e monih when men
aches 35
s

OvEMBE

doesn't need e Movember

{0 stow a moustache.He was born with o
E1ew it i the womb No photograph ex

fim o
‘A magnificen specimen, Obie Oberholzer's

Kind you buy specally from Buld
House to scub ey 3t manly s such

co yward debis hat blows i from
Storms

But,afer a few minutes in the moustache’s

e Msocne, I o
ring and caling me 3 doos and # prick.
Because that's what men born with moustaches
men, those who've only
pubescently
that the great wire

sive disdain for ignorance. Th
i days a2 lcturer ot Rhodes Univrsy he
shota hole In 1 of 3 lazy Student who
Dever came o case

“This i al probably true. But
What matters is that th
e sounds like 2 rusty

cluning st e nigh

it
whose
ecler
for decades

i place, and the
his oth since
included

Afrca and the
lation

t them.
& Dus, is
hos

ind mountains and all the face: m
passed b, each aden with thelr ow tact
history

and dusthas s e a conce,
a phlosophy;” Oberhotir says -Because i

SEE IS WHO YOU GET

Obie Oberholzer. renegade photographer, seasoned berserker and lifelong moustache-wearer, has a

new book out. He meets Oliver Roberts to discuss freedom, sadness and being an asshole
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for Oberholzer while he
photographed inner-city
Johannesburg. He died
of Aids a few months
after Oberholzer
photographed him.

There’s Chenzira,
who makes his living
taking photographs of
weddings and funerals
somewhere between
Pontdrift and Musina.
There he is on his bike,
red T-shirt, red gloves,
camera on his shoulder,
on his way to another
event.

Oh, and there’s
Bulelani, sitting outside
his shack in the Klein
Karoo, amid all that
emptiness and heat and
cold. Next to the
photograph, Oberholzer
writes: “Sometimes I

)
fallsi

ONE POWER: Obie Oberholzer's images: Previous page ‘Camel caravan near Gobedra Quarry’,
Axum. Above, ‘Fishmarket in Hadibo', Socotra, Yemen. Left, self portrait, with moustache

am happy, sometimes I
am sad, but a humanist
all the same. 1 find photography easy, but
sometimes, like here in the Klein Karoo,
when I stopped to take a picture of
Bulelani’s hovel near Kuduskloof, it’s
difficult. The cracks beneath the outer
veneer of cool professionalism open up and
the trickle of old memories turns into an
underground stream.”

It’s an old subject — the moral
responsibility of the photographer. The
question of whether taking a picture of
someone’s hardship is exploitative, or an
act that contributes in some way to a
greater consciousness.

Oberholzer is characteristically forthright
about this. About his innate ability to
charm his way into these sad existences, if
only for a few minutes, so that he can
capture them, using the magical
coincidence of light and entity and
heartbreak, and then present them as a
form of art.

“I know it’s false; I know I'm a
bullsh*tter,” he says. “Actually, I bullsh*t to
get an image. I do not think about the art;
it is the Obie that speaks. One power. It’s
about the alignment of shapes and objects

in a scene. And because we live in Happy
Sad Land [this is what Oberholzer calls his
world] there’s a lot to do. And I can
honestly say that at 64 years old, I do it for
the love. I don’t care, I really don’t care
what people think. So 'm not in the
national gallery, and that’s fine. If you
think 'm a wanker, that’s fine.”

It's remarkable and somewhat troubling
that Oberholzer has never been signed to a
gallery in South Africa, nor has he won a
single award for his work. But he isn’t
interested in being with a gallery. He
couldn’t. He’s too much of an asshole, and
says so during the interview.

There’s no way a man with this much
individualism would let some gallery
decide how his work should be presented.
‘When we discuss and laugh at the idea,
Oberholzer throws up his right hand and
flips a thick, hairy middle finger at some
phantom gallery owner in the air.

“The art curators in this country have
taken European and American photography
and have said ‘This is the standard.” 'm not
moaning, but I find it sad. It hurts me
sometimes. But the overwhelming

enthusiasm for what I still do .. . that is the
beauty of Obie Oberholzer. He’s got this
unbelievable passion for the image, just for
the alignment. But let’s not go down the
avenue of art, because I was an outcast
from the beginning. When I first started
writing about photographs, I was shoved
apart. I have got a true talent for seeing
objects together.”

There are plenty of people who don’t like
Oberholzer, and it’s easy to see why. Just
there, he spoke about himself in the third
person. He calls people wanker and prick
and doos to their face. When he’s had
enough of you, he’ll tell you to f**k off.

But (and I know he will tell me I'm a
wanker for writing something so corny)
take the man in the wrong light and, just
like a photograph, it’s not going to come
out right. When you look at his images and
read the beautiful, poignant little stories he
writes to go with them, it is impossible to
maintain that he is a simply a brash,
arrogant, gun-wielding alcoholic.

By the end of the interview I get the
impression that, although all that
machismo and name-calling is genuine

Obie, genuine Moustache, it’s his way of
holding back his cavernous sensibilities.
Without those sensibilities, the quiet
splendour and profundity of the man’s
work would all be a lie. And Oberholzer is
too honest to be a liar.

He tells me one last story. About the
Blue Horizon Liners, a club of which he is
the only member. To become a member, he
says, you must drive to the vast Hakskeen
Pan in the Northern Cape, tie a blindfold
over your eyes, and see how long you can
drive for at maximum speed. Oberholzer
says his record is 160km/h for six minutes,
35 seconds. Says it separates body and
mind. A couple of others have tried it. They
only managed one or two minutes.

“Wusses,” I say.

Oberholzer nods his head, smiles, strokes
The Moustache. Then he says: “Can you
now f**k off please, I've got to go.”

‘We shake hands and say goodbye.

“If you're ever in Nature’s Valley, please
come visit,” he says.

And I know that he means it.
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