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I see myself as a relatively new scholar to the field of memory studies.  This is my first 

symposium presentation and I look forward to what I can learn from this opportunity.  My 

presentation will be based on my masters studies in fine art, completed in 2012.  I will be 

referring to my experience in memory work, by referencing my self-study, my artwork and 

lived experiences in relation to theories of awareness.  My presentation will illustrate how 

self-study as a methodology can facilitate the process from nostalgia to understanding, 

shifting the state of mind from longing to knowing.  I will also argue that memory is a 

visceral experience by referring to my own experiences and research process. 

My story begins… 

“I really enjoy your work, so what is it about?” 

Those were the words of the art gallery owner in 2008 when I participated in a group 

exhibition. These words reflected my state of being and questioned my purpose as an artist.  

I realised in that moment, that I was confronted with a question that I did not know how to 

answer, although, as an artist it was my responsibility to have an answer.  My artworks 

showcased memories of family gatherings such as picnics or visits to my grandparents or 

other family members, significant events or rites of passage such as birthdays, my first day 



at school or sadly funerals of loved ones, as well as memorable places and times such as 

family holidays.   

 

However, what it did not provide was the context in which these memories were contained.    

All I knew at that moment, was that my work was nostalgic, but that I had no understanding 

of why.  This problem escalated into questioning my identity, my past, my present as well as 

my future.   

To develop an understanding for my nostalgia, I embarked on a self-study.  My self-study 

was an exploration of the self, the context of the self as well as an exploration of my 

practice as an artist.  But before I explain what a self-study is, let me first contextualise the 

story of the self by explaining the complexity that resulted in my nostalgic state of mind. 

In 1994, the first democratic elections of South Africa dramatically shifted the socio-political 

landscape of the country.   South Africans were presented with an opportunity as well as a 

significant challenge for transformation.  This shift in our socio-political landscape presented 

my conservative Calvinistic Afrikaner community with the challenge to address its personal, 

family, community, and national identity/ies.  After more than four decades of Afrikaner 

Nationalism governing the country, and with white Afrikaners sitting in a comfortable 

position prior to the democratic elections, they suddenly shifted from a position of political 

power to the political minority.  This sense of comfort and security disrupted and turned 

their social positioning into a space of uncertainty and a lack of direction.  At that time, I was 

a first year student, a young and somewhat ignorant adult, trying to make sense of what 

was happening in our country.   

In 1995, my father, the patriarch of our family and a leading member in our 

community, died.  My father was a dominant figure in my life, providing strict 

guidelines to my beliefs and my way of living; and in accordance with the Afrikaner 

ideologies.  As a young adult, dependent on the guidance and stability of my parents, 



the death of my father disrupted my world, and my search for understanding started.   

This significant socio-political shift as well as the death of my father challenged my 

understanding of the self, as a woman, an artist and as an Afrikaans speaking citizen in 

South Africa.  In the years to follow, I dealt with a sense of loss and displacement.  This 

feeling of loss was complicated by a feeling of shame and guilt.  Before the democratic 

elections, as a child, I was constantly reminded by my Afrikaner community that we 

should be proud of who we are and what we have achieved.  We were told that we 

were the ‘chosen people’ by God, a strong and enduring nation that will conquer all, a 

nation that actively builds towards a better future for their children in South Africa.  

But then things changed dramatically;  post the elections I had to often hear how my 

people created this ‘political mess’, although as a ‘child’ of apartheid, I was not directly 

responsible for creating it, I was indoctrinated into it.  A complex combination of 

emotions developed, together with a sense of loss, guilt and displacement, I also 

experienced a deep sense of nostalgia and longing, struggling to make sense of my 

present ‘reality’.   

My journey of self-discovery and healing started with travelling; exploring different cultures, 

religions and practices, seeking inspiration and answers.  My artwork became at first filled 

with anger, and later filled with nostalgia.   More than a decade after my personal and socio-

political landscape shifted, I still had no answers to my questions.  I still produced nostalgic 

art, art that held no meaning, besides being sentimental.  The curator’s compliment 

accompanied by an alarming question, started a process of critical analysis, and formed the 

beginning of my self-study.   

For the purpose of this presentation, I will provide an explanation of what self-study is, but 

due to time limitations I will not be able explain each methodology utilised.   I will refer to 

my self-study as a journey of awareness. 

Losing my father made me realise the loss of knowledge, memories and stories that is lost 

with that person.  My journey of awareness was a process of trying to bring the lost 

memories to life.  This was a process of searching for the stories of the self and of others, 

applying critical thinking and reflection in the search for meaning and context.  My study 

was done through an integration of interdisciplinary methodologies such as 



auto/ethnography, narrative inquiry, action research utilising action-reflection cycles, living 

theories methodology as well as visual methodologies.  This integration of methodologies 

resulted in an interchanging and symbiotic relationship between the research and creative 

process.  My learning from the research process was expressed in my art practice, and what 

I did in my practice often suggested new ideas or even concerns for my research inquiry.    

I will illustrate, based on my own experience, how memory is a visceral experience, and not 

just an act of remembering.  But let me first explain self-study. 

The self in self-study is described by De Lange and Grossi (2009:195) as the “researcher, the 

research and as the researched”.   The purpose of self-study is to firstly become aware of 

the self and secondly the context in which it lives, Conolly (2010), suggests that a journey of 

awareness 

… work*s+ on the assumption that people already know much of what they need to 

know, but that they often are unaware that they know what they know, and that 

they become aware of what they know, and how to use what they know, by 

reflecting critically on their practice and from interacting with others. 

In other words, conducting a journey towards awareness is a process of actions that creates 

a platform for critical reflection, allowing one to become aware of the knowledge embodied 

in one’s being and expressed in one’s practice. 

My self-study was a systematic process of action-reflection cycles.  McNiff (2002:6) defines 

action research as follows:  

… an enquiry conducted by the self into the self. You, a practitioner, think about your 

own life and work, and this involves you asking yourself why you do the things that 

you do, and why you are the way that you are. When you produce your research 

report, it shows how you have carried out a systematic investigation into your own 

behaviour, and the reasons for that behaviour. The report shows the process you have 

gone through in order to achieve a better understanding of yourself, so that you can 

continue developing yourself and your work. 



McNiff (2002:11)  further explains that “two processes are at work: your systematic actions 

as you work your way through these steps, and your learning. Your actions embody your 

learning, and your learning is informed by your reflections on your actions”. My self-study 

was the exploration of my lived experiences, as well as engaging in the lived experiences of 

my family; positioning and critically analysing our stories within a specific social context.   

My journey of awareness was to answer critical questions about my identity, as well as 

addressing my problem of shifting my artwork from being nostalgic to becoming 

meaningful.  The questions included: “What was my childhood really about?”, “What does it 

mean to be a white Afrikaner post-apartheid?” and “What role does my art play in this?” 

To better understand the notion of a journey of awareness, I will refer to the work of Jousse 

(2000:25), an anthropologist from the late 1900’s describing the notion of studying the self 

as ‘laboratories of awareness’ by saying that through introspection and self-awareness  

… man becomes aware of man: the experimenter is simultaneously the 

experimented. Man is no longer ‘this unknown’: he becomes his own discoverer. 

The only person one can know well, is oneself. But to know oneself well, one 

must observe oneself thoroughly. The true laboratory is an observation 

laboratory of the self, so called because it is difficult to see oneself. That is why it 

is necessary to create what could best be called ‘Laboratories of Awareness’.  

While we will never be able to step outside of ourselves, yet, thanks to Mimism, 

everything that is re-played through us, is within us.   

Whitehead (Whitehead 2008:6) refers to this notion as “embodied knowledge” and Jansen 

(2009) refers to it as “knowledge in our blood” where O’Connor (2009: 46) complements 

this by referring to our “indigenous knowledge” and that “ancestral memories are in our 

blood”.  

I will briefly refer to the work of Candace Pert (1997), a neuroscientist and author of the 

book “Why You Feel the Way You Feel: Molecules of Emotion”, to support my argument that 

memory is a visceral experience. Pert (ibid:187) suggests that our body’s molecular 

structure has the ability to store knowledge, memories and emotions, and that “intelligence 

is located not only in the brain but in cells that are distributed throughout the body”, 



suggesting that the whole of our bodies remember.  Pert (ibid:143) argues that it is a 

‘bodymind’ relation stating that “using neuropeptides as the cue, our bodymind retrieves or 

represses emotions and behaviours”, meaning that our brain is in fact body and mind.  Pert 

(ibid) explains: 

...the decision about what becomes a thought rising to consciousness and what 

remains an undigested thought pattern buried at a deeper level in the body is 

mediated by the receptors.  I’d say that the fact that memory is encoded or stored at 

the receptor level means that memory processes are emotion-driven and unconscious 

(but, like other receptor-mediated processes, can sometimes be made conscious). 

Jousse (2001:16) appropriately states and supports this notion by saying that “memory is 

the whole of man and the whole of man is memory".  

I will share with you a significant moment in my research process, that will illustrate the 

journey of awareness as well as how memory was experienced as visceral. 

My exploration and action-reflection cycles started by looking at various forms of ‘text’; 

here I refer to the broader notion of text as any form of visuals, scribal text, three 

dimensional objects or even a person as well as space and place.   I looked at family 

photographs, sentimental objects and memorabilia kept from my childhood such as poetry 

written by my father, the obituary of the death of my grandfather as found in my 

grandmother’s bible.  My connection and response to these ‘texts’ were emotional and 

mostly sentimental, which merely reinforced my nostalgia.  I was not satisfied by this as a 

means of learning something new, and it remained to be fragmented memories.  I then 

decided to visit my mother and to stay with her for some time.  I applied an 

auto/ethnographic approach by observing, listening, participating in and critically reflecting 

on the practices and traditions as well as critically engaging in the environment.  This 

involved going through family photographs that allowed for us to engage in our family 

history; my mother was able to connect the photographs with her lived experiences and to 

share her memories with me.  Yet, I still felt that something was missing, that I was only 

skimming the surface and not being able to adequately connect with the content. What I did 

realise, was how uncomfortable and disconnected I felt when participating in the traditions 

and practices of this community. 



We then visited my place of birth, a small holding outside of Pretoria; the house my father 

built, the house I grew up in and lived in for over 20 years, and eventually, where my father 

passed away.  I thought that visiting our house will result in an emotional experience, but 

what happened was more of a memory trip of good memories shared by our family, 

reminding me of what it was like living there as a child; being free, happy and content.  It did 

however allow for my mother to tell her story which revealed aspects of my own.  Yet, I still 

felt unresolved, I expected more to happen, but we had one more stop to make. 

We then drove to the Reformed church we used to attend.  As we turned onto the dirt road, 

I felt uneasy, when we drove into the property of the church, I started to feel nervous.  

“Why am I feeling like this?” I asked myself.   

 

And then we entered the church, and my entire body reacted with emotion, I felt nauseous, 

I felt deeply emotional and the memories started to flow.  I remembered the church 

services, I could hear the messages from the minister in the pulpit, I could see the 

congregation; the brothers and the sisters and the families in their reserved seats, the 

elders walking in before the start of the sermon, I heard the organ play and the songs we 

sang, and I remembered attending catechism and tea being served after church. It all came 

back to me; I remembered what it was like to be part of this conservative Afrikaner 

community.   I then also found books from the 1980’s displayed in the church community 

hall that reflected the mind-set of this community; promoting women to groom and conduct 

themselves according to conservative etiquette. 



 

I have experienced the ah-ha moment in my study! I was left with a critical question: “What 

did it mean, and would it have meant for me, to be a woman in a conservative Afrikaner 

Calvinistic patriarchal system?” 

I have found a new framework for my inquiry, creating new ways of thinking and analysis.  

The place, the space and the objects within this space allowed for a visceral and emotional 

experience, I literally experienced memory through body and mind, echoing Pert’s theory.  

This visceral experience resulted in an emotional response and reaction expressed through 

creating artworks on my return.  I impulsively expressed my experience by creating a series 

of three dark and desolate landscapes, each with a church etched into the horizon.  

 



(From the series: “Voorgesit, Voorgegee en nou Verlate”, 2011) 

These were pastel and compressed charcoal drawings, done with a combination of 

expressive mark making, as well as creating fine detail, a combination of emotions 

expressed through the medium.  

 

(Detail from the series: “Voorgesit, Voorgegee en nou Verlate”, 2011) 

 

This dark landscape was juxtaposed with a crisp white paper doily and petite teacup.  Upon 

reflection of my actions, I was left with more questions that required further critical inquiry; 

I had to understand the significance of my emotional response, the significance of the 

church as well as the teacups and doilies. 

Knowing my new framework for inquiry, I revisited the text such as the family photographs 

with a new aim of positioning the text in the context of Afrikaner Calvinism as well as 

Afrikaner Nationalism.  Although I knew from the beginning that I was raised in this context, 

I did not understand its significance in how it influenced and affected me.  My question 

became clear, “How did I fit into this text”?   



 

(Church Council from a Reformed Church in the 1980’s, Gauteng – then Transvaal) 

I found a photograph of the church council, with my father as a leading figure seated in the 

front row.  I realised that I was looking at an image that epitomised the conservative 

patriarchal system of apartheid, governed by white men, in which my father played an 

active role.  This photograph steered me into a new direction of exploring my family’s 

involvement in the apartheid society.  I became aware of the social structures that 

indoctrinated and promoted Afrikaner ideologies in our family and community, and how it 

influenced my thinking and beliefs as a child. I also became aware of the etiquette used 

throughout this social and cultural structure, governing social conduct and behaviour, 

especially for women.  This inquiry encouraged and challenged me to re-evaluate my 

existence outside of this system of indoctrination. It allowed me to develop a belief and 

value system based on equity rather than gendered ideologies.  My self-study created a 

platform for the self to transform into a new being; allowing me to shift from a state of 

longing, to critically engaging with the socio-political context, and to transform into a state 

of knowing. 

To conclude, my journey of awareness resulted in an exhibition titled “Onthaal Onthul” 

(Pretorius, 2011) a metaphoric telling of my discovery and transformation.  ‘Onthaal' can be 

an informal gathering of friends, or a more formal function governed by etiquette.  “Onthul’ 

is to reveal something, to make something known. The main text of the exhibition was 



focused on notions of etiquette such as good manners, good serving etiquette and social 

conduct. The subtext was the 'reveal' of gender inequalities within this context; this was 

represented through the metaphor of 'serving' or 'service'.  

 

(The series: “Bedien/Bediening/Bediende”, 2011) 

This metaphor was represented with the use of neatly aligned teaspoons, like the 

congregation neatly seated in their rows, like the women refined and groomed, served on 

wooden trays.   

 

(From the series: “Drag/Gedrag”, 2011) 



Delicate doilies decorated with perfectly groomed and well-mannered women, with their 

handbags, broaches, gloves, stockings and church hats.   Fragile ceramic plates serving 

churches that are upholding a façade. 

 

(The series: “Die Mooi Fasade”, 2011) 

“Onthaal Onthul” told the story of the shift from sweet memories of a happy and content 

childhood, to the revelation of its bitter context in which it was framed.  Making my story 

public encouraged critical dialogue to occur, it allowed for the transformation of the self, 

but also the transformation of others by asking difficult questions and encouraging others to 

do the same.  My study became educational, as it created a space to educate others about 

my history and its socio-political significance in a post-apartheid South Africa, where 

Afrikaans speaking people like me, are trying to make sense of their identities and position 

in our society. It is difficult to break away from the structures and systems you are used to, 

but it is most rewarding to redefine a new framework that guides the self. 

I hereby invite you to visit my blog (www.narethapretorius.wordpress.com) where you can 

see and read more about my exhibition, and my journey of awareness. 
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