you bra.ò I uncover 

one of my prints from the State of Emergency ô86 (a body lying in the rubble, assassinated by the 

apartheid regime, see below). The irony is eerie, the pathos palpable. 
 

 

Then we laid out all the fragments we had chosen and reflected on finding meaning in 

overwhelming chaos. The work begins with Stompie rolling out a very large sheet of white paper. 

He lies down on that paper, curling his body but reaching out with one arm. Someone takes a 

marker and does a body tracing. The discussion of healing through peeling off layers, unraveling 

of the bandages when the wounds start to mend, becomes the theme for one of the images. The 

group decides to look in the burnt books and papers for fragments and words that have to do 
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with celebration and joy, growth and change, and begins to glue them over the wounds of the 

healing body.  

 

Marjorie with her beautifully clear and resonant voice begins to sing a song and the group 

responds in chorus. It is spontaneous and rhythmic. There is harmony in both the song and work 

that begins. Prints are torn up. Each group gathers around a body tracing, others go back into 

the rubble to scavenge. The artists collage onto the paper, there is laughter and discussion, 

disagreement and debate. Everyone understands the purpose of the art form that is being 

created. 

 

 

 

 

The resulting collage emerged three months after the fire, months of despair and mourning, 

months of displacement and anger, months of nightmares and trauma. The act of collaging is 

reconstructive. It is sticking bits and pieces of fragments to make a whole. It is finding beauty in 

damage and loss. It is a metaphor for reconciliation. (Kim Bermanôs journal entry, August 2003, 

see pictures above and on page 3). 
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Overview 

 

On March 9, 2003, ten years after its founding, Artist Proof Studio burned to the ground. 

The tragic fire took with it the life of Nhlanhla Xaba, the visionary Black South African who co-

founded the studio with me. The fire was traced to an electrical fault in an appliance in the 

studio. It spread to the storage of chemicals, causing an explosion that destroyed the studio 

within hours. Nhlanhla, asleep on the couch, never woke up from the asphyxiating fumes. 
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The morning of the fire, people flocked to witness the devastation. There was a sense of 

shock and disbelief. We gathered in a circle on the grass across the street from the fire and 

shared stories about Nhlanhla. Emotions ranged from sadness and loss to anger and fear, as 

people began to absorb the loss of the space that had become their home. Spontaneously, 

Stompie Selibe brought out his mbira (African thumb piano) and played a mournful and soothing 

ñHealing Song.ò (Read more about Stompie on page 36.)  

 

The tragedy was enormous. Over 120 artists lost not only all of their work, but a teacher, 

mentor, and friend. The period of mourning made it clear that we had to find a way to carry 

Nhlanhlaôs spirit into the future. The generation he inspired picked up his ñspearò and vowed to 

continue his struggle. The metaphor was one of a revolutionary hero in the struggle for freedom. 

His funeral catalyzed the South African art world in pledging support for rebuilding what was 

destroyed. 

 

One week after the fire, we embarked on a series of art exercises, including art therapy 

support groups and a printmaking marathon, designed to help people acknowledge and cope with 

the losses and traumas of the fire. The art therapy sessions allowed studio members to experience 

their feelings, share common stories, and build support networks. There was recognition that one 

cannot build a new structure on shaky and broken ground. 

 

A temporary studio rudimentarily equipped with borrowed etching presses was set up in a 

space allocated by the Johannesburg City Council to implement the training programs and óout of 

the fireò projects toward exhibitions. A printmaking marathon attracted a number of artists to 

make works from fragments out of the fire that were then sold to raise money to rebuild the 

studio. 

 

A generous donation by a prominent gallery owner purchased 120 ñstart-upò kits consisting 

of a portfolio, paper, tools, and drawing materials, which were handed to each APS member to 

begin again. Additional teachers were contracted to support the APS teachers who struggled to 

keep the students motivated.  

 

Three weeks after the fire, Stompie and I left South Africa to participate in an international 

print conference in Boston where Stompie was an artist-in-residence at Brandeis University and I 

was a conference presenter (read more about Kim and Stompieôs background on page 36). The 

conference organizers mobilized to gather support for the rebuilding of Artist Proof Studio, 

including an auction and event to express international solidarity and raise funds. While we were 

in Boston, we were invited to apply for the Brandeis International Fellowship program, 

Recasting Reconciliation through Culture and the Arts. Stompie and I saw in the fellowship 

program an opportunity to design a new paradigm of black leadership at APS. We were eager to 

enlist othersô support and ideas about how to incorporate reconciliation into the structure and 

organization of the rebuilt studio.  

 

This paper tells the story of our efforts to transform Artists Proof Studio from an organization 

marred by inequalities and adversarial power, the legacies of apartheid, to a democratic 

institution where power is shared. Within ourselves, among our students, and in the institution as 

a whole, we have discovered both resistances and willingness to change. Frustration, loss, and 
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failure are necessary ingredients of the growth process, and in many ways are catalysts for 

change. However, we realize that people must genuinely want reconciliation and work towards 

it. They cannot be pressured to act as though reconciliation has already happened. These empty 

or partial gestures are seen as the pretenses that they are. While gratifying in the short term, they 

would ultimately be destructive and would prevent true reconciliation. 

 

In order for change to be sustainable, transformation needs to happen at the deepest levels. It 

requires us to challenge our notions of power within ourselves, within our relationships, and in 

our institutions. We need to change our language, actions, and policies and link them to our 

belief systems, cultural norms, and emotions. During the year of the fellowship program, we 

have realized that the work of reconciliation is relentless: each time a wound opens, it has to be 

healed before we can move forward. Paradoxically, the stronger the community we build, the 

deeper the wounds we invite to be opened. We have also discovered that reconciliation is fueled, 

inspired, and sustained by creativity. We will suggest in this paper that imagination is the key to 

deep transformation. 

 

ñThe simultaneity of fantastic possibility and unfathomable tragedy makes South Africa an 

amazing place to be in.ò (Pieterse & Meintjies: 2004,11) 

 

Background of Artist Proof Studio 

 

Political context 

 

Shortly after my self-imposed seven year exile in the United States, I returned to South 

Africa with a dream of establishing a community-based printmaking studio for artists who had 

no access to these facilities. My wish was to base it on Artist Proof Studio in Boston where I had 

been working for several years. Fortuitously, I met Nhlanhla a teacher, printmaker, and painter 

who shared my vision and my passion for creating opportunities for talented young artists, many 

of whom he dragged off the street. He was a respected youth leader, educator, and artist, as well 

as a role model for the young financially and educationally disadvantaged artists at APS. He 

inspired them to imagine their own successes as emerging artists. Together we founded Artist 

Proof Studio in the heart of Johannesburgôs cultural district, with intentions to create a 

microcosm of the new democratic South Africa. 

 

Artist Proof Studio opened its doors in 1992, two years before the first South African 

democratic elections in which Nelson Mandelaôs vision of creating a rainbow nation of diversity 

and equality became a reality through his insistence on negotiated settlement. 

 

The arts in South Africa have aided the struggle against apartheid for many years and have 

played a critical role in creating an identity for the new South Africa.
1
 Artists have assumed a 

significant role in healing the nation, changing perceptions, influencing opinions, and imagining 

                                                             
1 As the first decade of democracy unfolded, new social problems such as crime, xenophobia, sexual abuse and 

HIV/AIDS had engulfed society. ñThe arts once again, now under democratic conditions, are beginning to focus in a 

context where the state is either reluctant or unable to provide leadership.ò (Oeliphant, A Decade of Democracy, p. 

18) 
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a better future for the people of the country. Art and culture, therefore, have contributed 

substantively to ensuring the fulfillment of South Africaôs constitution, a document 

acknowledged as one of the most enlightened in the Western world, whose principles at once 

express and guide the societyôs commitment to reconciliation. 

 

However, when Thabo Mbeki became president in 1999, the óhoneymoon phaseô of the new 

South Africa settled into a harsher reality. Apartheidôs legacies of abuse of power, corruption and 

poverty remain with their corrosive presence. After the groundbreaking initiative and findings of 

the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), the country is still grappling with the need to 

move away from the politics of racial division and conflict to a peaceful coexistence that 

celebrates diversity and strives toward justice. 

 

APSôs role 

 

Artist Proof Studio has strived to uphold the democratic principles of equal opportunity and 

access to learner-centered education. Like many innovative strategies, it has both flourished and 

failed. Its learning curve resembles that of the country as a whole, which is struggling to reinvent 

itself as it grows and develops. One of the studioôs aims is to participate in the building of a new 

democratic South Africa that promotes reconciliation, cultural diversity, equality, and above all, 

a culture that celebrates human rights.  

 

Printmaking is a ñdemocraticò medium that is accessible, affordable, and can reach out to the 

wider community through sharing skills and collaborative practice. Our funding enables talented 

and financially disadvantaged artists to access the facilities. Our mission is to provide a non-

racial resource centre and skills training for artists who, due to the inequities of the apartheid 

system, did not have access to such institutions. APS currently provides a ñhome studioò to more 

than 100 artists. 
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In its early years, APS established itself as a dynamic and creative enclave that proved that 

black and white artists and students could work together harmoniously. Studio members 

experienced a taste of Mandelaôs vision of an integrated society and the spirit of the órainbow 

nation.ô White women students who attended classes at APS had previously interacted with black 

people in their capacity as ñmadamsò interacting with servants. Relating as students to black 

teachers and technical assistants required transformative shifts in relationships for both black and 

white participants. The joint vision and commitment to this new society produced a kind of 

magical energy in the studio, in the common belief that art could play its part in imagining and 

creating a better life for all of South Africaôs citizens. 

 

 

 

The talent and commitment of studio members, together with the quality of learning and 

creative activities, contributed to imagining a race-blind future. APS provided the space for 

artists to begin to give color, form, and texture to a new South Africa. It required new forms of 

expression to define an identity that was no longer dependent on a Western-defined aesthetic, but 

on something emerging from the taste of freedom from the oppressive apartheid history. The 

studioôs programs actively promoted reconciliation in that they brought together people across 

race and class to work jointly on a variety of projects. In addition, corporate and government 

offices, committed to changing their image to brand themselves as part of the New South Africa, 

replaced imported posters of French Impressionist scenes or still-life studies with the work by 

local black South African artists, including many from APS.  

 

Artist Proof Studio blazed a trail for new ways of engaging art processes in the participatory 

practices of framing democratic identity. We established partnerships and alliances with schools 

and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and worked with them on collective projects. The 

projects included public commissions such as panels for the Gauteng legislature and mural prints 

for an international conference called Urban Futures, teaching art in schools, international print 

and artist exchanges, and outreach programs such as óPaper Prayers,ô an HIV awareness 

campaign reaching thousands of people across South Africa. These programs created income-
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generating opportunities for hundreds of artists and helped establish a number of poverty-

alleviation projects in rural communities (see pictures on pages 6, 7, and 8). 

 

 

 

After the Fire: Imagining a New Future 

 

When Stompie and I returned to South Africa after our rejuvenating experiences in Boston, 

we found that the temporary studio that had been hastily set up for a fundraising print marathon 

had not changed. None of the staff members had taken the initiative to order chairs and tables for 

their classes or try to improve a very depressing basement workshop into an environment more 

conducive for learning. A depressed óvictim of circumstanceô mentality had emerged. Survival 

was the most anyone could manage, coming daily into work and undermining each other to the 

extent that conflict spilled into the classroom, where teachers gossiped to students, pitting one 

against the other. We were very concerned about the demoralization that seemed to pervade the 

studio. 

 

Two projects seemed to turn the tide and initiate work that was transformational: the first 

involved music, storytelling, video, and art-making; the second involved conversation and 

imagination. 

 

The first project began when Stompie conducted workshops about reconciliation that used 

music and discussion, the sharing of common feelings, and telling stories. A student intern from 

Harvard was asked to film the process of ñrebuilding after the fire.ò The video documentation 

became an important tool in supporting studio members to articulate their feelings and to feel 
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heard. The support work done with the Art Therapy Centre helped to initiate discussions about 

loss and regeneration. Many of the artists worked in teams to build collages from the remains of 

the burned prints as described in the opening paragraphs of this paper. Large scale panels were 

produced that were arguably some of the strongest work ever to emerge from APS.  

 

One series of three panels were about past, present, and future, the other three reflected 

conflict, conversation, and reconciliation (see pictures on pages 9 and 10). These panels reflected 

the many layers of reconciliation that happened after the fire, repairing damage and bringing 

together disparate elements that seem not to belong together, but can nevertheless work in 

harmony. The process was one of mourning what had been lost, repairing what had been broken, 

piecing together fragments. The first series reflected the wounds and chains from the oppression 

of the past, the healing by unraveling the bandages in the present, and regeneration by leaping 

into the future. The reconciliation was about working together to create a new future out of the 

rubble of the past. 
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Another group of artists 

found scraps of metal that they 

welded together to create new 

sculptural pieces. These twisted 

metal remains, embracing 

elements of the burned space, 

were to be welded into the 

security fence of the new studio, 

providing a shield for the new 

venue. 

 

The second project was a 

workshop that I conducted to 

spark studio artists to visualize 

the transformation of APS. A 

meeting of all active studio 

members was called in order for 

me to report back on fundraising 

efforts and rebuilding plans. We collectively imagined what we would want from a new studio. 

Each person expressed a dream, which was written down, and collectively the dreams became a 

visualization for the future. That act of imagining was, I believe, the catalyst that turned people 

around. Mobilizing the groupôs imagination shifted the stagnant and self-destructive energy into 

creative action. Dreams that were expressed 

included: 

 

 

 

 I see APS as the best printmaking center in 

South Africa 

 I see myself as a teacher to the newcomers 

 We have an APS minibus for transporting 

members 

 We have a newsletter 

 We are well known in the world 

 Famous people come and work with us 

 We offer qualifications in printmaking 

 We have a bigger center than before 

 We have a studio for drawing and a library 

for studying 

 We can go overseas on exchange programs  
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One of our drawing teachers, Trevor Thebe, reflected on the importance of creativity in his 

own recovery from the fire. When the studio burned down, he said, ñwe ended up seeing 

ourselves as individuals rather than as a community or a family. Working on the collages as a 

group gave us a chance to come together and discuss thingséSome of us used to believe that 

APS was just a building, and when you leave that building youôre on your own. But today I 

believe that the people inside make it what it is: a home and a familyò (Interview, Darnisa 

Amante, August 04). (See picture above; read more of Trevorôs reflections on his APS journey 

on page 33). 

 

Incorporating the Spirit of Ubuntu at APS 

 

In November 2003, Stompie and I returned to Brandeis University (for the second of three 

trips) to attend the first institute of the Recasting Reconciliation through Culture and the Arts 

fellowship program. We left the institute with a set of questions about cultural work, the arts, and 

reconciliation. These questions helped Stompie and me design an action research project for APS 

that would allow us to explore the meanings of reconciliation in our context and how the arts and 

cultural work can contribute to the rebuilding of relationships. 

 

Ubuntu as a framework for reconciliation at APS and in society at large 

 

According to Dr. Hizkias Assefa, reconciliation is ña process where people who have been 

alienated from each other come together to build community again.ò The term ñagainò implies 
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that there once was a concept of community, so the question implies rediscovery, reclaiming, and 

reaffirming this common humanity. 

 

At Artist Proof Studio, we have introduced the concept of ubuntu as an embodiment of the 

ethos and values of our common humanity. The meaning of ubuntu is best captured through the 

expression, ñA person is only a person because of other people.ò As Archbishop Desmond Tutu 

has said, ñWe believe thatémy humanity is caught up, bound up, inextricably, with yours. When 

I dehumanize you, I inexorably dehumanize myself. The solitary human being is a contradiction 

in terms and therefore you seek to work for the common good because your humanity comes into 

its own in belongingò (Archbishop D. Tutu, No Future Without Forgiveness, 1999). 

  

The term ubuntu was introduced within the context of the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission and has become a common frame of reference for the reestablishment of our 

common humanity as the core for building a new South Africa. This concept has become the 

engine for indigenous strategies to explore reconciliation and transformation. The heritage of the 

philosophy of ubuntu from traditional African roots is one of sharing and hospitality, of honesty 

and humility, and is the ethic and interaction that occurs in the extended family. When we moved 

into the new APS, Stompie and I presented a challenge to all our members to regard this as ñan 

ubuntu space.ò  

 

We identified ubuntu as a nonthreatening and indigenous concept that embraces the key 

principles of reconciliation, and designed collaborative projects to understand the concept better 

and to integrate it into the culture and practice surrounding our work. In February, we opened the 

studio to new learners. I talked about our vision for a new studio after the fire, and how the 

power of the imagination led us to this place. I talked about our dreams for establishing a center 

of excellence, and how that concept would have to be owned by all. I also mentioned that some 

of the problems that have plagued APS in the past have been disrespect, poor communication, 

gossiping, sloppy work habits, lack of responsibility with clean-up, wasting or abuse of materials 

and resources, undermining of colleagues and learners, mistrust, drinking or coming stoned to 

the studio, and theft. 

 

I introduced the notion of ubuntu and asked for personal definitions. Responses included 

definitions such as respect, caring for one another, humanity, oneôs behavior towards another, 

morality, and empathy. I asked questions about where people had learned the concept. Most said 

they got it from home, or parents, or ñit was just around.ò To the question about where it 

originated, some said the elders, or the ancestors, or ñthe root of our culture.ò 

 

I asked if ubuntu still existed, and if we in South Africa still have it. Many said no: there is 

crime, abuse, and disregard for peopleôs health and well-beingéand apartheid caused our loss of 

it. Others said yes, it is around when we care for each other. 

 

I asked if we could do anything about it. Answers included accounts of how many times they 

had been mugged or had experienced violence, and questions of how they can change whatôs out 

there. I then put a challenge to everyone in the room, and asked if we could create an ubuntu 

space inside APS. Can we find ubuntu for ourselves and try and use it here? I asked if people 

thought that was possible and what it would mean. Most indicated that we could all take up the 
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challenge and try. I asked people to write down in their journals what ubuntu meant to them, and 

we would meet again in two weeks time.  

 

Researching Ubuntu and Bringing it into the Studio 

 

The following day, Stompie and I met to discuss our action research project on 

reconciliation. We both agreed that it would not work to introduce òresearchò or pick out 

òresearchersò in the group: these outsider concepts would be treated with suspicion. We both felt 

excited that the concept of ubuntu could be a much more successful and integrated approach to 

the challenge of building a sense of belonging and ownership in the new space at APS. We 

agreed that Stompie would ask the second year students to go out and collect ubuntu stories. 

They could interview members of their family, elders, or tsotsis (gangsters) on the street, and ask 

each for their understanding or experience of ubuntu. These stories could then be shared with 

each other, then they could make a selection of the stories to compile into a group book. 

 

Students worked in groups of four to develop images that expressed the concepts they 

gleaned from the stories. They were challenged to reinvent or reinterpret dominant symbols of 

South African culture and to communicate ideas that express an alternative vision to violence 

and oppression. The task was not to depict an imagined utopia, but to recognize the dark sides 

and myths within the community and themselves.  
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Weeks of discussion, sketches, and collaboration resulted in six panels that expressed 

symbols and metaphors for ubuntu. These included footprints of a journey, washing the feet of 

another, a tree of humanity with strong roots that allowed it to flourish and bear fruit, and a nest 

with eggs held up with an artistôs hand. Each image explored concepts of respect, negotiation, 

identity, tradition, and imagination (see pictures on pages 13, 14, and 15).  

 

While the collective process led to a deeper understanding of self and other in relationship to 

the group, it was not an easy path. It required participants to integrate respect within their own 

relationships and in the art-making itself. Individual spontaneity had to be constrained to achieve 

compromise with the group. Often, individuals expressed resentment and anger when a member 

of their team started carving over ñhisò area of drawing. Some objected to the style of mark 

making when it did not recognize the synergy of the rest. Some participants lost enthusiasm 

when their sketch was not selected to represent the final idea voted on by the group. Conflict was 

expressed, and the discussions that followed evoked the common experience of dysfunction 

within family dynamics. 
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Stompie used a variety of approaches such as drumming circles and group activities to 

facilitate these discussions. The need for negotiation and compromise explored one of the key 

principles of reconciliation, as articulated by Cindy Cohen, director of the Brandeis Institute, ñé 

having people find each otherôs humanity can strengthen them to also deal with those parts of 

their identity that are in conflict.ò 

 

Later, Stompie reflected on the ubuntu research project: ñThe sharing of ubuntu stories 

helped put the ideas into perspective. There was some resistance. A lot of them come from very 

difficult circumstances where there is no ubuntu at home; some individuals really struggled to 

share. One day I came into class with some apples. I cut them up into small pieces and shared 

them with the group. Some were very surprised and moved. We talked about how sharing brings 

people together. That was the lesson that made a big difference in my class. People started 

talking about their families. There is no negotiation, no checking in at their homes. They are told 

how things are. There is no space to have a sense of yourself and your needs. I had to help people 

with boundaries. We check in with each other before every class; that was important in giving 

people an idea of appropriate behavior.ò 

 

Stompie developed another way to address conflict and tensions that arose as his students 

worked on collaborative visual art works. Each class member was given a different instrument. 

Each had to use his or her ñvoice;ò each had to play in rhythm and harmony. Each part was 

important to the whole. They were asked to stop and notice communication, respect, and internal 

rhythm. After jamming together, the students were sent back to carve their blocks, and 

rediscover the sense of reconciliation in their art practice. 
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As Stompie put it, ñPeople now feel part of the vision. There is a lot of energy in working 

together. People appreciate communication. They feel the combination of linking the vision of 

the new studio to giving something back. Bringing music into the studio brings a connection. It 

reconciles.ò  

 

Launching the New Studio 

 

On March 9, 2004, the new APS was launched. We hoped that the celebration would 

express our collective vision. A sangoma (traditional healer) brought prophetic blessings through 

rituals for protection of our new beginnings. The launch was a powerful testimony affirming the 

power of art in social transformation. It was participatory, symbolic, and inspirational. A year 

earlier, just after the fire, we observed a disconnectedness, a sense of loss of belonging, a 

multiple trauma that recalled feelings of displacement, disempowerment, and oppression. This 

was transformed through the connectedness people clearly felt at the launch. The change was 

powerfully expressed through music and dance, poetry, and collective participation in defining 

the identity of the new APS. The attendance was overwhelming and the mood was celebratory 

and energized (see pictures on pages 16 and 17). 

 

Stompie and I felt great pride at the launch as it was a testament to the effectiveness of the 

process. We were aware that the students had absorbed the notion of ubuntu, which they were 

reflecting through the music and dances they had composed on the theme. We presented ubuntu 

to integrate the principles that ñrecast reconciliationò as artistic expression. It was not just the  

 

opening of a beautiful building that took hard work and extensive funding to be realized. It was 

the opening of a new chapter, with a beautiful space to house a re-imagined, reconstructed ñsoulò 

of the APS. 

 

 


