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The crackling timbre of music from a bygone 
era and the smell of strong coffee greet me as I 
walk through the doors of the Resolution (RES) 
Gallery on Jan Smuts Avenue, Johannesburg. A 
curious, antiquated hospital room installation 
occupies the centre of the elongated gallery, 
partially enclosed by scaffolding and gleaming 
copper pipes, the clinical glint of medical 
instruments planting a cold sliver of terror in 
my belly.
An original 1937 Ritter dentist’s chair forms 
the centrepiece of the installation; it’s steely 
stirrups and hydraulic cables evoking further 
nightmarish notions. Benjamin Skinner’s 
panoramic visions line the bottle green walls, 
suspended from an intricate framework 
of copper piping, which Skinner himself 
brandished a blowtorch to construct. Beautifully 
presented in heavy wood frames, the large-scale 
photographs are like windows into a strange 
and macabre world; a world where a myriad of 
wicked medical mavens perform sinister, and 
seemingly nefarious, procedures.
The show comprises of five large, primary 
photographs, namely Happy Brain Surgeon, 

Bad Nurse, Bad Dentist, Happy Amputation and 
Bad Midwife. Images of single figures in austere 
environments, suspended from surgeon’s 
clamps, accompany the panoramas, and are the 
most patent indication of Skinner’s connection 
with his subjects. As a photographer hailing 
from the fashion industry, Skinner insists on 
building relationships with his subjects, as 
opposed to hiring anonymous and/or apathetic 
models. Each character is constructed based on 
their personal traits, their place in the scene 
dependent on their individual characteristics. 
Ricardo Fornoni, owner and curator at 
RES Gallery, describes the exhibition as “a 
narrative without commas and full stops”, each 
image running on to the next with a timeless 
detachment, both from convention and limb-
from-limb.
Skinner is a true craftsman, his good old-
fashioned work ethic accompanied by 
splendid attention to detail. Each photograph 
is a “painstakingly constructed panoramic 
extravaganza”, according to Skinner, who 
built the sets himself at his Parkhurst home, 
making use of his collection of vintage 

medical equipment. The work oozes 'theatre', 
which has a double barrel meaning here, or, 
rather, is a double-edged scalpel. Each scene 
appears almost to be a still from a dramatic 
performance, and also takes place in the bad 
doctor’s operating theatre.
A clever narrative, written by Matt van Onselen 
to accompany the images, brings further 
theatricality to the exhibition.
‘Rhetorical Self’, Skinner’s first solo exhibition, 
is intimate without being erotic, gruesome 
without being vulgar. It is a visceral incarnation 
of grisly, thespian whimsy that not only offers 
the viewer a “pre-Raphaelite kind of beauty”, 
but also a welcome disconnection from reality.

Attempting to make the amorphous 'morphous' 
through the polymorphous exploration of a 
single figure; Lionel Smit’s most recent body 
of work is a tactile exploration of the hybrid 
identity of the Cape Malay woman and her ever 
emerging and fluctuating experiences within 
South Africa’s psycho-social landscape.
Paired charcoal drawings of the pensive 
subject, explored throughout ‘Morphous’, 
feature delicate, expressive line work over 
digitally manipulated Rorschach inkblots in 
red and blue, complementing and augmenting 
the exhibition’s thematic premise. Although 
addressing issues surrounding the impact of 
racial segregation during apartheid and the 

ensuing social inequities, Smit’s motivation is 
not political. Rather, he focuses on how politics 
can act as a catalyst for exploring the human 
condition or, in this case, human identity.
Beautiful bronze sculptures, featuring Smit’s 
trademark dripping, painterly texture, are split 
down the centre, their sliced interiors a brilliant 
reflective gold. A small maquette in a vivid 
blue patina paves the way for the monumental 
work installed in Circa on Jellicoe’s main oval 
exhibition space.
At the same time austere and serene, the 
enormous sculptural work dominates the 
gallery space, twin faces appearing to emerge 
from beneath the textured surface of the 

bronze. Resonant with the energy of Smit's 
movements and gestures, the surface of the 
work is expressive, as if swiftly conjured in 
an emotive moment. Encircled by a ring of 
contrasting colour made up of a deep orange 
spice, the entire room is infused with a pungent 
aroma, summoning associations and vivid 
memories in the way that only a scent can.
‘Morphous’ embraces a state of ambiguity 
and fluidity, where decontextualised figures 
simultaneously merge and divide.

LEFT TO RIGHT:  Benjamin Skinner, 012 Happy Brain Surgeon, 2013.  Print on HMN Museum Etching, 59.4 x 42 cm. Edition: 1 / 10. Courtesy of Res Gallery; 
Benjamin Skinner, 028 Happy Amputation, 2014. Print on HMN Museum Etching, 59.4 x 42 cm. Edition: 1 / 10. Courtesy of Res Gallery.
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Lionel Smit, Maquette for Morphous, 2014. Bronze, 241 cm. Edition of 4 x 42 cm. Courtesy of Lionel Smit Studio.


