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Writing the City- An introduction by Jenny Altschuler 

Writing the City, a body of color photographs by David Lurie, is showcasing currently at the SA 

Jewish Museum in the central city in Cape Town. The series is an important comment on the current 

visual voice of protest in the ‘unseen’ city and its incongruence with the highly commercial and overt 

representation of the Cape as a prosperous world attraction. Lurie’s images “take on the complex 

visual character of Cape Town’s Undercity, the dark mirror of the tourist brochures” (James Sey, 

from “The City as a Discourse About Art”, 2015).  

Lurie’ style with its exceptionally detailed naturalism is beguiling. The seemingly façade-like 

exteriors of the backdoors and yards of the city, photographed in calm, quiet times of the day and 

week, tell an interior, intimate and anxious story of failure of the orders in place: A saga of 

dissatisfactions and desperation of un-acknowledged communities in a larger commercialized world 

of sightseers and globetrotters who experience Cape Town as a place with some of the most 

alluring sites in the world. The scenes described, however, are far from being ugly or banal. The 

time of day and particular weather that the images are made in, allows for soft diffused light and a 

pleasing balance of neutral tones and bright colors. The flawless compositions against cloudy skies 

are beautifully rendered not denying the allure of Cape Town as an attraction, but enhancing the 

pathos and irony of its secret life-threatening condition. The general effect opposes the prosperous 

picture of health and wealth of Cape Town City marketed by the growing global culture of tourism. 

Images such as Myciti bus terminus, Gardens, Cape Town II; Art Wall, Hout Bay Harbour, 2015 and 

especially Parking lot, Woodstock (mural by DalEast), 2015 bring the arresting mountains of Cape 

Town as backdrops into the scenes portrayed. Table Mountain, with its Cable Car Station is 
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acknowledged in all its splendour, but what a paradoxical partner to the Woodstock parking lot with 

its physical proximity yet economic distance, the delicate ready-for-demolition walls barely holding 

on to the huge diagram-like renditions of grand birds about to fly off yet trapped within their 

expressive surfaces.  

 

The People Shall Share in the Country’s Wealth, Khayelitsha, Cape Flats, frames a mural in which 

street artist, Faith47, has graffiti’ed this principle, a demand taken from the Freedom Charter of 

1955.  Lurie has included a section of a Khayelitsha slum on the one side and the wide main road 

on the other, in his composition, flanking the statement against a broody sky. The result is a 

comment on dystopia, of this ideal made 60 years ago. Already brought to attention by Faith47 in 

her 2010 city intervention, Lurie’s photograph now 5 years later in 2015, confirms the mounting 

inaccessibility of such a promise in this context and the increasing urgency worldwide of such a 

need.   

 

These are the texts written into the city. The visual and word statements juxtaposed against their 

ironic partners, (the mountains, the slums, the backyards of the suburbs) are enhanced by 

witnessing and contemplating their intrinsic ‘meaning’. Lurie acknowledges meditation as being one 

of the impetuses for photographing, for later perusal and contemplation of the image’s significance.  

Following this frame of mind, the series seems to pursue a moral meditation, a journey into personal 

ethics and humanitarian obligation as well as a questioning of political responsibility, for David and 

for the viewer at his advocacy. 

 

David Lurie’s show to be the 2nd interview and discussion workshop session on my new walk’n’talk 

program. The first event transpired at the beginning of March with a walk’bout, and interview and 

discussion with Thom Pierce around his prize-winning series More than the Price of Gold at the Iziko 

Slave Lodge in Adderley Street Cape Town. 

 

The walk’n talk’bout workshop series aims to take place on a rotation of 6 weeks with around 9 

shows in 2016. 

 

Jenny Altschuler March 2016.  

  

 

http://www.iziko.org.za/news/entry/the-price-of-gold-an-exhibition-of-photographs-by-thom-pierce
http://www.iziko.org.za/news/entry/the-price-of-gold-an-exhibition-of-photographs-by-thom-pierce

