
Public Art in Community Spaces: participatory processes towards co 
creation and co-ownership.

Trinity Session Case Study:
Diepsloot: I love you; I love you not. Artworks programme for the Diepsloot, 
Extension 2, public environment upgrade. 2011-2012.

Commissioned by the City of Johannesburg, implemented by the 
Johannesburg Development Agency.

Curated and Coordinated by the Trinity Session in collaboration with the 
Diepsloot Arts and Culture Network and Sticky Situations. 



As part of a 3-year contract with the City of Johannesburg to curate and coordinate public art programmes for a series of upgrade areas in the greater 
Johannesburg metro area, the Dieplsoot: I love you, I love you not. programme demonstrates the logics of co-production and co-authorship through 
strategic creative collaborative involving the participation of local stakeholders; small businesses, community groups, and city departments.  

The artworks programme was phased over two years in accordance with the upgrade programme.  The Trinity Session’s appointment was finalised 6 
months into the first financial year of the upgrade (2010-2011) leaving six months to research and develop a curatorial strategy for implementation.  
Work thus commenced with the surveying of potential sites and collaborators near the upgrade area.  

Diepsloot project area and proposed locations for public artwork

CONTEXT



ORIENTATION

Integral to this research period was the identification of key players within the community who could assist with public reach, creative exchanges 
and educational and training opportunities. Initial meetings took place in Johannesburg with 2610 South Architects the urban designers appointed 
to the upgrading of the Taxi Rank and adjacent public realm. 2610 South Architects in turn introduced The Trinity Session to Sticky Situations a 
dynamic organization which had been working on the ground for some time in the area; facilitating various solutions around service delivery in 
the township. In turn The Trinity Session was introduced to the Diepsloot Arts and Culture Network (DACN) a collective of multi-skilled 
performance artists whose networks extended to a range of other community-based organisations including recyclers, semi-skilled and skilled 
trades people, and so forth.

CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES: TURNING POLICY CONSTRAINTS AND DEADLINES TO THE PROJECT AND CLIENTS ADVANTAGE.

Neither the budget nor the 6-month time frame afforded, in the first phase of the programme was sufficient to produce a tangible, piece of public 
art. In addition, the % for Public Art Policy within in the City of Johannesburg, priotises capital expenditure over operational expenditure. These 
constraints indicated that we should rather motivate for a more intensive process of social interaction and engagement with various players 
within the upgrade area in the first phase and use this period to develop a series of conceptual designs that would form the basis for a final design 
and build programme that would unfold in the following financial year.

STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIPS

The DACN’s annual festival and parade was an important point of focus for the organization at the time of meeting them, yet they had limited 
funds for their June 2011 festival, hence we entered into a strategic creative partnership, where their social reach within the community could 
assist in identifying a variety of participants as well as creative solutions for the research and design phase of the artworks programme; which in 
turn would feed the creative workshop process required to generate the narrative, look and feel and potential spatial impact of the piece of 
public art imagined for the site. The parade would thus become an all-encompassing research, design and documentation tool, to facilitate 
community participation and buy in and media interest for the artworks programme, and provide the necessary creative content to inform the 
implementation plan for the making of the sculpture in the next financial year. 



ANCHOR TENANTS AND SITE CHARACTERISTICS

Relative to the sites suggested by City for artistic interventions in the upgrade area, the Muzomuhle Primary School located along Dieplsoot
West Street  - a long stretch of road leading towards the river that runs through extension 2, was suitably positioned as a host venue and 
location for the installation of a possible linear sculpture concept. And given that much of the public realm works by City were centered on 
improved conditions for pedestrians, the extended sidewalks north and east of the school lent themselves to a street parade that would 
simultaneously orientate an audience to part of the upgrade area while aligning the narrative of the parade with educational and youth 
centered challenges in Diepsloot.



SEEING DIEPSLOOT THROUGH INTERGENERATIONAL EXCHANGE

Together with Sticky Situations and the Diepsloot Arts and Culture Network – workshop participants were identified through a publicly announced 
audition process, which enabled the sourcing of creatives from the township. The register developed through the audition process in turn informed 
the selection of participants for the concept development workshops that took place over a period of a week at Muzomuhle Primary School. 



GENERATING THE NARRATIVE

The Township of Diepsloot was settled after 1994, as compared to the more historically well-known Townships of Johannesburg such as 
Alexandra or Soweto, whose social and cultural identities were forged through the colonial and apartheid eras of South Africa. Hence the 
identification of content, narratives of place and current conditions as well as ongoing challenges as experienced by residents became the 
focus for the project.

Given that Dieplsoot sits far north on the periphery of greater Johannesburg, travel times and access to affordable and reliable transport are 
significant barriers to social and economic growth in addition the township is burdened by inconsistent delivery of electricity, water, sanitation 
housing and so on. 

With these challenges affecting all residents in the area, it was critical that the workshop process harness the perspectives of various age groups 
living in Diepsloot through an intergenerational dialogue. The participants comprising 15 Muzomuhle learners and 15 adult residents from 
Extension 2, were introduced to various story-telling and visualization methods which would assist in the telling of their own stories of the 
township through small-scale drawings and models in various media. 



By separating the workshop participants into smaller groups - combining a balance of adults 
and learners and introducing various tools for writing, drawing and modelling, the groups 
were set to share and compare stories of their lived experiences of Diepsloot. 

Orientating oneself to the upgrade area, is essential for gaining an understanding of the 
potential scale and impact the artwork might have, and while doing so, getting a feel for 
qualities and characteristics that make up the experience of the site and place.

Hand painted sign writing is common in townships and often an income generating solution 
for people with additional artistic abilities. And given that the ‘source code’ if you will for the 
final artwork would be routed in a story line, the use of text within the artwork would be 
likely.



Of the myriad stories shared through the week, two iconic narratives were selected by the 
workshop group, and these then became the focus for each team to upcycle through model 
making methods that responded to the linearity of the site and the strong metaphoric 
characterization presented in the stories.



DESIGN DEVELOPMENT IN THE WORKSHOP SPACE

The choice of two storylines allowed for a dynamic cross-pollination of ideas and debate around final messaging, and over time the various design 
responses helped to imagine the best sentiments in each text. Thinking at a three-dimensional level would thus involve a range of techniques that 
required the manipulation of materials to perform in specific sculptural and structural ways; small scale paper, board and wire constructions are 
translatable in engineering terms and provide participants with specific knowledge in assembling and presenting three dimensional concepts. Most
importantly a poignant message that all participants identify with, provides continuity and focus during a short period of intensive creation that must also 
allow for deviation and experimentation at the same time.



Select examples of the model making and linear composition in mixed media including; pipe cleaners, glavanised wire, paper, board and clay, 
glitter, buttons, etc.



The weeklong workshop process concluded with a presentation of various models that 
were consistent with the final storyline while illustrating the complexity of thinking and 
design possibilities. Learners were encouraged to comment and give feedback.



Due to a lack of key engineering skills in the area, the artworks programme sourced all technical, structural engineering and fabrication support 
from experienced suppliers in central Johannesburg. The Library Special Projects was brought on board early in the concept development phase in 
order to support and guide upcycling of the workshop models and design translation for implementation. 

Hence the remarkable narrative-models presented at the end of the workshop process, provided sufficient evidence to client - that the basis for a 
linear sculpture was foreseeable and that the creation of a substantial street parade modelled on the concepts emerging from a story line 
highlighting a teenage girls struggles with nighttime learning in the township, resonates at a broad public level. It was further argued that the 
design development of the parade itself would provide useful documentation for the look and feel of a multi-part sculpture in the next financial 
year.



CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT AND COSTUME DESIGN: all costume design elements were conceived through affordable found or recycled materials 
and were assembled by a collective of sewers and workshops participants under the creative guidance of the Diepsloot Arts and Culture Network 
Sticky Situations.



In the lead up to the parade, the Muzomuhle Primary School palisade fence underwent rehabilitation and a paint treatment that 
would serve as a finishing detail for the final sculptural installation, as well as allow for signage to communicate future planning to 
the local community.



Diepsloot Arts and Culture Network Parade - Diepsloot: I love you; I love you not. July 2011



Diepsloot: I love you; I love you not finale outside the entrance to Muzomuhle Primary School



The Library Special Projects preliminary renders for presentation to the Johannesburg Agency Executive Committee



The Library Special Projects preliminary design studies



The Library Special Projects technical drawings for engineering input



The Library Special Projects technical drawings for engineering input



Preliminary modelling in steel - in collaboration with local metal worker



Final installation in progress



The poignance of the Dear Dieplsoot poem gained a lot of attention through the parade in June 2011, 
encouraging word of mouth communication in the township, equally amongst urbanists, media and 
interested public that attended from central Johannesburg. The gaining momentum and appreciation 
behind the storyline and its purpose in guiding the final look and feel of the sculptural installation 
warranted a second performance to accompany the launch and closing of the project.



Diepsloot Arts and Culture Network Parade - Diepsloot: I love you; I love you not. 18 November 2012.



MMC Community Development, Clr. Chris Vondo

Some points on the City of Johannesburg’s Public Art Programme and the Diepsloot performance

The City of Joburg, through the Joburg Development Agency as its implementation agent, has seen to the successful 
implementation of public art around greater Johannesburg for the past 10 years. The City believes that a successful public art 
programme improves the quality of an environment by making it a more attractive place to work or live, and that good public 
art generates a culture of creativity and helps to promote the image of an area. Public art should resonate with and have some 
impact on the site in which it is placed. The physical, social and historical character of a site provides critical information to the 
briefing of an artwork, which in order to remain relevant for a sustained period of time, needs to take into consideration the 
visible and invisible socio-political and cultural forces that surround it. Artists with unique skills, visions and creative talents 
have the ability to infuse our spaces and places with exactly such distinctive identities. 

The main aims of the City of Joburg’s Public Art Strategy in the medium term are:

- To build an interesting, diverse and high quality portfolio of public artworks for the City of Johannesburg by;

Commissioning and installing public art that:

Creates interest in the public environment

Supports the creation of a neighbourhood or area identity

Serves as landmark, gateway or navigation element

Improves the visual landscape in public space

Records, communicates and celebrates historic events and people



The Diepsloot public art project has created an opportunity for local artists and schoolchildren to provide a window on the unique cultural and social 
environment in this area. Artists are often very well equipped to explore and articulate issues of local significance. Where there is a need for 
community involvement, artists are often used to engage with the community, as they can reach those who are often not represented through the 
normal channels such as tenants associations, committees etc. The Diepsloot performance – and the resulting permanent artworks – aims to be a 
representation of a concept or idea by the artists as much as a collective statement of a community about its own context. Socially researched and 
collectively produced work such as the Diepsloot programme is in line with the City’s Public Art Strategy, which aims to create collective ownership and 
support as well as skills transfer opportunities between established local creative practitioners and learners. The Diepsloot programme has also 
presented a new opportunity to align the artworks procurement process to a performative component, which is intended to inform the permanent 
artworks. The significance of procuring temporary and ephemeral work lies in that it enhances audience appreciation for the overall artworks project, 
and that it creates a far more comprehensive opportunity for community engagement in the shaping of the final pieces. 
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