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J
UHAN Kuus has been an
emotionally broken man
for a very long time, but a
year ago his bones start-

ed breaking too.
In a series of events that seem

typical of his life so far, Kuus
shattered his knee after tripping
over a tree root one dark, drizzly
morning in Cape Town. Months
later, when his knee had nearly
recovered, the joint gave way
and he fell and broke his hip and
shoulder.

Both times, Kuus was walking
the streets with his camera,
looking for something — a ny -
thing — to capture. Kuus has to
take photographs. Not to make a
living — he reckons less than 5%
of the work he has done over the
past decade or so has been pub-
lished — but because if he does
not take photographs he does
not really exist.
“People have never under-

stood the need for the expres-
sion of the voice that must come
out,” he once wrote. “The pho-
tography that I do is an outer
expression brought to light of
what it is that is my soul. This is
true. The reason of why I do
what I must I have never really
understood. My only excuse is
that I must. I do not know why.
All I know is I must.”

He is 60 now and lives in Cape
Town in a shelter for the elderly.

He is a photographer — that is
all he is, ever was and always
will be — but he no longer owns
a camera.

In the past there has been
steady work at newspapers and
photo agencies, even the odd
award, but all that got in the way
of the act of looking through a
viewfinder and distilling him-
self into what was there. So he
left those jobs and committed
himself wholly to documenting
the lives of the poor and the
downtrodden, the drunken and
the violent and the dead.

There were some cameras,

Leicas, but he had to sell them
one by one so he could eat and
continue the work. Now there
are none left, and what he feels
he must do he no longer can.
“It’s a high price to pay, but

it’s worth it. It’s worth it,” he
says. “I can assure you that I like
red wine and I enjoy steak, but
look, let’s be honest, these days,
the sort of work that I’ve done,
nobody wants to publish it any-
more. It makes me profoundly
depressed, but it’s the price you
p ay . ”

Kuus is sitting next to a large
second-storey window. Grey
smoke from his cigarette drifts
out and the sun comes in,
bleaching his features.

We are in the Cape Town
studio of Gavin Furlonger, who
heads the Photographic Archival
and Preservation Association.
Furlonger discovered Kuus
about five years ago after un-
earthing his photographs, letters
and journals while archiving the
work of another photographer,
the late James Soullier. Fur-
longer tracked Kuus down and
has been looking after his in-
terests ever since. This includes
retrieving all the work he did for
French agency Sipa Press, trying
to get him exhibitions and, re-
cently, lending him a camera.
But it is not easy. Kuus has often
been his own worst enemy.

“Juhan is well known by those
in the field. Even the Bang-Bang
guys found him more hardcore
than they were,” Furlonger
says. “But he’s quite a complex
character, and he’s certainly not
the most positive person in

terms of himself, his work and
otherwise. He has always had a
propensity to shoot the dark and
the harrowing — it’s certainly
not the type of work you want on
your walls — but in among all
that are some beautiful, calm,

lasting moments. Another thing
is that he hasn’t endeared him-
self to those people that would
otherwise keep the history
books in shape.”

Furlonger’s comments only
provide further fuel for Kuus’s

belief that people, generally, do
not care any more.
“When I look through my

work, I’ve come to the conclu-
sion that times have changed,”
Kuus says. “All I’m doing is
being reactive. I’ve just been

documenting what life is like in
my time and it’s  . . . it’s not nice.
It’s all about me, me, me, us, us,
us.”

Sometimes, while he is talk-
ing, while he is making a point
about the fraying of civilisation,
Kuus squeezes his eyes shut
beneath his bifocals and keeps
them that way for a few seconds.
It could be some sort of tic, but it
is more likely the strain he feels
about the state of the world. It
must be a facial gesture he has
performed an infinite number of
times — his whole face is lined
with it.
“People are all about decep-

tion these days,” he continues.
“We have masks. We cloak our-
selves in perceptions. We’re not
real any more. Take the people I
shoot — there are no decep-
tions. What you see is what you
get. These are real people, even
the drunks.
“But go into the city and it’s all

about perceptions. It’s all about
bullshit. It’s all about ‘f*** the
neighbourhood’.”

He goes off on vehement, mis-
anthropic, blasphemous solilo-
quies like this all the time.
When I ask him whether he has
always been this way, he says
no. He can mark the day, in 1974,
when he changed, when he saw
with new eyes. A young black
boy, after stealing some coal off
the railway tracks, was caught
by the engine drivers and taken
on board, where his backside
was forced into the fire. Kuus
witnessed all this and testified
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in court, where the boy’s scar
tissue, extending halfway down
his thighs, was displayed as
ev i d e n c e .
“Th at ’s when I woke up a bit.

That was the first jolt,” Ku u s
says. He was a police reservist
for a time too, saw some pretty
horrible stuff.

When you spend an hour or
two with Kuus, you see that his
images are exactly that “outer
expression brought to light of
what it is that is my soul”.

They are grainy, monochrome
monuments to the living dead.
Gangsters. Prostitutes. Drunks.
Parents grieving for a child
killed by a stray bullet. Grubby
children. Mangy dogs.
“Human nature is predatory,”

says Kuus. He is tall and thin and
his white shirt droops loosely
about his neck. He smokes and
smokes and smokes and rubs the

top of his forehead with his mid-
dle finger as if he is in pain but
does not want to tell you.

We are sorting through his
photographs now. He is describ-
ing them. Man chained to a tree:
“Wow. Crazy sh**.” Funeral for
slain child: “Look at that face,
look at that humble hat.” Gang -
ster: “Look at that son of a bitch.”
Another funeral: “Look at the
rain coming down. Look at that
old woman there.” P r o st i tu t e s :
“Look at this darling — p i mp ,
lady of the night. Look at the
flies, look at the injuries, look at
the bruise on her boobs.” Gang -
ster gun fight: “He runs into his
room to reload his .357 Magnum
and the wife is there. Look at her
— she’s defeated. ‘What the f***
is my man doing? Why?’ ”

Why indeed. I ask him why
the cycles of violence and de-
spair. I ask him again and again
and again until he explodes.
“All these questions you ask, I

h ave n ’t got any answers,” he
shouts. “I’m as f***** up as my
victims, right? And I don’t have
any answers.”

Kuus is not an artist. Call him
that, dare to compare his grim,
heavy images with those of
Diane Arbus, Don McCullin, Eu-
gene Smith or Eugene Richards,
and he erupts once more and
says you are not listening to
him.
“My work is not art, it’s a

f****** photograph,” he says,
eyes pinched. “No, no. Sorry, it’s
just what I believe in. I don’t
believe in God and I don’t be-
lieve my photography is art, but
you can call me what the f***
you like.”

Picture of another funeral:
“Look at that poor, poor man.
Look at the anguish.” Picture of
a man in the Cape Flats cutting
the tail off a live dog: “When I
asked him why he was doing
that, he said ‘I was born to’. I

grabbed him and — though I’m
not too violent — I knocked him
against a van a couple of times.”

We have not evolved, says
Kuus. “We ’re still terribly, ter-
ribly primitive.”

Then we come to a series of
photos he took of Cuban doctors
working in the townships. There
is one of a birth. The baby is
screaming, covered in blood and
fluid, but in the corner of the
picture is the mother’s face, her
eyes shimmering with joy and
love. Kuus says that was one of
the best days of his life. One of
the best, he says. Then he sighs
and his shirt hangs more loosely
across his back.
“It’s a wonderful, beautiful

wo r l d , ” he says, looking out the
window to the street below.
“Sure, some days are going to be
a bust. Some months are going
to be a bust. Hell, some years are
going to be a bust. But you come
back and you go at it again.”
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NKATHA Freedom Party
MP Mario Oriani-Ambrosi-
ni is fighting his first-round
battle against cancer. He

has declined to undergo conven-
tional chemotherapy, opting in-
stead for treatment that in-
cludes sodium bicarbonate and
supplements sent to him by the
Dalai Lama.

Six months after being diag-
nosed with stage-four lung can-
cer, a thinner but healthy-look -
ing Oriani-Ambrosini sits down
for an interview at his home
overlooking the valley and moun-
tains of Hout Bay in Cape Town.
“There is no question that I

am still ill and in constant pain,”
he says.

Walking past his prized col-
lection of swords, he pauses to
pick one up. He grips it firmly
and gives it a swish, saying: “I
live and die by the sword.”

He has friends who have died
of cancer. His father died of it
when he was 10.
“It must stop,” said the 53-year-

old, who has only taken three
d ays ’ sick leave in 10 years.

He has no faith in the cancer
research of the past 120 years,
“which brought no answers or
relief”. “At the beginning of the
last century, one in 40 people got
cancer. Today, every third per-
son has the illness and 10 mil-
lion die worldwide each year.
Should they [researchers] not
re-examine their point of de-
p a r tu r e ? ”

He is referring to the theory
that cancer occurs when there
is a deviation in the gene struc-
ture and normal cells change
and grow uncontrollably, form-
ing a mass called a tumour. If
discovered early, surgery can
sometimes help. Chemotherapy
— with a host of debilitating
side effects — can possibly con-
tain it, but not always cure it.

Oriani-Ambrosini wants to
see government funding for tri-
als of a treatment based on a
“different paradigm”. He be-
lieves cancer is caused by a
fungus and talks about how he
received “b a c k st r e e t ” t r e at -
ment in Italy — and how his
illness responded to this.

It all started when he began to
ex p e r i e n c e pain in his chest,
back and his armpits. “I tend to
ignore pain,” he says.

By the time he saw a doctor on
April 19, X-rays and a scan
showed a grim picture of his
lungs, although he had not
smoked in 17 years.
“The doctor wanted to open

me up,” he says. But this had to
wait because he was attending
Margaret Thatcher’s funeral
that weekend.

When Oriani-Ambrosini wa s
operated on the following Tues-
day, he was told that he had
st ag e - fo u r lung cancer. Lung
cancer is aggressive and has the
highest death rate of all cancers.

He would be lucky to live for
another four months.
“I refused the death sentence

or to be passive,” he says. “Fo r
my son, I am going to live.”L u ke
is seven years old.

He was tested to see whether
he was one of 10% of people who
could respond to “targeted
c h e m o t h e r apy ”. He did not wait
the three weeks for the results.

Instead, the very next day
Oriani-Ambrosini started doing
research with scientists he
knew, and “what satisfied us
most was the hypothesis pro-
posed two decades ago by Dr
Tullio Simoncini in Rome”.

Oriani-Ambrosini flew to
Rome and started treatment
with bicarbonate of soda eight
days after his diagnosis.

The treatment is based on a
theory that cancer is caused by
a fungal invasion and that the
undifferentiated cells form in
defence of this invasion. Bicar-
bonate of soda administered
intravenously kills the fungi
and the cells become normal.

Oriani-Ambrosini had a
catheter feeding bicarbonate of
soda through the cavity be-
tween his lungs and pleura. He
would undergo the treatment
for six days and then rest his

body for six days. He repeated
this cycle four times.
“It was harrowing. I had one

infection after the other and
lost a lot of weight, dropping
from 90kg to 55kg,” he says. He
now weighs about 70kg.
“I was on antibiotics, had mud

coming out of me, brown fluids.
I saw myself dying many times.
Debilitated by constant fever, I
was so weak.”

By then, Oriani-Ambrosini
had also started taking Sa lve -
strol, which he believes kills
cancer cells. According to its
website, it is a new class of food
based on natural compounds
that have been shown to re-
spond to an enzyme called
CYP1B1, which is unique to dis-
eased cells.

Once metabolised by the
CYP1B1 enzyme, it has alleged-
ly been shown to suppress and
kill the diseased cell, leaving
healthy cells unharmed. Salve-
strol provides an explanation of
the link between diet and can-
cer, and between the consump-
tion of fruits and vegetables and
lower cancer incidence.

By August, Oriani-Ambrosi-
ni’s infections stopped and he
began to gain weight. “W h at
kept me going was my little
Luke and my will to live. And a
flesh and blood angel [his wife
Carin], who made it her busi-
ness to ensure I was all right.”

Oriani-Ambrosini is going to
campaign in parliament for the
government to fund clinical trials
of treatments that may work,
even though they are not money
spinners. Ultimately, he says, the
verdict will lie in whether he
su r v ive s .
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His mother, brother and sis-
ter helped to care for him.
“My brother stopped working

for five months to be by my
bedside. He administered the
therapy because it was against
the law for a registered nurse to
do so. Then, out of the blue, I got
a call from the Tibetan am-
bassador that the Dalai Lama
had heard of my illness. They
asked me to send my medical
records to his personal doctor.
They sent me three different
herbal medicines just when we
stopped with the catheter.”



