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Jansje Wissema, District Six photographed before the removal, early 1970s

Jason: Can we speak about the archival nature of this exhibition? I’m thinking of the black-and-

white photographs, the archives presented, and some older technical equipment, like the VHS 

and the slide projector. What comes forward is a sort of commentary on South African archives, 

or maybe archives at large.

Meyerding: For me, archives are a source of invaluable information that require a lot of time to be 

spent in to uncover histories which are not traceable in online databases or keyword searches. Many of 

the women who you’ll encounter in Defiant Visions won’t appear in any keyword directories, so you 

really need to sit down and go through the archives and try to find out more about them. Through the 

presentation of the photographs or the film, I wanted to show the way the works would have been 

shown at the time when they were produced or distributed. Most importantly, I wanted to convey a 

sense of the materiality of these works, so that you get a feel for the size and the colors of Zonk!

magazine, that you hear the clicking of the slide projector, that you see the film on an old TV, and also 

that you get a sense for the contextualization and the seriality of the photographs as they appeared and 

continue to appear in photobooks.

Jason: I’m also interested in the period that bookends this exhibition: 1948 through 1994. We see a 

timeline of the events across these dates as soon as you walk into the space.

Meyerding: Displaying this timeline was crucial for me for making Defiant Vision accessible to a larger 

audience, because not everyone walking into the space knows what apartheid was. It gives you a 

setting for the works on display and also explains some of the abbreviations visitors encounter in the 

photographs on display. It gives a bit more of context to people who are not familiar with apartheid and 

the history of South Africa.

x



Mabel Cetu, Unidentified photographer, Zonk! African People’s Pictorial, October 1956

Jason: The show makes important contributions to research on photographers such as Mabel 

Cetu. It also opens with Cetu’s works and archival material relating to her life. Could you share 

more about the recovery of these archives and your presentation of in the exhibition?

Meyerding: Mabel Cetu is considered South Africa’s first Black woman photojournalist. Though her 

name is often mentioned in research on the history of photography in the country, her work has not 

always been attributed in official archives. When I started doing some research on Cetu, I spent several 

days in the British Library leafing through microfilm of magazines like Zonk! African People’s Pictorial, 

which was the first mass-circulated magazine directed at Black people in South Africa. When I found 

Cetu’s photographs, I was thrilled, especially because Cetu’s work was mostly published uncredited at 

the time.

Mavis Mtandeki, Jean Benjamin at the United Women’s Congress General Council Meeting at a Church in Bellville, 1989

Jason: Mavis Mtandeki’s photographs are given critical attention in the exhibition. The show also 

includes the photography book Sights of Struggle: The History of the Tambo Village Women

(https://apexart.org/meyerdingtalk.php), which you coproduced with Mtandeki.

Meyerding: Mavis Mtandeki is the photographer I spent most time with over the course of several 

years. When I started my dissertation research, we were in touch via WhatsApp for over a year 

because of Covid-19 restrictions, so I couldn’t go to South Africa. We only met in person in 2021 and 

had numerous meetings where she showed me her archive, which included a lot of photographic
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Jason: How did apexart’s geographical location in New York, the space, and the potential 

audiences encourage your curatorial vision for the show?

Meyerding: I worked with an exceptional team at apexart who offered support in making this 

exhibition happen and helped me get around some difficulties in producing a show in a small space, 

with many works, on also a small budget. What is also crucial is that apexart produces shows that are 

accessible both in New York City and online, enabling an international audience to see the show not 

only now but also in the future.

Lesley Lawson, Trade unionists celebrate the unbanning of the ANC, Johannesburg inner city, February 2, 1990

Jason: Do you have any plans to show the exhibition in South Africa?

Meyerding: No. Unfortunately, apexart exhibitions don’t typically travel to other institutions. This is=

also why I’m even more grateful for the opportunity of visiting the show online

(https://apexart.org/meyerding.php) , because apexart produced a Matterport, where you are able to=

walk through the space and have a look at each work individually in quite a good quality. I was=

surprised at how well that’s possible. Online you will also find the exhibition essay, details of all the=

works that are on display, and videos of the curatorial 3D tour as well as the public programs that=

accompany the show. I hope that the photographers whose work is on view will gain greater attention=

and that the show will spark further uncovering of histories of women’s involvement with=

photography, be it in South Africa or elsewhere.

Defiant Visions was on view at apexart, New York, from June 1 to July 29, 2023.

Stefanie Qaba Jason is a writer, researcher, and a doctoral student in art history at Rutgers University.

prints and other materials. I was able to raise money to digitize and then publish parts of her archive. We 

digitized her archive with the Photography Legacy Project, led by Paul Weinberg, so her archive will be 

available online soon, once we have completed the metadata.

The publication Sights of Struggle includes Mavis Mtandeki’s photographs and some texts of mine

that give more context to the photographs, which is the result of long conversations with Mavis

Mtandeki. I’m grateful that this publication worked out, because Mavis Mtandeki and I helped each

other to create a book through mutual exchange and support. Earlier this year, we had book launches

in Cape Town, in the city center and Tambo Village, and Berlin. I’m thrilled to see how people engage

with her work in the exhibition and through the different ways of presenting her photographs.
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