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Inside the Jack Ginsberg Centre for Book Arts, locked behind a glass cabinet, is stonewater, 

a collaborative work between South African artist, Richard Penn, and UK writer, Guinevere 

Glasfurd. The work was produced over 24 days, while the artists were in residence together 

at NIROX, a sculpture park, artist residency, and event venue dedicated to global 

contemporary arts. Penn and Glasfurd created stonewater’s two books together; drawing or 

writing, and then swapping the books back and forth between them for their responses. The 

collaborative nature of this image and text work reminded me of TJ/Double Negative, a joint 

project by photographer, David Goldblatt, and writer, Ivan Vladislavić, even though the 

collaborative mode of each work differs in its production and responsiveness.   

 This kind of collaborative work, particularly across mediums that use visuals and 

texts, demands extra participation from the viewer. Because the act of collaboration results 

in a mutual exchange of thoughts, ideas and perspectives, that can be both validated or 

distorted through their connection with another’s work, it is up to the viewer to locate and 

decipher the works’ connection. The viewer is compelled to search for that connection (or 

lack thereof) between the works, and then search for meaning within their own 

understanding, histories, memories. This creates a fascination not only with the content and 

form of the collaborative work itself, but with the process of creating it as well. This 

obsession with how artists collaborate to create work is a byproduct of witnessing 

collaborative works: to dissect them like a private detective looking for clues on intimacy, on 

how the artists interacted with each other while making the work. In that way, collaborative 

work both challenges and expands the artists themselves, and seems to transform those 

who dissect them into co-collaborators, in a way that is more powerful than when we engage 

with individual works. 

Before I understood the work inside stonewater, I was interested in its housing. A 

hard, fabric-covered, grey, partitioned clamshell box, that opened like book and a gift. The 

fabric covering is textured, gently detailed and intricate. Sliding the box out of its paper 

sleeve took work; the texture of the fabric covering meant it didn’t easily glide out. Instead, I 

had to push it, shake it, force it out. Putting it back into its sleeve was even more difficult. But 
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there was something about the way in which the housing required this physical intervention 

from me that hinted: you are part of this, now.   

Inside the box, there were two journals of similar sizes, slotted under a hard panel on 

the left and right hand side. In each, Glasfurd’s pencilled texts sat alongside Penn’s fine-line 

illustrations in pen, mostly of landscapes, nature, body parts and animals. The themes cover 

their shared interest in origins, human memory and experience. Glasfurd’s texts switch 

between her memories of her childhood in North Yorkshire and stories of her (then) current 

experience in NIROX, in the Cradle of Humankind. Penn’s illustrations look at both the very 

big and the very small, a mixture of personal, autobiographical and imagined, human and 

object. Penn and Glasfurd created the work like this: artist Penn began one book with an 

illustration. In the other book, writer Glasfurd began with a text. And then they swapped 

books each night, and responded to each other’s work in their own medium.  

There is no guidebook on how to navigate stonewater, how to read it or look at it, 

outside of one sentence in its introductory blurb: “The work can be read chronologically: 

drawing, text, drawing, text; or, can follow separately either drawing or text through or 

between the books.” It is less of a suggestion, and more of a challenge. They dare us to 

figure this out. But, it is not a picture book; the words do not tell the story of what is 

happening in the image. And the images are not illustrating the words. The connection 

between the words and images, if it exists at all, is fluid.  

I was struck by the repetitive line details of Penn’s drawings, a work of such minute 

detail it’s sometimes only possible to see a full picture from far away. But the concentration I 

needed to see each and every fine line up close, imagining them being etched into the very 

page I was holding, was where my fascination settled in, like thick fog. Then, reading 

Glasfurd’s words also begged for my focused attention. In order to decipher both an 

unfamiliar handwriting and make out the marks of her fading pencil, I had to read and re-

read sentences. The use of pencil here meant that, one day, these words would be gone. 

There is an eery feeling of threat within the delicacy of pencil: the words could be 

deliberately erased at any moment, and, over time, we know they will simply fade away on 
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their own. At one point Glasfurd even writes, “you will have forgotten you read this”.  The 

impermanence of the texts stirred a sense of urgency in me. An emergency need for 

consumption, to understand it before it was too late. The form and the mediums here meant 

I was preoccupied with the physical books; I was absorbed by imagining how they were 

handled and worked within. Suddenly, instead of seeing the work removed from me as a 

viewer, as I touched and thumbed it, I felt, too, like Penn and Glasfurd would have; 

physically part of the work.  

Swapping back and forth between the images and the texts turned me into an 

obsessive detective, hellbent on closing a cold case, searching for clues that would make 

the connection between the drawings and the words clear. It became a game with the 

artists, trying to imagine what they were considering in the other’s work when they 

responded: What part of the drawing does this sentence belong to? What is this fine-line 

rock formation drawing saying about that specific sentence? Why?  

Working on these books in collaboration became a daily ritual for the artist and writer; 

a labour that required consistency and loyalty from them both. In collaborative works of this 

responsive, simultaneous nature, it is clear artists need to trust each other, they need to rely 

on the other’s commitment to fulfilling their part. And, while it would be neat to be able to 

split the work 50/50 and fill out a scoresheet of who did what, the process of collaboration 

means it’s not as simple as that. There is the actual work, yes, but in collaborative works 

especially, there is also the space and time between creating the actual work. The moments, 

I imagine, that Penn and Glasfurd were eating together, walking near each other in the 

sculpture park at NIROX, waking up in separate rooms. The space given (encouraged, 

even) by each artist to the other, in which to create. Collaboration means that these 

moments become part of the process, too, as the collaborators consider each other’s work in 

silence, ruminate over their next responses, work with the assistance of the other’s 

prompting, keep the project growing. As Indian artist collective, Raqs Media Collective, puts 

it in Co-Art: Artists on Creative Collaboration, by Ellen Mara De Wachter: 
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Let us imagine a trio of mathematicians with different strengths, say a good 

geometer, a statistician, a specialist in number theory. In working together, they 

would find ways to make a problem yield a multiplicity of approaches. To break it 

down into ‘who did what’ would not make the event of this specific multiplicity more 

legible… But a collective’s life is also between moments of making. A waiting, replete 

with fallow, unspoken, unwritten, lingering time. A pregnant time, rich in possibilities 

and open to the unknown. What division of labour can these moments of fallowness 

have? 

I found myself obsessed with how the writer and artist interacted, how they worked 

together in the space. I would imagine them holding their books, walking over to each other, 

physically swapping the books every night, intimately enclosed by the dolomitic limestone 

strata and caves of NIROX that are so present in the work. Then, retreating to their separate 

rooms, looking at each other’s responses in silence. Maybe they stared at the other’s work 

like one would a text from a lover. Sometimes, maybe, like it was a picture from a child that 

isn’t yours. I created fictional stories for myself about them, as I wondered: Did they argue 

over this page? Did they give each other feedback each morning while they dished up 

communal eggs? Or did they stop talking entirely? The work bled out of the fabric box, and 

became, for me, a fixation with the intimacy between the artists.  

There became four ways to read stonewater: the texts alone, the drawings alone, the 

connection between the works as the artists’ intended – and then there is my reading of the 

artists themselves. And that is coloured by both the work and – more than in independent 

works – by the imagining of the creation of the work: of the artists physicality, their 

interaction, of their communication. The viewers of collaborative works are not passive. I’d 

argue that knowing it is a work of collaboration places a stronger consideration for the viewer 

on the concept of co-creation; on both the work and the workers, that instils an obligation of 

co-producer within them. We are a third co-collaborator of this work, compelled to assign 

meaning between the works, and to be dissectors of the workers’ relationship, and, 

therefore, to be part of the work.  
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It was something I also felt when looking at the work of TJ/Double Negative. The 

work, published as one project, consists of a book of Goldblatt’s photographs, TJ, and 

Vladislavić’s novel Double Negative. In Double Negative, a dropout, Neville Lister, follows an 

acclaimed photographer, Saul Auerbach, for a day. They play a game to pick three houses 

in Johannesburg, and knock on their doors in search of a story. What follows is a story about 

a young man’s transition through three phases in his life, from a university dropout pushing 

against Apartheid in the early ‘80s, to an adult who returns to Johannesburg to witness a 

post-Apartheid transition (or, non-transition). Goldblatt’s TJ includes 300 images that the 

photographer has taken over the course of more than sixty years photographing 

Johannesburg and its people. The images tell a story of the lives of Johannesburg residents, 

as they change (or don’t change) over time, in one of the most socially unequal cities in the 

world. Looking at them alone is not simply to see their subjects, but to assign a story to 

them, moulded from your own context, subjectivity and experience of the city. “Almost all of 

Goldblatt’s photographs have different layers of interpretation through which the viewers, 

according to their experience and previous knowledge, unravel a tale,” says the Hasselblad 

Foundation. 

While still presented as a collaborative work, this work is different from stonewater in 

that the collaboration didn’t take place at the same time. It is not, as stonewater is, a 

simultaneous work of response in real time. The images had been taken over six decades. 

The novel was written as a response to these; inspired by them; a “fictional companion” to 

them.  

Still, I was urged to search for connection between the images and the story. And, in 

this work, there is a more obvious bond. Perhaps it is the medium that helps guide this. 

Portrait images, for one, are more lucid, more easily “understood” than abstract line-work 

like Penn’s. And novels tell a story in a way that is (we hope) more transparent than, say, 

Glasfurd’s stream of consciousness in her journal-like entries. Also, in the most obvious way, 

Vladislavić’s novel is about a photographer that, according to reviewer Patrick Flanery on 

The Guardian, “bears more than a passing resemblance to Goldblatt himself”.  
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Connecting the novel to the images was not too far of a leap. When looked at 

alongside Double Negative, the portraits in TJ (which remained largely un-explained until 

now) are given a more distinct (albeit fictional) story. Vladislavić’s novel steers the way we 

look at the images and taunts us to consider the subject’s deeper story: are these images 

taken by the characters in the novel? Does the novel tell the story of one (or more) of the 

people in the portraits? There starts a kind of fill-in-the-gaps collaboration with the viewer, 

with me, as it allows us to merge and entangle the story and the images ourselves. The work 

is asking us to get involved, to submerge the two books and mix them with ourselves, so that 

we create our own concoction of this Johannesburg story. 

There is also an interest here in the way in which Goldblatt and Vladislavić interacted 

with each other through making this work. Because their works were not created 

simultaneously or in direct response to one another, it was more difficult to imagine the 

relationship between Goldblatt and Vladislavić, and the process of creating the work. But 

that didn’t stop me from wanting to. While these works felt more obviously connected, 

through theme, location and subject matter, they also felt colder and less intimately created. 

I wanted to picture the artists working together, tangibly handling the other’s work as they 

responded to it back and forth, in the same way I had with stonewater, but there was a 

distance this time. I couldn’t imagine them working together as intimately. Instead, I was 

drawn to daydreamed images of Vladislavić writing the novel surrounded by Goldblatt’s 

pictures, but not by him; an added layer of distance between me, the writer and the 

photographer, that seemed to both fuel and dull my obsession at different moments.  

This work also differed in its tone. While stonewater’s texts and drawings were 

delicate and intimate, both through medium and context, the work in TJ/Double Negative felt 

harder, stronger and more coarse. I’d argue here that it was the fact that this work was 

created about, and within, the city of Johannesburg – as opposed to the quiet of the Cradle 

of Humankind – that shaped the work’s style. Johannesburg, in all her grimy, chaotic glory, 

is central, of course, to both Goldblatt’s and Vladislavić’s work. This project, particularly, is 

almost more about the city itself than it is about the characters in Vladislavić’s novel or the 
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faces in TJ. And perhaps that is why I felt more like a forth co-collaborator than a third one; 

one more step removed from the process.  

In both works, the landscape plays a central role, both in content (stonewater’s 

drawings and stories about the rocks, the caves, and the birds at NIROX, and TJ/Double 

Negative’s story about, and images of, the people in the city) and in the process of creating. 

The space itself created different modes of collaboration. At NIROX, Glasfurd and Penn 

would have existed together, in a quiet, small space, surrounded by cultivated landscapes 

and water-ways. Each night they were intimately exchanging books hand-to-hand. It is no 

wonder, then, that the work feels more tactile; that it is easier to imagine the story of its 

creation. In Johannesburg, however, Vladislavić would have been working on his novel in a 

place that is instantly more layered and impersonal, but a place that Goldblatt had also 

explored. They shared and documented the same messy streets, restaurants, sounds and 

smells, years apart. The city is their shared collaborator, and it’s the city that, in classic 

Johannesburg form, adds walls that create space and distance between us as viewers, and 

even between Goldblatt and Vladislavić in their work.  

Looking at stonewater and TJ/Double Negative, it is clear that collaborative works 

between artists and writers demand more participation from a viewer. On one hand, looking 

at collaborative works, by their nature, asks a viewer to consider the connection between the 

works, whether they are responsive or not. But it also introduces a stronger desire within the 

viewer to lean closer to the artists and writers themselves, to become more intimately 

acquainted with how the work was created, with a focus on physicality, location, space and 

time. This dissection of the work and the workers pulls the viewer in, so that, eventually, they 

are entangling with the artists in a way that screams: I am part of this now.  
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