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UITSIG
In Conversation with 

Ashley Walters

ART AFRICA: Let’s start with the 
history of  Uitsig. How did this 
community form? 

Ashley Walters: If  you look at 
apartheid urban planning, many of  
the communities like Uitsig were 
designed for a specific purpose – to 
serve industry. Cape Town’s industrial 
zone is literally next door to Uitsig, 
and preceded the community which 
was built around it. 

Uitsig used to be farm land. My 
grandparents recall having to travel 
long distances to school, before 
coming home to do daily chores. 
After my grandparents got married 
they bought this place, many many 
years ago, and they’ve been here ever 
since. The people who live on this 
side own most the properties, which 

is interesting if  you look at how it’s 
structured and who lives where. 
This was one of  the first houses to 
be developed in the area. The other 
half  of  Uitsig, which is closer to the 
railway, was developed later. Those 
houses are government subsidised, 
public housing which is mostly rented 
property. 

There are only two entry points 
into Uitsig, a product of  the 
apartheid government’s urban 
planning. Historically, this was a 
way for government to effectively 
implement heavy policing of  the 
area. What effect does this have on 
the community today? 
The new generations still living in the 
same family homes aren’t necessarily 
aware of  that history, because it’s not 
something that was well documented. 
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Even when I researched Uitsig, I wasn’t able 
to find much information. I really had to dig.

We live in an area that still dictates the way 
people live, following certain routes or 
travelling long distances to get to the city 
centre to find work. You have to take at 
least three different modes of  transport if  
you want to get to the city of  Cape Town. 
These communities also lack many other 
infrastructures like clinics, police stations, 
and libraries.

Your catalogue talks about the 
psychological impact of  Table 
Mountain, as well as the nearby airport. 
Could you elaborate on this?

It’s this idea of  something being in the 
distance, this reminder or aspiration of  
wanting to be there. Wherever you are in 
the Cape Flats, you have a view of  Table 

Mountain and can hear the constant sounds 
of  aeroplanes landing at the nearby airport. 
At some point you get used to it, it becomes 
a part of  daily life and you forget about 
those things, but unemployment is a major 
problem in Uitsig and the surrounding 
communities. Most people live off  minimum 
wage, and spend a lot of  their salary on 
transport, while having to still provide for 
their family.

In a previous body of  work, ‘Dark City’, 
I went and photographed a general sense 
of  the Cape Flats. If  you look carefully 
there’s always this image of  Table Mountain. 
Sometimes it’s a mural in a home, or Table 
Mountain itself, peaking out behind a block 
of  flats. I’ve quite consciously included that 
in the images, without directly pointing 
out ‘this is where it is.’ It’s also how people 
navigate this space. People use the mountain 
to orientate themselves. You won’t 

necessarily get lost in Cape Town because 
it’s so flat. You can just look at the mountain 
and find your way. 

I’m also interested in the archive, not 
being able to find historic information 
about this community. Here within the 
home environment, there is tons of  
history; family photographs, heirlooms... 
Much of  your current body of  work is 
shot here. What effect did these images 
and histories have on your artistic career?

We had a family photographer who 
photographed all the family portraits you 
see on the table. From a young age I was 
fascinated by how these images were made, 
and used to experiment a lot with drawing, 
painting, and collage, without thinking 
about what it would later become. When 
I applied to study art I went with the 
intention of  being a painter. At university 
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Ashley Walters, 3 Lantana, Uitsig, 2013. Archival Pigment Ink on Cotton Paper, 78 x 211 cm. Image courtesy of the artist.
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I was exposed to all these other mediums 
and ways to make images. For me painting 
was such a laborious and time consuming 
process. I wanted to create images quite 
quickly, images I could reflect on later. What 
I found interesting about photography was 
that I would notice things in the images that 
I hadn’t previously noticed. I would then go 
back and re-photograph the scene having 
noticed certain things. So it had the same 
qualities as painting in that way.

Most of  the history that I found during my 
research was through stories told by people 
who lived and have moved into Uitsig. There 
is so much history around us. I used that in 
order to create a different kind of  archive, 
using those narratives to tell visual stories. 
Over time you begin to see specific narratives 
developing, and the idea is that you keep on 
adding to that archive. It becomes a portrait 
of  a place.

Through that process you’re also 
building on your own relationships. In 
that sense, they’re like living portraits…

The images or places that I decide to 
photograph are influenced by oral histories, 
and many of  those include my own 
experiences of  living in Uitsig. There was 
a series prior to the ‘Uitsig’ 2013 series, 
shot in 2010, and a lot of  the images that 
I took for the 2013 series became triggers 
for future images. It becomes this constantly 
expanding project that grows and grows. 
I’ve been asked when it stops, but it doesn’t 
have to. Why does it need to stop? It can 
just continue. In some ways the images are 
archival – you see the physical changes in 
buildings, malls, schools…

When you take a photograph, notice 
something in it and then go back, 
you’re shifting perspectives all the time, 
essentially around something that is 
already there…

I’m always fascinated when people point out 
things that I haven’t noticed in the images. 
Even though I’m quite familiar with them, 
I’m not at the same time. That’s the other 
important aspect of  the project – people do 
engage and have those conversations. These 
are all experiences that I’ve shared with 
community members, people that I grew up 
and went to school with. It’s not completely 
removed, and becomes something that’s 
quite active, whether it’s the community 
itself  or outsiders. I don’t want it to be static, 
that once you’ve seen it that’s it.

I feel more comfortable photographing 
communities that I’ve had some experience 
living in. I lived in Woodstock for three years, 
and have done a project on Woodstock. 
It’s a work in progress, nobody has seen it 
yet, but it’s something that I will continue 
given my way of  working. I’m now living in 
Kraaifontein and there might be a project 
that comes from that. But there’s always a 
revisit to the past, going back and seeing the 
changes. 

When you show these photographs 
to your neighbours and the rest of  the 
community, you must get a very different 
reaction to showing them within a space 
like the Sanlam Gallery in Sandton, 
Johannesburg?

It is a project about Uitsig but it’s not just for 
Uitsig. It’s also a project for everyone else 
who doesn’t live here to know what happens 

in communities like these. People don’t 
even know places like Uitsig exist, you can 
drive past without even noticing it. I want 
to put Uitsig on the map and expose it to 
the rest of  the country. There is so much 
here that people aren’t aware of. It reminds 
me of  something David Goldblatt said: 
living in South Africa there is no reason to 
go elsewhere to photograph. You can spend 
many lifetimes photographing what you find 
in your backyard and never be able to fully 
comprehend what’s really there. That’s what 
it’s about for me.

That reminds me a bit of  James Joyce, or 
other writers that were trying to do similar 
things with the written word, making the 
everyday visible, conscious…

We live in an age where information is wide-
spread – it’s readily available – but unless you 
specialise it’s hard to get an understanding 
of  the mechanics of  how things work. I had 
to learn how to look at those small everyday 
things differently. When you do that you start 
to see the complexities and nuances, and to 
understand the larger ideas and philosophies 
around other subjects like family, the home, 
and how different social groups negotiate 
spaces within communities. The medium 
itself  doesn’t define the concept or subject 
that you focus on, it’s just a means of  
expression. 

You’ll notice there are a lot of  burglar bars 
around the house. My grandfather had his 
own business making burglar bars, and I 
grew up helping make them. After school I 
would help cut the steel, hold it so that it 
can be welded, and then help install these 
massive gates on site while my grandfather 
dug the hole and layed the cement. I also 
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"There is so much history around us. I used that in 
order to create a different kind of  archive, using those 
narratives to tell visual stories. Over time you begin to 
see specific narratives developing, and the idea is that 
you keep on adding to that archive. It becomes a portrait 
of  a place."

TOP TO BOTTOM: Ashley Walters, Matthew’s Birthday, Lantana Road, Uitsig, 2013. Archival Pigment Ink on Cotton Paper, 81 x 114.7 cm; Ashley Walters, Trifle, Lantana 
Road, Uitsig, 2013. Archival Pigment Ink on Cotton Paper, 44.5 x 63.5 cm. All images courtesy of the artist.



Ashley Walters, Monster, Ravensmead Annual 
High School Fair, Ravensmead, 2013. Archival 
Pigment Ink on Cotton Paper, 81 x 114.7 cm; 
Image courtesy of the artist.
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went to a technical high school, and studied 
electrical work and technical drawing. 
All of  those things inform new ways of  
expressing myself, so I don’t feel limited 
to photography. Within that I have a lot 
of  welding experience, and have made 
sculptures in the past. I sold one that I made 
out of  steel to UCT. It would be interesting 
to see what happens with the same project, 
and how that fits in with the rest of  the work 
that I do.

That reminds me of  your time with 
Apexart in New York. Can you tell us 
about that experience? 

I had received a strange email from my 
past lecturer, Svea Jospehy. Apexart had 
contacted her requesting nominations for 
artists that they could consider to partake in 
this residency in New York. She forwarded 
the email to me with an example of  an 
itinerary. She didn’t know of  Apexart at 
the time, and so she told me it was worth 
looking into it, but to be careful, because 
the programme itself  was quite out there. 
Apexart encourages you to try different 
things, to get outside of  your comfort zone 
by throwing you in the deep end. I wasn’t 
allowed to take photographs, and my only 
obligation was to write about my experiences 
and do an interview at the end. 
When in New York I was provided a schedule 
a day or three in advance, highlighting what 
I would do the following day. I did a lot of  
physical activities, met industry specialists, 

editors, people who had worked in the film 
industry... I also went to the Church of  
Scientology and visited the Freemasons. At 
first I was nervous to attend some of  these 
events, but later on I began to look forward 
to them. I was excited because I didn’t know 
what to expect. Coming home afterwards was 
somewhat depressing, because everything 
felt so comfortable. I felt encouraged to do 
other things, to find inspiration from people 
that I wouldn’t normally approach. As a 
result I’m now collaborating with people 
who aren’t necessarily visual artists, which 
is really rewarding, because the results are 
completely different. My fiancé and I are also 
helping co-ordinate an Apexart residency in 
Cape Town for a fellow from New York.

As a platform, how has this experience 
shaped your own approach to space, and 
how it can be experienced in relation to 
art? 

There are difficulties to doing this kind 
of  work, as most of  my projects are self-
funded. I’ve learnt that if  you want to work 
on something and are unable to do so with 
the aid of  institutions, then you make a plan 
to figure out other ways of  making. I often 
speak about the artist as curator. Artists 
should take it upon themselves to show their 
work outside of  the white cube or gallery. 
We have so many resources within the 
communities that we live in. It’s important 
to know what other resources are available. 
The work doesn’t necessarily need to exist 

in the gallery, it can exist in our homes, on 
the streets.

I had work shown at the train station, 
pictures of  Uitsig and other communities. 
Commuters would walk past, pause and 
look at the images. Occasionally I was there 
and would engage them, without advertising 
that this was my work. The questions that 
came out of  these interactions were really 
interesting, “Is it a photograph, is it a 
painting?” “I used to walk past this place, 
but what does it mean? Why is it here?” 
It’s interesting because the person relates 
to the image in the space, but there’s 
a different appreciation for it. There’s 
also the educational aspect of  it, people 
learning about how images can be used in 
different ways to tell stories, histories, and 
to understand how powerful images are. 
We see this visually in the community too, 
whether through advertising or graffiti. 

When the public-housing blocks in Uitsig 
were renovated everything was painted, 
fixed, and replaced. Within a week the graffiti 
reappeared on the walls. These elements 
are part of  the community, the culture, so 
there’s a different understanding of  images 
in that respect, and in negotiating spaces. It’s 
a form of  expression, signalling who lives 
there and the histories of  that place. So 
there are many ways of  telling stories. My 
only concern is being able to carry on with 
what it is that I’m doing.

"I had to learn how to look at those small everyday 
things differently. When you do that you start to see the 
complexities and nuances, and to understand the larger 
ideas and philosophies around other subjects like family, 
the home, and how different social groups negotiate 
spaces within communities."
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TOP TO BOTTOM: Ashley Walters, Public Swimming Pool-Day & Night, 2011. Archival Pigment Ink on Cotton Paper, 56 x 84 cm; Ashley Walters, Circus, Parow, 2013. 
Archival Pigment Ink on Cotton Paper, 81 x 114.7 cm. All images courtesy of the artist.


