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10. Corner Loving: Ways of Speaking about Love 

MADEYOULOOK 

(Published in Soske, J and Walsh, S, 2016, Ties That Bind. 

Johannesburg: Wits Press) 

 

MADEYOULOOK is an artist collaborative working in 

Johannesburg. For the past four years, we have been thinking about 

issues of ‘black love’. We are interested in love, specifically romantic 

love, as an intellectual concept, worthy of rigorous and critical 

engagement. It is difficult to speak about love in this way. In 

contemporary art, it is largely a subject relegated to the arena of 

emotion and not warranting serious intellectual consideration. 

Contemporary art has disassociated itself radically from its 

Romantic past and today addresses such subjects with cynicism and 

even disdain. It is not difficult to dismiss love, to challenge its 

relevance, to question its existence—it is far more difficult to begin 

to speak about love as a potentially subversive and illuminating 

subject.  

We are particularly interested in black love and thinking about 

how ‘black people in love’ can serve as a subject of inquiry that 

might bring to the fore new or nuanced understandings of our 

contemporary moment. Part of the difficulty of this discussion is its 

complexity and its entanglement with broader issues of black life, 

and this difficulty represents itself in this chapter, which potentially 

covers too many areas and is in some parts introductory—

nonetheless we attempt it because we see it as important. It is 

important to speak about black love because the subject is so 

underrepresented, especially in South Africa. Few narratives exist of 

black people in love, both in popular and critical discourse. Rather, 

the tropes of hypersexuality, the black body, promiscuity, and 

lovelessness assume all the spaces for imagining black people in 
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love. There must exist a space for considering black love as love in 

itself, as intimacy, care, and mutual recognition.  

In 2014, MADEYOULOOK produced a body of work entitled 

Corner loving that consisted of drawings, texts and a series of 

lectures, in order to explore love and black love in complex urban 

settings. The ongoing body of work initially existed as an exhibition 

shown at GoetheonMain in Johannesburg, and later revised for 

Ellipses journal in 2015 (MADEYOULOOK, 2015). ‘Corner loving’ is a 

term we have adopted for the practice of lovers meeting on street 

corners, often at night. It occurs in places such as townships and 

the inner city of Johannesburg. These corners serve as places for 

lovers (most often in new love) to meet ‘privately’ to spend time 

together. Initially, our interest in corner loving as a practice was to 

think about and question why couples would find the public space of 

the street the most suitable space for privacy and intimacy. We 

were interested in the social factors that this reflected: crowded 

homes, living spaces shared with strangers, conservative parents, 

scarce resources for other spaces such as restaurants. Through 

exploring the practice, however, the question of love in itself 

became central and the project began to explore broader themes. 

The project sought to express the multiple dimensions of 

corner loving through three forms of media. First, we worked with 

Nolan Dennis and Pandeani Liphosa to develop architectural-style 

drawings of these corners. The drawings endeavoured to determine 

corner loving as a practice worthy of critical interrogation. Second, 

we included texts of fiction and non-fiction narratives in order to 

express the intricate and intimate elements of black love, as well as 

to locate it historically. Third, we organised a lecture series that 

explored the various thematic aspects represented in the practice of 

corner loving. Thembinkosi Goniwe, Ashraf Jamal, and Danai 

Mupotsa gave lectures. The lecture series created a platform to 

bring together people who were interested in starting to speak 
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about love, and to try to understand what a discourse on love might 

mean  

Black Love and a Re-Imagined Lexicon 

Throughout the process, the ways in which varying media 

‘speak’ about love differently became evident. In each medium, 

there existed a different kind of articulation, a different kind of 

elocution. It became clear that the ways in which we ‘speak’ about 

love determine the weight and criticality of the subject itself—both 

in form and in content. In general, it was difficult for all involved in 

the project (writers, lecturers, audiences) to find the right form of 

articulation, to find the right words and tones, to develop a new 

language (or way of speaking). We struggled with visual imaging of 

love and corner loving in particular. When considering a form or 

medium in which to explore this practice, we considered 

photography, film, and other options. However, we were constantly 

concerned about how to represent this practice without over-

emphasising sexuality perceived as ‘inherent’, or demeaning the 

privacy of these lovers. These mediums too easily became 

voyeuristic and created a surface-level representation rather than 

excavating the underlying, more interesting, issues. 

The perception of sexuality as ‘inherent’ became a question 

for us. How would we depict a practice of love by black people, in 

ways that moved outside of the tropes of hypersexuality and 

promiscuity? It was this assumption of the ‘inherent’ that was the 

core issue: black working class love is underrepresented and there 

is little imagery to which our minds can turn. We, as artists then, 

were at a loss of an imagination to draw upon: there was not an 

immediately available language to use. A lexicon particular to black 

love, outside of the stereotypes, does not exist. Since it is the 

intention of this text to begin this discussion, we will attempt to 

address preliminarily, a few key words.  
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 Love: when referring to love, we refer specifically to romantic 

love, a feeling of love between a hetero- or homosexual couple not 

determined by time frame, age of lovers, or religious determination. 

We are specifically interested in romantic love—rather than other 

forms of love—because we see it as a subject that holds a 

contemporary urgency, where other forms of love such as that of 

parenthood or between siblings has a more comfortable or already 

engaged place in black narratives. While these subjects certainly 

warrant further exploration, romantic love has a more immediate 

priority as a space for engaging an almost entirely unexplored 

issue. Affect/affective language: as opposed to love, affect 

refers to the experience of feeling and emotion. This might refer to 

negative, positive, or other feelings, but it exists in direct opposition 

to the assumed impartiality of distanced academic jargon. 

 Black love: ‘black love’ is a term that requires the emphasis 

of blackness. In the sense that loving in itself, as a popular idea, 

has not included those who are black, it directly references an 

absence that needs to be filled. Black love in particular refers to 

love between two individuals who self-identify as black or brown, 

and form associations on those terms. In this text, we refer to black 

as a self-identification of various peoples across the globe, but most 

often refer to the specific experiences of blackness in South Africa. 

Tenderness: refers to an aspect of love that might include such 

feelings or responses as carefulness, gentleness, intimacy, and 

softness. Language/lexicon: refers to the words and collection of 

words that might be used to define and in so doing imagine a thing. 

Speaking/talking: refers to the act of using a language or lexicon, 

in verbal, written, artistic and other forms. 

 

Love and Black Love in Contemporary Art 

The underrepresentation of love within contemporary art is 

largely a consequence of visual art’s break with Romanticism of the 
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nineteenth century and a replacement by High Modernist ideals of a 

more austere, abstract and anti-humanist form in the twentieth 

century (Dijkstra 2006). Contemporary art functions very much in 

the aftermath of Modernism and has failed to retrieve much of the 

positive affective interests of its predecessors. While sexuality, the 

body, gender politics, and Queer theory have become ubiquitous in 

contemporary art practice, this is often in the form of a distanced 

and cynical approach to the romantic or sexual.1 Another trend in 

contemporary depictions of love is an ironic use of the sugary and 

whimsical. Damien Hirst’s All You Need is Love, Love, Love (2009), 

Jeff Koons’ Hanging Heart (1994-2006) and Robert Indiana’s Love 

(1966-1999) are typical of this embellished and overstated Pop 

sensibility. The over-saturated love motifs from popular culture such 

as butterflies, heart shaped canvases, heart-shaped Valentine’s 

balloons, and the word LOVE in upper-case letters have only served 

to lock the subject of love within the sphere of cynical frivolity and 

sentimentality.  

While significant works abound on reclaiming black sexualities 

and bodies, such as those of Kara Walker and Carrie Mae Weems, 

and locally the likes of Zanele Muholi and Nicholas Hlobo, direct 

references to love and black love as concepts in themselves are 

rare. Zina Saro-Wiwa’s Eaten by the Heart Part 1: How do Africans 

Kiss? (2012), and the Lagos leg of the broader Progress of Love 

(2012/2013) exhibition at CCA (Centre for Contemporary Art), 

Lagos are two interesting additions. Saro-Wiwa’s work has received 

acclaim. A video work, it consists primarily of interviews with 

Africans on their experiences of love in an African context, 

particularly in relation to the examples of black love—whether 

parents or other elders—that existed in their lives. This work points 

to the lack of such images and imaginations.  

bell hooks’ All About Love: New Visions (2000) is perhaps the 

most seminal work on love and black people in love, providing the 
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basis for much of the discourse on the subject. The book explores 

the natures of all forms of black love including community, non-

nuclear family and friendship love, but largely dismisses romantic 

love to brutality, patriarchy and pain—primarily based on hooks’ 

personal experience. The book is important in that it seeks a 

personalised and affective approach to speaking about love; 

however, it does not engage romantic love outside of the negative. 

However, there are a number of blogs and popular on-line media 

forums on black love, located in the U.S., that are aimed at 

encouraging ‘healthy black relationships’ such as 

blackloveforum.com and blackloveandmarriage.com. By 

comparison, little exists in the South African context outside of 

music and some representations on television: much Afro-Pop, 

some Maskandi and Isicathamiya in music, Emzini wezinsizwa and 

Bophelo ke sempheko more historically, and the drama series 

InterSEXions aired on South African television, as well as in writing 

by the likes of Can Themba (1972), Todd Matshikiza (1961), and 

Phaswane Mphe (2001). 

A contemporary South African artist who has addressed and 

explored questions of love and LGBTQ relationships through her 

photography is Zanele Muholi. One image, Katlego Mashiloane and 

Nosipho Lavuta, Ext 2, Lakeside, Johannesburg (from the series 

Being, 2007) subtly and beautifully reflects some of the key 

questions of love in contemporary South Africa. The image depicts a 

couple, one sitting on the other’s lap, in the moment of a kiss, 

clearly in a kitchen—most likely of a working class home. The 

couple sit closely and intimately, squeezed into a small kitchen next 

to a coal stove. The image is shot in a tight frame emphasising the 

intimacy and domesticity of the space, and therefore emphasising 

the intimacy of the moment—the photographer herself sharing 

closeness and rapport with her subjects. The kitchen and the stove 

in particular attribute this intimacy to a working class couple, and 
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therefore speak of love and closeness between two people whose 

love is often undermined. The coal stove might be a historical 

reference, connecting this couple to generations of black love in 

working class worlds; however the image is shot in contemporary 

saturated colour, which brings it directly into the present moment. 

The image propels ‘ordinary’ black love into normalcy, the couple’s 

intimacy and closeness is made every day, on a historical 

continuum, and the viewer is compelled to directly relate to this 

couple’s love. This image is powerful because we identify directly 

with a lesbian couple in love—an important political point in 

contemporary South Africa. And yet the image is powerful for what 

it does for black love as a whole—especially in a contemporary art 

field that is otherwise so lacking in this subject matter. 

It is from this narrow space of representation that 

contemporary creative discourse must now try to find ways of 

speaking about love. Our experience has been that many people 

struggle to discuss love, and particularly black love. When 

introducing the idea of corner loving to people in our daily 

conversations, many used words such as ‘illicit’, ‘clandestine’, 

‘furtive’, ‘not quite kosher’ and ‘not protected by the marriage bed’. 

When imagining public displays of love and intimacy by black 

people, the immediate responses are negative. By comparison, we 

can imagine, the picture of a white couple kissing on a bench would 

not evoke the same visceral responses. Further to this, there 

seemed to be a difficulty for many to understand and then articulate 

why a subject such as corner loving would even be considered (or 

considered separately to forms of public displays of affection) for 

such detailed study. This reflects, albeit crudely, a general difficulty 

in recognising and then further articulating a discourse on black 

love. 

 

The Challenge of Speaking about Black Love 
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At the Bonani Africa photography conference in 2010, 

Thembinkosi Goniwe challenged the South African art world and 

academia to begin making work about love. Consequently, we 

asked Goniwe to deliver a lecture about these themes as part of 

Corner loving. Goniwe’s lecture was the last in a three-part series 

following talks by Danai Mupotsa and Ashraf Jamal, all part of the 

exhibition installation Corner loving at GoetheonMain in 

Johannesburg. Mupotsa’s lecture centred on the ‘white wedding’ as 

a complex reflection of middle class black identities, of the self and 

social context rather than the trope of appropriation that is often 

attributed to the practice. Jamal’s lecture dealt with the issue of 

empathy, and love as empathic tool. In all three lectures, there 

remained the difficulty of finding the right register, the right 

approach, and the right words to fully articulate the role that a 

discourse on black love can play in our broader understandings of 

contemporary society. For brevity’s sake we focus here on Goniwe’s 

lecture, in which he applied a number of interesting approaches that 

might help us start to find possible ways of speaking about love. 

The primary basis of Goniwe’s lecture was to present the 

subject of love along a genealogy of thought that begins with 

Njabulo Ndebele’s Rediscovery of the Ordinary (1986) and 

continues with Albie Sachs’ Preparing Ourselves for Freedom 

(1991). Both Ndebele and Sachs wrote at a period when the end of 

apartheid was in sight and pioneered the beginning of a 

conversation on imagining a post-apartheid society. For both there 

was the significant need to focus on issues of ordinary life, such as 

love, and an emphasis on the ability of creative forms to best 

articulate this. For Goniwe, the development of an intellectual 

discourse specifically on love is part of the political project of 

reclaiming the ordinary and ordinarily powerful parts of life that 

have been denied by our history. Presenting the discourse of love 

within this genealogy immediately infers a political and intellectual 
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weight to the subject of black love that is otherwise denied. 

Furthermore, this weight then enables a more tentative 

experimentation with words and tonalities, enabling a move away 

from strict, stifling academic jargon (which would otherwise be 

necessary to establish some ‘seriousness’) and to move towards an 

affective and intimate way of speaking about love. It is this act—of 

intimate and tender language—that is perhaps most profound and 

most important to a new discourse on black love.  

Goniwe began his lecture with a confession: ‘Initially I was 

reluctant to talk. Because I stopped doing talks. For two reasons: 

they “put you out there”, and they render you vulnerable.’ Goniwe’s 

confession established an intimate connection to the audience, a 

request for trust and affinity. This is a request to earnestly engage, 

for the purposes of building a discussion, and with people who are 

invested in a similar project. With vulnerability comes an implicit 

request for a response that reflects a similar tenderness from the 

audience, as that with which the ideas will be proffered. This is a 

courtship of sorts: an affective relationship is attempted. In doing 

so, Goniwe creates a tone that reflects the complexity of the subject 

he is discussing and ensures a collective recognition of the fragility 

of the subject and its potential for thought. Goniwe then dedicated 

the lecture to MADEYOULOOK as his former students, explicitly 

indicating his choice to render himself vulnerable as part of 

developing a community of practice, as a teacher, but also in 

dedication, as a peer. Further, the dedication was a sentimental act 

attributing a personal significance to his students. In so doing, 

Goniwe again rendered himself vulnerable and specified his lecture 

as a space of tenderness and care-full discussion. 

At the same time, Goniwe was able to merge words of 

tenderness with hard-hitting statements that point to the political 

power and necessity of speaking about love. Quoting Steve Biko 

and Frantz Fanon, Goniwe connected the potential for love as a 
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revolutionary subject and posited that a return to the writings of  

these theorists reveals an argument for the role of love in 

reclaiming black identities. His words did not belittle or ‘make soft’ 

the contemporary urgency of such a conversation. He connected the 

terms of intimacy with the terms of critique. Goniwe went on to talk 

about how a discourse on love might be developed and encouraged 

the seeking out of entry points into a discussion about love. In so 

doing, we may begin to find texts (visual and written) that can 

assist us with ways of speaking about love. In referencing Biko, 

Fanon, Homi Bhabha and other writers who may not directly discuss 

the topic of black love, Goniwe revealed that through their writing 

we might find theoretical lenses from which to consider it.  

What Goniwe points to is the investment in varied texts as 

potential interfaces and intersections. While there may not be a 

myriad of direct references to black love currently, a number of 

texts exist that can be entry points or catalysts for wider ideas. In 

his lecture he referenced the work of writer Ama Ata Aidoo (2006) 

and connected it to the artworks of Zanele Muholi and Tracey Rose 

among others. Goniwe provides a tool or technique by which we 

may find images, words and approaches that collectively enable the 

content from which the discussion is possible. While Muholi’s work 

explores queer identities primarily, the insertion of narratives of 

intimacy, sexuality, and even love, means her work serves as a 

prompt into discussions of black love. Rose’s The Kiss (2001) 

explores wider themes of race and gender, but has an overarching 

theme of romance that enables an entry into conversations about 

love. Further in quoting Aidoo’s work, Goniwe claims the importance 

of recognising and exchanging with the ideas and works of artists, 

scholars, writers and others who are asking the same questions and 

engaging themes of black love.  

 

Drawing Love on The Corner: Visual Tonality 
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The Corner loving project searched for a language to bring 

together a critical perspective on knowledge production and a 

tender and mindful tonality. Over a four-year period, we sought out 

a visual form that would represent the critical aspects of the 

project, define the practice within a canon of thought, and achieve a 

tonality that reflects the subject matter itself. We found this form in 

drawing. We needed to remove the couples from the image of 

corner loving, partly to ensure privacy of the corners and also to 

avoid a voyeuristic (and therefore judgmental) tone in the work. We 

were interested in considering the practice in an open and 

inquisitive way. We needed a form that would reflect this openness 

visually. Furthermore we were interested in a medium or language 

that would be truthful to the contexts in which corner loving 

happens, but would also reflect a beauty and reverence for the 

practice. By using drawing, the images would represent an essence 

of a space rather than a clinical accuracy.  

At the same time, we were interested in a form that would 

enable a rigorous interrogation of the practice. In so doing, we were 

interested (as we have been in previous work) in who determines 

the production of knowledge and about what subjects. To develop 

an approach that would elevate this practice and its social 

circumstances to a worthiness of consideration as knowledge 

production, we used notation and pseudo-scientific data to detail 

the number of cars and pedestrians in the area, the level of light, 

the circumference of light coverage, the sound levels and 

surrounding points of interest among others. Some of the notations 

referred to colloquial practice, attempting to enter these into an 

intellectual lexicon: ‘Kapa-ring: is also a feature of corner loving. 

Friends of ten accompany one another and will hang back and hang 

out at a respectful distance while their friend meets their partner > 

security feature > peer socialisation > moral support.’ The notations 

are detailed and numerous, requiring investment from the viewer 
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with the content of the image. The content of the notations, and the 

extent of the data create a sense of a confidential sharing of the 

privacies of that corner. This produces an intimacy between the 

viewer and the corner. 

The drawings are in a formal architectural-plan style, in a 

removed ‘digital language’ to emphasise the ‘scientific’ or formal 

nature of the studies. While formalist and removed, the drawings 

are also simple and beautiful. The lines are fine and reduced, giving 

the drawings a light and open sensibility―emphasising the positive 

aspects of the practice. The fragility and intricacy of the lines, and 

the detail of the notations, require that the viewer engage the work 

up close and over some time in order to read the notations. 

 

Archives of Black Love 

While some level of tenderness was achieved in the formal 

nature of the drawings, we still felt that the intrinsic individual and 

personal experiences of these corners were, in some way, missing. 

In considering a medium that might bring to the fore a deeper and 

more nuanced understanding of the ways in which lovers 

understand their own practice, and exist within a broader and long 

standing tradition of love, we looked to written narrative. 

The project featured five texts from archives and 

contemporary writers. The five texts were placed in ad hoc piles in 

the exhibition space and did not stand in direct relation to the other 

elements in the show, but rather as things in themselves. Each pile 

had 300 copies and could be taken home by exhibition visitors, 

therefore serving as a disseminator of the ideas put forward in the 

texts. The first is an archival love letter from a migrant worker to 

his wife at home in rural Bechuanaland of the 1930s. The letter 

breaks from the well- documented bhupi bo fedile narrative—failed 

masculinities, absent fathers, migrant poverty and urban 

acculturation—that has come to be associated with migrancy in 
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South Africa and migrant letter writing of the time (Breckenridge 

2000; Schapera 1941; and others from a large literature). The 

writer begins: ‘I still think of how we loved each other.’ The writer 

uses poetic phrases and evokes a fragile nostalgia that accentuates 

his faithful recollection of his wife’s body, their closeness, and their 

shared sexual intimacy. It is also worth noting that the letter exists 

within a broader context of illiteracy. It may have been written by a 

literate interlocutor and read by an intermediary (Breckenridge 

2000). This dynamic hints at a historical trajectory for the public-

ness of intimacy and love between black people over time.  

The second text, an excerpt from Todd Matshikiza’s 

autobiographical book Chocolates for My Wife (1961,126), is the 

author’s recollection of an incident involving apartheid police while 

waiting late one night for the bus home. Recounting the exchange 

he writes: 

 

‘Oh Ghod, this one of the King Kong kaffirs. Okay an’ what’s 
that you got in the parcel, jong?’ 
‘It’s choc’lat’s, baas, choc’lat’s for my wife. I jus’ got them 
now from a friend.’ 
‘Oho, Jesus, Piet listen to this one. Of all my night shifts I 
never met a baboon like this one.’ They gathered around me. 

‘Please, baas, don’t break the box.’ 
‘Ha, ha, ha ... caw ... caw ... caw, ha, ha, ha,’ until they split 
their sides with laughter. ‘The monkey got choc’lat’s for his 
wife ...’ 
They laughed into their big police van and their echo drifted 
into the night echoing long after they had gone. ‘The maid is 
now called wife, caw, caw, caw, and choc’lat’s for her!’ 
 

Matshikiza’s literary re-creation of an emotionally brutal 

encounter with apartheid is reflective of deeply seated societal 

preconceptions about the ways in which black people love or show 

affection—the policeman indicates that he has never seen a black 

man with chocolates for his wife. Further, it points to the ways in 

which black people in South Africa have been ‘allowed’ to love, 
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where social constructs and laws determined who could love, when, 

and how—as well as how the state could insert itself into the most 

intimate parts of people’s lives. While much has been discussed 

around the ways in which love across races was outlawed and 

policed by the apartheid state (through legislation such as the 

Immorality Act and its amendments, and the Prevention of Mixed 

Marriages Act), Matshikiza and his box of chocolates—much like the 

migrant’s letter—highlight how structural racism has defined the 

ways in which black love can exist and so often fails. It is important 

to note the language of the interaction: the culture of discrimination 

and denigration that denies the empowering of love. Matshikiza 

immediately uses the word ‘baas’ to assume an inferior position for 

his own protection, and that of the chocolates, while the policemen 

use words such as ‘Kaffir’, ‘baboon’, ‘monkey’―all words that deny 

the humanism that love affirms.  

This passage points directly to the difficulties of imagination 

where black love is concerned. The act of a black man taking home 

chocolates for his wife is inconceivable to his persecutors. But even 

more unthinkable is the possibility that a ‘boy’ can be a husband 

and the ‘maid’ a wife, or that black bodies can be deserving of love. 

Matshikiza goes on: 

  

I crawled into bed beside my long suffering wife who had not 
slept for many nights, exhausted with King Kong happenings. 
Lay on my back gazing into the ceiling where the flickering 
candlelight danced ever so gently, drawing images of travel 
and freedom.  
‘Darling, let’s try somewhere else.’ 
‘Mh ...’ 
‘England.’ 
‘America.’ 
‘Anywhere else on earth is better than here.’ 

 

Matshikiza’s (1961, 127) conversation with his wife Esme, 

following immediately after his encounter with the police, reveals a 
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desperation for normality, dignity, and the right to love (or bear 

chocolates for one’s wife) that can be possible only outside of the 

apartheid state. 

The third archival text (ANC Archives), a letter co-authored by 

two young lovers who are also Umkhonto we Sizwe soldiers exiled 

at the height of apartheid, explores just this, and extends the 

questions of love in a political climate of such ‘un-ordinariness’. It is 

part of a national discourse that denies or downplays the strength 

of the ordinary that is retained in the midst of such extremes (as 

Goniwe discusses in relation to framings of the black body as 

capable only of revolution). Importantly, this letter is part of a 

larger archive of MK soldiers in exile requesting the help or 

permission of the ANC to see long estranged family members, or to 

help bury their deceased parents, and commonly for permission to 

marry. In many cases, the ANC supported MK soldiers, even paying 

lobola (Lissoni and Suriano 2014). This couple writes to the ANC 

leadership in Tanzania requesting permission to get married. The 

letter voices an awkward hybrid of bureaucratic parlance and the 

vulnerable language of two people in love. This is particularly 

challenging when attempting to establish that love can be a 

profound, stable phenomenon, and at once a dizzying emotion. The 

letter points to a generation of young people who sought to find 

some connection between revolutionary intentions and ‘normal’ life. 

A powerful attempt in a difficult world.  

 

Romantic Inheritance and Intimate Frames of Reference 

Finally, we commissioned two texts by young black writers for 

the Corner loving project. The first is by writer Buyani Duma (2014) 

and is a fictional parody entitled Skhotane Love. The text is a 

humorous and disturbing first-person narrative of a young woman 

embarrassed to ask her friend to re-use her weave, second-hand. 

The woman, who is considered ‘the princess Diana of the taxi 



16	
	

ranks’, and would otherwise be seen only in the best and newest 

attire, can no longer afford these because she is in love with a 

Skhotane man. Skhotane is a term referring to a subculture of 

predominantly young black men who wear exorbitantly expensive 

Italian clothing—characterised by large floral prints and brightly 

coloured Carvela shoes—and then burn them (and often burn cash) 

in conspicuous displays of manic consumption. This text is 

significant in its honest and stark reflection of the legacies of black 

love through apartheid and social degradation of ‘ordinary’ life and 

love. In many ways it indicates the difficult contemporary state of 

love that emanates from the difficult situations reflected in the 

archival texts we discuss. The protagonist feeds her lover’s lifestyle 

because she is in love with him, and because she is enamoured by a 

post-1994 South Africa that reflects its freedom in wild 

consumption. This text reflects a contemporary moment where 

black love is deeply challenged by poverty and inequality and the 

ways in which these function in black imaginaries and intimacy.  

The final text, kwaGagashe: A Micro Short, by poet and writer 

Pamella Dlungwana (2014), is a fictional narrative about a Maskandi 

musician who takes his broken accordion to a traditional healer to 

be fixed. Without it, he is unable to ‘speak’ his love, as the 

accordion serves as a metamorphosing tool for emotional 

expression. Dlungwana’s text is an exemplary approach to finding 

ways of speaking about language. Key to her approach is the use of 

localised and dialectal terms, metaphors and references that, if 

understood, reflect the myriad complexities of black love, intimacy, 

emotion, and romantic inheritance. Dlungwana invokes an individual 

who is a complex—but in many ways ordinary—combination of 

rural/township, traditional/modern, and mute/expressive in ways 

that reflect a contemporary South African reality. In the following, 

Dlungwana makes a number of references that contextualise this 
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love, and through association reflect its inherent (and important) 

blackness: 

 

In the evening light with cars drooping by, he knows her eyes 
in the headlights of a gusheshe which pull black streaks from 
the depths of her shy brown eyes, he hears the twitter of her 
Madam as she passes them mid embrace and in his chorus, 
he hears the mischief of the neighbourhood brats as they play 
unsolicited back up. These things make her smile, they make 
her hide her face in his chest and laugh as she scratches the 
ground with her shoe, leaving some illegible mark for the ants 
to decipher. 

 

Corner loving is suggested in the mention of her eyes flashing 

in light of passing cars, and in the range of potential voyeurs. The 

phrase ‘he knows her eyes in the headlights of a gusheshe’ 

suggests they mainly meet in this public way, and that their 

familiarity is determined within this context. The ‘gusheshe’ and the 

‘illegible mark’ left in the ground evoke a township setting, and 

determine the couple as black—defining and acknowledging a 

specific black experience. 

Dlungwana’s text tells of a ‘Madam’—suggesting the woman is 

a domestic worker, and alluding to the power dynamics of domestic 

labour, live-in help, and the limitations of working class 

relationships. The presence of ‘neighbourhood brats’ confirms the 

public nature of the lovers’ meeting, and their playfulness suggests 

a comfort from growing up in the familiarity of corner loving, a 

familiarity only possible in the context of working class townships, 

where boy children have the freedom to be in the streets in the 

evenings. She continues: 

  

it’s a clumsy european man and his heartache and 
Makhosonke’s waited an additional 2 and a half hours for 
Gagashe to see it, to tell him if he can teach it to speak, to 
hold utalagu and the patter of children to come in the cusp of 
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its hands, to keen as he keens, to plant the grass in the sky 
and paint the sky on the ground to suit her whim and fancy. 

 

Dlungwana refers to the accordion as ‘a clumsy european 

man’ that requires some kind of repair or tuning to suit the 

specificities of expressions of love by black people. In so doing she 

claims black love for itself, rather than as a copy or appropriation of 

someone or something else. The protagonist waits for Gagashe to 

teach his accordion to speak, suggesting the inadequacy of its 

current way of speaking. Dlungwana goes on to attempt to describe 

the specificities of black expressions of love, as in ‘the patter of 

children to come in the cusp of its hands, to keen as he keens’. She 

references metaphors of the Zulu language: ‘to hold utalagu’, and 

‘to plant the grass in the sky and paint the sky on the ground’, 

expressions that would not be understood without knowledge of the 

language. By so doing, she elaborates a poetic tradition intrinsic to 

the structure of the language, which recognises the language in 

itself as historically and inherently capable of, and connected to, 

romance and love.   

The poetics of Dlungwana’s tone and structure make the 

reading of the text layered and emotive. Multiple re-readings 

expose clearer understandings and richer layers of metaphor, 

insinuation, and musicality. The form takes on a lyrical tempo 

echoing the Maskandi music to which she refers. In its complexities 

and multi-layeredness exists a veiling and opacity that creates a 

kind of intimacy and secrecy of the content, providing in 

Dlungwana’s word choices the privacy and reverence of the subject 

of love. There is too, a political act in the opaqueness and the 

layered-ness of localised metaphor. Dlungwana writes for an 

‘insider’; this is a text more easily readable to the working class, 

Zulu-speaking corner lover rather than the educated, middle-class 

university professor. By writing this way, she creates content for 
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posterity, and interrogation that serves a different audience. Unlike 

the academy, which seeks to explain and to translate otherness into 

‘real’ knowledge, Dlungwana recognizes this form as knowledge in 

itself. This is a form of knowledge production that, as the drawings 

attempted, seeks to create content about subjects that are at worst 

deemed below the esteem of the academy or at best seen as 

objects that illustrate and interpret. 

 

Conclusion: Towards a New Imaginary  

The significance of Corner loving lies in the need to develop a 

language and discourse about black love. In the production of 

knowledge exists a project about defining and attempting to 

understand ordinary and localised practice, context and society. 

Based on an empirical engagement and in an affective response to 

the complexities of this knowledge, there exists the potential for 

real shifts in the way we come to understand each other and 

ourselves. It is important for us that the nature of black love, and 

understanding it, be part of a broader engagement with South 

African society and the ways in which individuals, couples, and 

communities negotiate the politics of the ordinary and powerful 

parts of life. As Ndebele (1986) urged at the turn of apartheid, 

these new knowledges and reclamations of otherwise un-addressed 

parts of life remain imperative to a recovery of the self. 

There are a small number of writers, thinkers, and artists who 

are seeking to express these issues, to unpack the nature of black 

love throughout the world, and to probe what it means for how we 

understand ourselves. As such individuals come together and begin 

these discussions, the words we use and the languages we develop 

become increasingly critical ways of ensuring that we understand 

each other (at a basic level), and that we are able to work outside 

of the stereotypes of contemporary rhetoric, in order to move 

toward a visceral and embodied understanding of our words and of 
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black love itself. The Corner loving project attempted to bring 

together a group of people, all searching for the words to speak 

about black love. In so doing, we became increasingly aware of our 

inability to connect to each other, and to our audiences. By distilling 

our successes and achievements—the words, the turns of phrase, 

the tonalities, the vulnerabilities—we might be able to begin to build 

a lexicon, and in so doing a new imaginary of black love. 
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