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THROUGH my ongoing research into contemporary South 
African photography, I have developed a deep interest in the practices of 
a new generation of artists and photographers who engage with archival 
materials and re-performance as critical strategies to interrogate their 
present moment and positionality within the socio-political landscape 
of the country. Among those navigating this terrain, Lebohang Kganye 
(b. 1991) and Tshepiso Moropa (b. 1996) stand out as two women artists 
developing distinct yet resonant approaches to familial and national 
archives. While Kganye digitally inserts herself into family photographs 
to negotiate her late mother’s absence and re-experience past family 
events she was too young to remember, Moropa excavates colonial 
archives and reassembles them into surreal collages that honour anony­
mous ancestors, oral traditions, and her own dream space. Both artists 
use photographic archives as experimental and malleable tools, enabling 
challenges to historical silences through acts of self-discovery. By 
embracing photographic gaps and fractures, Kganye and Moropa open 
paths to new forms of remembrance, crafting a counter-archive rooted 
in intimacy, imagination, and ordinary resistance.

Kganye’s series  Her-story  creates fictional encounters between 
herself and her late mother through photographic manipulations. Flip­
ping through family albums, Kganye selected snapshots of her mother 
dating from the 1970s and 1980s and restaged them in the same domes­
tic settings, wearing similar clothes and adopting a similar pose, before 
being photographed by her sister.1 She then digitally inserted her own 
figure alongside her mother’s original photographs, generating soft and 
delicate composites. In these images, their two bodies overlap, never 
fully merging, their contours blurring into a third, hybrid, and haunting 
figure (figs.  1 and 2). This blurriness and doubling effect have a cine­
matic undertone in the recreated photographs, resembling one single 
figure in motion within the scene. Identical and yet not quite the same, 
the viewer is left searching for differences between the two women of a 
similar age, in their facial features or their hair, and left with a troubling 



(1)  Lebohang Kganye, Setupung sa kwana hae II, from the series Her Story, 2013.  
(© Lebohang Kganye, courtesy the artist)



(2)  Lebohang Kganye, Habo Patience ka bokhathe II, from the series Her Story, 2013.  
(© Lebohang Kganye, courtesy the artist)
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impression of a striking resemblance. Photographed sometimes alone, 
Kganye’s mother is also depicted alongside and interacting with female 
family relatives in the original snapshots revisited by the artist. Kganye 
re-inhabits and re-activates her matrilineal archive through the re- 
experience of these family reunions, gatherings, and celebrations, 
inserting herself as both witness and participant in events she never 
experienced (fig. 3). By morphing into her mother’s image, Kganye per­
forms what Marianne Hirsch terms a ‘self-in-relation’, discovering her­
self through the mediated presence of a lost parent.2 The archive, rather 
than a static testimony of the past, becomes a porous surface where 
temporalities intertwine and overlap, and photography is imaginatively 
reconstituted as a place of fictional and intimate encounter between the 
dead and the living, opening up a space for grief.

The photographs Kganye reworks are not staged spectacles of 
political resistance but rather vernacular images of ordinary life. The 
pictures inventoried and repurposed by the artist depict her mother in a 
garden, in front of a fence, or in a casual pose against a brick wall. The 
domestic decorum selected by Kganye resonates with author Njabulo 
Ndebele’s call for a ‘rediscovery of the ordinary’, a wish to acknowledge 
the existence of everyday acts of survival, solidarity, and joy that per­
sisted despite the violence and humiliation of the apartheid regime. 
Kganye’s mother’s glamorous, self-possessed representations speak to 
an iconography of the 1970s and 1980s, shaped by pictorial registers 
ranging from ambulant photography and local studio portraiture to the 
fashion-conscious female figures of  Drum  magazine, widely popular 
during Kganye’s mother’s era. By foregrounding her mother’s smile, dig­
nified poses, and fashion choices in domestic and everyday settings, 
Kganye reframes the archive of South African life and celebrates photo­
graphic self-presentations as ordinary acts of resistance against sym­
bolic and material deprivations caused by governmental legislation. Her 
diaristic practice challenges the dominance of struggle photography, a 
documentary and primarily ‘masculine’ journalistic mode that has 
become the prevailing photographic narrative of protest in South Africa. 
The family archive, through Kganye’s reimaginings, becomes a site of 
testimony and fantasy, as well as a celebration of resilience, solidarity, 
and desires that flourished in the interstices of oppression.

Where Kganye turns inward to the family album, digging in, lay­
ering, and inserting herself into fantasies of the past, Tshepiso Moropa 
looks outward to national archives, excavating portraits of unknown 
Southern African figures. In her recognisable yet diverse collage prac­
tice, Moropa surgically exhumes, cuts, traces, and reassembles archival 
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materials found in national libraries and digital archives from South 
Africa, Zimbabwe, Malawi, and Mozambique, regions tied to her family 
heritage, and placing them in imaginary, fantastical scenarios.3 Objecti­
fied, typified, and rendered nameless by archival taxonomy, these pho­
tographic depictions of Black African subjects are reanimated through 
Moropa’s adaptations. In her collages, she isolates and recontextualises 
19th- and early 20th-century black-and-white images, especially por­
traits of women, dressing them in delicate Victorian-style attire and 
glossing her recreations with a vintage feel and an almost ‘antique’ look. 
Drawing from her Christian upbringing, she adorns her subjects with 
wide collars evocative of halos and enhances her compositions with floral 
motifs, feathers, and animal imagery, resulting in uncanny assemblages 
(fig.  4). Carefully placed against stark backgrounds, the small figures 
resemble floating, then pinned specimens, their presence simultaneously 

(3)  Lebohang Kganye, Moketeng wa letsatsi la tswalo la  
motswalle II, from the series Her Story, 2013. (© Lebohang 
Kganye, courtesy the artist)
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fragile and yet meticulously preserved, with a treasure-like quality 
emphasised by the majesty of their elaborate attire.

Rooted in personal experience, Moropa’s work pays tribute to 
local customs and unknown ancestors, intertwining archival remnants 
to piece together a familial lineage and shared cultural legacy she seeks 
to unearth. Her series Dineelwane, meaning ‘fairy tales’ in SeTswana, 
draws inspiration from SeTswana folktales, short fables passed down by 
the Batswana of Botswana and Tswana-speaking communities in South 
Africa and Namibia. Rooted in oral performance and now at risk of dis­
appearing, these stories have traditionally been shared during evening 

(4)  Tshepiso Moropa, The Promise, 2024. (© Tshepiso Moropa, courtesy the artist)
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gatherings, especially with children, transmitting cultural values and 
moral teachings across generations. In her collages, archival figures are 
re-enchanted through SeTswana storytelling, depicting key scenes from 
the tales or illustrating covers of imaginary novels, such as A Man with 
Two Wives, which the artist often heard as a child (fig. 5).4 The once-ano­
nymous characters become the main heroes of magical, foundational 
and collective tales, allowing for the preservation of cultural heritage 
while opening up new possibilities to rethink and reimagine their life 
stories, envisioning who they could have been.

(5)  Tshepiso Moropa, Monna le Basadi Ba Babedi (The man with two wives), from 
the series Dineelwane, 2023. (© Tshepiso Moropa, courtesy the artist)
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More recently, in her series Ditoro, which translates to ‘dreams’ in 
SeTswana, Moropa visually interprets childhood memories and dreams 
by deploying the same unknown ancestors from public archives, whose 
faces have become familiar in her repertoire, to illustrate her late family 
relatives in theatrical domestic settings. Living furniture, such as a large 
couch, takes a central role in one collage, resembling a throne where an 
elaborately dressed female figure sits, lending the domestic scene an air 
of royal grandeur (fig.  6). The static, dignified, and almost statuesque 
quality of Moropa’s figures contrasts with the marginalised and over­
looked status of the archives from which they once originated. The ano­
nymity of the portraits becomes an opportunity for re-inscription, each 
individual standing as a placeholder within a family tree in the making. 
Through what the artist describes as ‘excavation and recreation’, Moropa 
embraces the gaps and silences within public collections as fertile 
ground for introspective reconstructions and as a space where fiction, 
restitution, and repair coexist.

Taken together, Kganye and Moropa exemplify two complemen­
tary modes of archival encounters: the intimate re-performance, layer­
ing, and reinsertion of the familial for one, and the excavation, isolation, 

(6)  Tshepiso Moropa, Ke Go Beile Leitlho (I’ve Got My Eyes On You), from the series Ditoro, 2025. 
(© Tshepiso Moropa, courtesy the artist)
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and restoration of the collective anonymous for the other. Despite their 
different sources, both artists play with photography’s ability to record 
the ‘real’ and deploy archives as a potential catalyst for alternative 
‘truths’. In these acts of reconfiguration, Kganye and Moropa scramble 
temporalities, collapse distinctions between record and fiction, and 
challenge colonial silencing with historical adjustments. Transformed 
through layering and recontextualisation, the archive, as an incomplete 
and fractured repository, becomes a source of creative supplementation, 
a tool for crafting playful narratives that open dialogues and build sym­
bolic bridges between generations. Kganye and Moropa’s practices 
embrace photographic archival recreation and reperformance as legiti­
mate modes of knowledge, constructing alternative genealogies of mem­
ory through matrilineal lines or collective lineages of unnamed ances­
tors. Echoing the practices of their fellow young South African artists 
today, their works resist closure, operating instead in the space between 
what is lost and what could be, reminding us that archives are not static 
monuments or passive holdings but living, contested terrains where 
identities are being renegotiated and alternative futures can be imag­
ined.

NOTES

1	  Lebohang Kganye, interviewed by the author, February 2018. 
2	  Marianne Hirsch, 1992–1993, p. 2. 
3	  Tshepiso Moropa, interviewed by the author, May 2025. 
4	  Ibid. 
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