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Terry Kurgan is an artist who lives and works in Johannesburg. Her 

practice is characterised by an interest in the confl uence of public and 

private realm issues and spaces. This thread runs through her work 

which is oft en made for very diff erent contexts: personal projects for the 

gallery space, public realm projects made in response to complicated 

social spaces, or projects realised for the business environment. Her 

public realm projects have been sited in spaces as diverse as a maternity 

hospital, a popular Johannesburg shopping mall, an inner-city park and a 

prison. She has been awarded many prizes and grants, exhibited broadly 

and her work is represented in most major public and corporate South 

African collections and art publications. 
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Hotel Yeoville
terry kurGan Fig. 1. Photobooth autoportrait and 

google map story submission, by 
annonymous project participants. 

Courtesy of www.hotelyeoville.co.za.

Story/journey name: How a Congo man became our Daddy !!!

Story/journey text: We come 4rm [sic] SOWETO and our mother got 

married to a CONGO [sic] man. Then he became our dad. My baby sister 

and me are SOUTH AFRICANS by birth and he became the father we 

never had. He is the best thing 2 our mother and 2 us, and we love him 

very much. He is the best and that is how we ended up in YEOVILLE. 
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Introduction

Hotel Yeoville is a collaborative, participatory art 
project, housed inside a new public library in Yeoville, 
an old, neglected suburb on the eastern edge of the 
inner-city of Johannesburg. The project comprises of 
a community website and an exhibition installation 
which takes the form of a series of private booths in 
which members of the public are invited to document 
themselves through a range of digital interfaces, 
interactive media and online applications.

The majority of Yeoville’s estimated 40,000 inhabit-
ants are migrants and refugees; micro-communities 
from every part of the African continent. Isolated and 
excluded from the formal economy and mainstream 
South African society, their dominant engagement 
is with each other and with home in far away places.

In South Africa, most images of migrants and refugees 
are located within a particular discourse of displace-
ment and abjectness; there is, at the most horrifying 
extreme, the indelible image that flew around the globe 
of ‘Burning Man’, a Mozambican immigrant, Ernesto 
Alfabeto Nhamuave, who was set alight in Reiger Park 
during the xenophobic violence of May 2008. But then 
too, there are the countless images of refugee camps, 
displaced people, and particularly, women and small 
children. These images could be transposed anywhere 
and their subjects’ plight would be the same. They are 
caricatures, disconnected not only from their history, 
but also from the experiences and histories of those 
who consume their images. 

It is in this context that the Hotel Yeoville project 
aims to provide an alternative way of seeing the city 
by revealing commonplace stories that might subvert 
the dominant discourse ‘out there’ on migration. The 
project is based within the Forced Migration Studies 
Programme at the University of the Witwatersrand, 
and was developed over two years in close collabora-
tion with a hybrid mix of professionals, from architects 
to multi-media artists, academic researchers, photog-
raphers, urban planners, social scientists, community 
activists, Internet café owners, Web developers and 
more. The core team included urban planner John 
Spiropoulos, interactive digital media developer Tegan 
Bristow, information architect Jason Hobbs, architects 
Alex Opper and Amir Livneh, and researchers Ginibel 
Mabih, Godfrey Talabulu, Raphael Bope and Brittany 
Wheeler. Each of us has shaped the project in different 

ways. Collaboration and the making of our relation-
ship, with each other, and, with the stakeholders and 
public associated with the space and place within 
which our project is situated, is key to our process 
and our product.i We hope to produce a social map 
of a largely invisible migrant community, and start 
new conversations that reveal ordinary, everyday life 
narratives that speak of specific and individual people, 
migration, love, loss, dreams, desire, loneliness and 
the idiosyncrasies of place. 

The conceptual framework for the project was to 
introduce it in such a way that it could not be separated 
from existing social infrastructure and contemporary 
everyday practices based on the notion, to quote a 
term innovated by South African architect Hilton 
Judin, of “Culture as Infrastructure”.ii We had to find 
the right process, space, and medium for the job, in 
an art making process where trust has to be built and 
relationships are negotiated and acted out in socio-
economical, political and cultural space. 

Hotel Yeoville evolved through a series of distinct 
processes and inter-related products. Firstly, an 
initial research process, followed by the making of a 
community web project, followed by the making of a 
digitally interactive exhibition installation, and finally, 
the making of a book publication.iii The process and the 
making of the project has involved a constant shifting 
of positions; backwards and forwards between the 
research processes shaping our brief and consequently 
our ‘making’, and then, alternately being led from our 
‘making’ processes into the products of our research. 

Fig. 2. Hotel Yeoville visitor tells his 
story in the video booth. Photograph by 

Mark Lewis. Courtesy of Mark Lewis.

Fig. 3. Hotel Yeoville visitor uploads a 
business listing in the directory booth. 

Photograph by Terry Kurgan. 
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First research process

We conducted many site visits towards an understand-
ing of the social and spatial infrastructure of 
the neighborhood, engaging in conversation with 
residents and small business owners on Yeoville’s 
main Rockey/Raleigh Street. We noticed two things 
most particularly. The first was an entire suburban 
block of wall space covered in bits and scraps of paper 
with hand-written community notices advertising 
accommodation, employment, money transfers, 
missing persons, business and translation services, 
entertainment, events and a host of other services 
and products. 

The second was the unusual density of Internet cafés. 
We counted thirty cafés distributed between just 
four blocks, all of them filled with customers at every 
terminal. The term ‘Internet Café’ usually evokes an 
image of travelers checking on their email and their 
lives back at home. In this context however, they are 
places where you can make long-distance phone calls, 
have your CV typed, commission somebody to do 
research for you or help you to fill in forms; you can 
hire a DVD-ROM, order a plate of food, have your hair 

cut and styled or find out about places to stay and rules 
around this city and its authorities. People use the 
cafés to be with familiar others, and share news and 
information. Most of the cafés are owned and run by 
foreigners and have specific national identities provid-
ing the link between people living in South Africa and 
the places that they have come from.iv

second research process

Between the advertising and communication practices 
of the Yeoville community, as demonstrated by the wall 
and the density and ancillary functions of Internet 
Cafés, we decided to produce a customised website as 
part of the project, aimed at the online Internet Café 
community of Yeoville. 

To do this, we gathered a research team comprised 
of a mix of South African and immigrant researchers 
mostly resident in Yeoville, and designed a series 
of research tools, comprising of paper and online 
questionnaires, orientated towards Internet café 
users, Internet café owner/managers and staff, and 
people on the street. We used the results of this process 
to design our website.

Fig. 4. Communication wall on the corner of Bedford and Rockey Streets, in Yeoville. 
Photograph by Sian Miranda Singh O’Faolain. Courtesy of Sian Miranda Singh O’Faolain.

Fig. 5. Leadernetnet Internet Café. 
Rockey Street. Yeoville.  

Photograph by Terry Kurgan.

Fig. 6. Timbuktu Internet Café. Times 
Square.Yeoville. Photograph by Mark 

Lewis. Courtesy of Mark Lewis. 

Fig. 7. Ginibel Forsuh Mabih, researcher 
and Frank Assimbo, respondent. Internet 

Café research process.  
Yeoville.Photograph by Terry Kurgan.                                    

Fig. 8. Ginibel Forsuh Mabih, researcher 
and unknown respondent, Internet Café 

research process. Yeoville.  
Photograph by Terry Kurgan. 
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Hotel Yeoville website 

The framing concept for the design and development 
of the website was our view of the political importance 
of the minutely observed details of personal, everyday 
life. In order to give this expression, we emphasised 
subjectivity and personal identity, and designed the 
site’s structure and navigation through ‘normal’ 
everyday life categories such as home, love, study 
and work. These themes are consistently a part of both 
navigation through, and participation in, the website. 
We also decided to incorporate and use popular social 
media platforms such as YouTube, Flickr and Facebook 
within our site, maximising on the viral capacity of 
these platforms, and because of the ease and familiar-
ity with which we noticed many people using them in 
the many Internet Cafés in Yeoville. On the one hand, 
and in a modest way, the website was conceived of 
as a strategic and useful intervention. Nevertheless, 
on the other, we were thinking about it as a cultural 
object; a site that might produce itself through public 
participation and largely user-generated functionality, 
producing a social map of ‘the territory’ with which 
our project engages. 

Hotel Yeoville exhibition

The website was launched in tandem with an interac-
tive exhibition that produces content for the site, 
and the new Yeoville public library was chosen as the 
appropriate venue for the installation. This seemed to 
be a perfect fit in terms of it being a densely trafficked 
public space, but also because our own activity, produc-
ing a social archive of images and stories within the 
library, mirrored aspects of the function and activities 
of a library itself. Working together with Bristow, we 
made the decision to transform the virtual spaces of 
the Hotel Yeoville project’s website into a real-space 
and real-time exhibition experience. Bristow designed 
and built a series of self-documenting applications to 
be housed in dedicated booths.

Opper and Livneh of Notion Architects worked 
sensitively with our ideas and the shell of the new 
library and the exhibition became an inclusive and 
intuitive user experience. Using any one of a series 
of private booths, visitors could tell stories of 
Johannesburg, home, dreams, loss, love and longing; 
map their roots and journeys across Africa and 
beyond; generate a photograph of themselves in the 
Photo Booth; make a film to upload to YouTube in the 
Video Booth, and make use of the online community 
directory and classifieds section. 

By sharing snippets from their everyday lives – loves, 
losses, gains, dreams and desires – in each private 
booth, participants contribute to building a social 
map of the pan-African suburb in which they live. At 
the same time, they add to the development of the 
website’s community and social networks, helping 
people to gain access to hidden resources and navigate 
the city somewhat more easily. 

Some people ask us whether Hotel Yeoville makes a 
difference. While art cannot change the world, the 
project has been inserted into a community whose 
agency and social capital are hugely devalued. 
Participating in a production process is a very small 
and tentative step towards the validation of ‘self ’ 
(McGonagle 2007:6). Our project is about produc-
ing ways to participate in the world by contrast 
with observing it, or being observed. This has been 
demonstrated most keenly by the products of our 
Photo and Video booths that end up affirming the 
unique condition of the photographic image.v This 
happens not in the sense usually given to it by theorists 
such as Roland Barthes and Susan Sontag, of the 
photograph as the sign of something or someone that 
once was. Rather, in this context, the picture serves 
to testify that this particular person is here now; 
claiming space, asserting identity, even citizenship, 
and what is more, is pleased to meet you!vi

Fig. 9. Hotel Yeoville visitor adds his photograph and 
commentary to the photo wall. Photograph by Terry 
Kurgan. 

Fig. 10. Megan Pillay makes a movie for YouTube 
in the Video Booth. Photograph by Pedro Cunha. 
Courtesy of Pedro Cunha.

Fig. 11. Hotel Yeoville visitor prepares for a photograph 
he will take of himself, in the adjacent photo booth. 
Photograph by Mark Lewis. Courtesy of Mark Lewis.

Fig. 12. Hotel Yeoville visitor interacts 
with the website forum.  
Photograph by Terry Kurgan.
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endnotes

i. I would like to acknowledge the extraordinary contribution of the following people who worked with me towards the 
making of this project through its many different phases:

Research: John Spiropoulos/Urban Planner; George Lebone/Community Activist; Ginibel Forsuh Mabih/Researcher; 
Michael Onyeneto/Researcher; Raphael Bope/Researcher; Siphiwe Zwane/Photographer and Researcher; Jason Hobbs/
Information Architect; Andre Graaf/Developer.

Website Design/Development/Build: Jason Hobbs/Information Architect; Belinda Blignault/Artist; John Spiropoulos/
Urban Planner; Andre Graaf/Developer and Programmer; Greg Ilchenko/Developer; Richard Stupart/Developer; Brittany 
Wheeler/Project Facilitator.

Exhibition Design and Production: Tegan Bristow/Digital Media Developer and Artist; Alexander Opper and Amir 
Livneh of Notion Architects; Guylain Melki/Artist and Sign-writer.

Exhibition Facilitators: Godfrey Tshis Talabulu; Brittany Wheeler; Raphael Bope; Sian Miranda Singh OFaolin.

ii. This term was used by Judin to describe an approach to museum making with regard to the Nelson Mandela Museum 
designed by Cohen & Judin architects in Umtata, Qunu and Mvezo in 1999/2000.

iii. The book will be published by Fourthwall Books, Johannesburg and will go to press in August 2011. 

iv. Principally, the situation described above arises in low-income neighborhoods such as Yeoville because of the high cost 
of connecting to the telephone and the Internet from home. South Africans pay some of the highest telecommunications 
rates in the world; added to which we have low bandwidth and high bandwidth costs. Large numbers of people depend 
upon communal public café spaces to use both the Internet and the telephone on a daily basis. 

v. I am indebted to Ariella Azoulay’s ground-breaking book The civil contract of photography Zone Books, New York  
2008 , which enabled me to see and interpret the products of our project in this fresh light. 

vi. Hotel Yeoville was largely supported by a grant from the Ford Foundation. This was augmented at a later stage by a 
partnership with the Goethe Insitut, and additional support from the National Arts Council and the Johannesburg 
Development Agency. We thank them for their generosity, support and belief in our project.
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Fig. 14. Hotel Yeoville visitor makes a movie 
for YouTube in the video booth.Photograph 
by Mark Lewis. Courtesy of Mark Lewis.                                     

Fig. 15. Hotel Yeoville visitor adds his 
photograph and commentary to the 
photo wall. Photograph by Mark Lewis. 
Courtesy of Mark Lewis.

Fig. 16. Godfrey Tshis Talabulu, Hotel 
Yeoville facilitator (right) helps a visitor 
pinpoint  his mother’s home in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo on the 
google map application in the journeys 
booth. Photograph by Terry Kurgan. 

Fig. 17. Hotel Yeoville. Installation view showing the photo, video 
and directory booths (left) and the photo wall (right). 
Photograph by Alexander Opper. Courtesy of Alexander Opper.

Fig. 13. Hotel Yeoville visitor adds her 
photograph and commentary to the photo 
wall. Photograph by Mark Lewis. Courtesy 
of Mark Lewis.


