Introduction to Book: 

“Travelling Light” – Pietermaritzburg: University of Kwazulu-Natal Press, 2004. (Photography by Paul Weinberg).

Paul’s images of his travels are based upon light that he captured in his camera over nearly 25 years. In all, and despite his title “Travelling Light”, this amounts to substantial baggage in this book, though bulky it is not. As you turn the pages, each visual featherweight adds to the one before it, culminating in a record of a time that now lies behind us. Except, there are glimpses here and there not merely of the past, but also of the transitional era we’re in nowadays. Take for example the photos of race-blind friendships amongst children – connections which today can endure, linkages that are no longer doomed to dissolution as was previously the case. There are also other images that resonate today – sadly, the pictures of people with problems, like no work, no land. Not all history, it seems, is yet behind us. 

This book, however, provides a place from which we can locate ourselves and take the measure of our present. Many readers will find Paul’s pictures eerily familiar, because they’ve have taken similar life journeys to his, and have seen what he portrays. Essentially, these have been similar voyages into a vast and complex country, learning a little more, mile by mile, about the myriad ways of being South African. When Paul shows us a working-class white father proudly posing with two daughters, it elicits a sense of recognition. When he presents a black mother and children set against the Coca-Cola sign of a rural shop, it affirms our knowledge of the places we might have seen. The images serve as a mirror, confirming whom we have been, highlighting that half-forgotten mist of experience before we washed up on context much changed, yet still needing more change.

For readers of a new generation, or those of a more cloistered background, some of Paul’s photos may come across as novel. Believe me, they are for real – these are genuine representations of people whose countless lives and stories have shared this country with you. Get to know them, and you, too, will know yourself better.

Whether the reader feels reminded by this book, or whether you sense a lack of national memory, there is one thing you should both share. This is: a sense of humility about the unknown. The pictures of the San people underscored to me that I for one have not ventured out as as widely as Paul. Even the familiar father and the mythic mother in the pictures I noted above are specific persons - individuals whose lives are not reducible to the parts and people of our direct experience. In short, even when we have been part fellow-travellers with the photographer, we can applaud just how far he has ranged. In a way, he did it for us and for a generation that’s free. So that all could see close-up, though mediated by distance, decades and his lense, how things were, and consider what it meant at the time.

The portraits both familiar and new in this book are not only about people, but also about Paul as a person. Many of them trigger the imagination, set it to wonder what interaction preceded the shutter-click. What the subjects were doing before the image-gatherer came along; what they proceeded to do once he passed. The point is that Paul came into their lives, connected and won their confidence. He preserved their particularities. Now he has selected and grouped them for us. In delivering this documentary record, the photographer has resurrected a fragment of meaning from that occasion to share its sense with us. 

What is striking is that the most common theme in this proffered meaning is that of individual dignity in the business of daily being. 

These are not the images of apartheid’s unabashed brutality, nor are they the chronicles of resistance or the big-boy news-events. They are about lightness, about the special quality of ordinariness. Look at them, and you see how people bore their lives and breathed beneath the grand system and social strictures of the period. Like me, you may find a poignancy in the plaintive innocence in many of these pictures. There is much beauty in the plain, everyday moments represented here.

In this regard, one thing to note is the place of children in the photographs. Many of Paul’s images serve up qualities of childhood, one suggesting the playful, another the awestruck. We’re reminded that there is a world distinct from that of adults. This is not only refreshing in a contemporary universe of meanings too over-fixated with grown-up points of view. It also adds to the book’s ethos of an earlier era re-kindled. Once upon a time, we too saw things from the vantage of small beings, peering from low-down at the pernickety world above. Thanks, Paul, for your gentle reminders. 

This is an artist who has come a long way since his original roots. It’s a long, long trip to make from the cosy culture of the white middle-class to a continued curiosity about the broader country. Many people in this position never ventured out; some who strayed came running home – or abroad. Paul was different – one of the few who savoured a sortee, who saw the attraction of a wider world with all its diversity of richness and threat. Looking into the different lives of others, he can only have developed more insight into himself – of his similarity and difference to his fellows. Now, through this book, we also learn a little more about him too. In short, these pictures tell many stories, not excluding some of his. 

The insight into identity is part of the promise of this book. I challenge you to ask for your money back if his images fail to tell you more of who you – and we all - are. The light-touch of Paul’s pictures will move you much more than you may imagine. 
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