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A Word from the Director

The Quarterly Newsletter of GALA - Queer Archive
TIMES

Dear GALA Family,

We’ve all had to seek ways of 
finding comfort during these 
stressful times. The mental 
health and wellbeing of socie-
ty as a whole has been severe-
ly impacted by the Covid-19 
pandemic. The competing 
fears and anxieties around 
infection, losing loved ones, 
and the stress related to our 
economic situations can all 
be overwhelming. 

In this issue of the GALA Times 
we wanted to share some 
of the conversations around 
care and comfort within our 
community.  We take a look 

back through the archive at 
the Gay Advice Bureau (GAB), 
an early counselling service 
for the queer community, and 
also reflect on the results and 
contributions from our re-
cent archival project Queer 
Voices, which documented 
the experiences and challeng-
es of queer people in South 
Africa during lockdown. We 
also look at ways in which dif-
ferent members of the GALA 
team have found comfort and 
strength, through cooking, 
baking, faith, the communi-
ty of the Youth Forum and a 
sense of hope in what chang-

es the ‘new normal’ can bring.

Take care of yourselves and 
each other,

Keval Harie
(Director)
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All Zoomed out? Feeling dizzy 
from all the emails flooding in and 
WhatsApps coming through de-
manding your time and energy? Are 
you starting to feel like your phone 
is an extension of your body, like an-
other limb that causes ghost pains 
when it is not at your side? Are you 
unable to distinguish between per-
sonal time and work time? Don’t 
feel alone - this is what has been 
described as the ‘new normal’. It’s 
becoming increasingly necessary to 
queer this idea of the ‘new normal’ 
to challenge the idea that we simply 
accept something as ‘normal’ when 
in fact a pandemic is anything but 
normal, and I suggest that in the act 
of queering what we have been told 
is our ‘new existence’ we can find a 
stronger sense of identity and com-
munity, particularly as queer folks.
 
The Covid-19 pandemic has caused 
the fourth industrial revolution to 
flourish and develop as a result of 
the risk of infection that in-person 
engagements and meetings, travel, 
and visiting family and friends pos-
es. It is only natural that technology 
will become the most necessary tool 
used to communicate as a result of 
the need to socially isolate. Hours 
and hours of screen time has be-
come just another part of our day, 
as we work from home and try to 
balance the immense strain all of 
this has on our mental health, whilst 
being productive. This is the reality 
of many people who work across 
various sectors. It is important to 
note that this is an example of how 
the virus has impacted the lives of 
those who are lucky enough to still 

be employed, and does not even be-
gin to indicate the realities of people 
who have been heavily burdened by 
this socio-economic crisis. 

Wellness and mental health have 
become hot topics of discussion on 
social media, the news and even at 
work spaces that have not previ-
ously prioritised the mental health 
of their employees. You are able 
to go onto Google Play or the Ap-
ple App Store and download var-
ious wellness apps that can guide 
you through this difficult time with 
breathing exercises, yoga, medita-
tion and self-care tips. Psycho-social 
support services have never been 
this accessible. There are various 
toll-free numbers that you can call in 
South Africa that address a range of 
different problems - one of the most 
pressing issues being Gender-Based 
Violence (GBV), which was men-
tioned in a speech to the nation by 
our president Cyril Ramaphosa, in 
order to emphasise that GBV should 
be taken as seriously as the virus it-
self. On Women’s Day this year, the 
president was quoted in a speech 
stating the following, “...As we mark 
Women’s Day this year, South Afri-
ca is in the grip of two pandemics 
- the coronavirus pandemic and the 
scourge of gender-based violence 
and femicide.” 

Another issue that has become more 
and more pertinent is the rise in the 
numbers of suicides. Increased sup-
port structures that have been put 
in place nationally, to provide coun-
selling telephonically to anyone 
in South Africa that dials the free 

emergency numbers that have been 
shared widely on public platforms. 
These services are efficient and can 
save lives, but do require you to 
make a phone call. 
My suggestion to actively queer this 
‘new normal’ is a radical one. I am 
suggesting that we become more 
aware of the way we engage with 
technology and to be mindful of 
the present. To queer the ‘new nor-
mal’ requires a step away from the 
screen and to practice self-care by 
making sure that boundaries are put 
in place, not blurred. In this time, to 
queer our daily lives becomes a de-
liberate act of self-care, which inher-
ently becomes a political act. Queer-
ing the way we approach mental 
health issues and issues pertaining 
to violence and hardship, requires 
immense amounts of empathy and 
alternative forms of healing that 
may not be rooted within Western 
practices. Don’t get me wrong - this 
is not a rejection of technology or 
some ‘5G conspiracy’ about how our 
brains are being controlled by com-
puters. On the contrary, technolo-
gy can offer many solutions to the 
problems we face in our daily lives, 
and it can be used for good. What 
I am suggesting is that we become 
far more aware of our surroundings, 
the apps we use, the amount of time 
we spend in front of our devices, 
in order to be present in the world 
that is being ignored around us. The 
plants and the soil and the birds and 
the insects that roam the planet 
we live in are not aware of the way 
they look in Instagram photos with 
immaculate filters. We may need to 
become more and more deliberate 
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and queer about the way we exist in 
the world in order to value nature 
and to value each other and all the 
living beings that share the Earth. It 
has become very clear that we have 
neglected the planet, and in many 
ways it has become ‘normal’ to do 
so. 

This may all sound very esoteric 
and perhaps the immense amount 
of time we spend in front of our 
screens has caused no harm what-
soever. My suggestion to queer the 
‘new normal’ is one that relates to 
wellbeing for those who personally 
feel the need for a pause or a break 
from the technological world; it is 
not a blanket approach. I also see 
merit in using technology as a tool 
to queer online spaces but I am 
specifically encouraging people to 
become mindful of the present and 
to attempt to control the amount 
of screen time on a daily basis. This 
radical act of self-care will not cure 
depression and it will not cure the 
GBV pandemic either. But to be pres-
ent, means to be aware of your sur-

roundings and this could mean that 
it becomes easier to seek help if you 
need it. Perhaps it becomes more 
possible to seek help in person, or 
creates the opportunity for you to 
pick up the phone to call a service 
provider that can advise you. What I 
often feel is that the world we navi-
gate on a daily basis is so filled with 
distractions. This has become exac-
erbated as a result of the Covid-19 
pandemic. It often becomes impos-
sible to identify a problem until it is 
too late. Let’s step away from the in-
finite scrolling actions that create in-
finite imaginary worlds and attempt 
to just be present. Take a breath, 
look around you. Perhaps it’s been 
a while since you’ve really listened 
to that person close to you. Wheth-
er lover, family or friend or yourself. 
Everyone deserves to be heard with-
out the interference of an app or a 
notification. 

Let’s queer this idea that it is ‘nor-
mal’ to simply rant online if we have 
a problem with the world and try to 
seek knowledge through dialogue, 

creative expressions and mindful-
ness. Taking care of a living being 
such as a plant or a pet is also a way 
you can become more present in 
the world and queer the idea that 
you must respond to texts or emails. 
We need to queer this capitalist ap-
proach to being in order to find our-
selves again. It may take the shape 
of small steps such as turning off 
notifications on your phone, or dis-
abling social media apps so that you 
are not tempted to reach for that 
phone that feels so much a part of 
your body. Queering in this way sug-
gests that we are worth the time it 
takes to self-care. We are worth the 
time it takes to listen to each other 
and to care for one another. We are 
worthy of love. Queering here sug-
gests we must love more radically 
now than ever before. Some might 
think this is an extreme statement, 
but it’s possible that our existence 
depends on this. 

Genevieve Louw
(Programmes Coordinator)

Facebook live panel discussion hosted by The Greenbag Project. Living Homeless & LGBTQIA+ Life Challenges with Genevieve Louw 
(Programmes Coordinator of GALA Queer Archive), Thomars Shamuyarira (Founder of the Fruit Basket), Zsa-Zsa Fisher (Trans Activ-
ist and Advocate for Trans Rights) and Boledi Thladi (Founder of The Green Bag Project). 09 July 2020
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Food, & care

finding 
comfort 

I recently 
presented my 
own perspective on 
food, finding comfort and care at 
the Lesser Violence Reading Group.  
Over the past three years, the Lesser 
Violence Reading Group has been a 
place for discussion, debate and re-
flection around the multiple ways in 
which artists and creative commu-
nities navigate everyday realities of 
raced, gendered and sexualised vio-
lence. Conversations in small group 
sessions have extended from the 
daily impact of heteronormative pa-
triarchy on black, brown, queer and 
women’s bodies, to the deep, histor-
ical legacies of slavery, colonialism 
and apartheid, and the sexual-racial 
codes they have inscribed. Pumla 
Dineo Gqola’s articulation of rape 
culture remains a critical framework 
for the group, in both locating and 
refusing a paradigm of permissible 
anti-black/feminine violence.  The 
2020 reading group which I’ve had 
the pleasure of curating together 
with the fantastically talented Dan-
ielle Bowler and Amie Soudien is 
centred around thinking and prac-
ticing community care.

It’s 
no secret 

to anyone 
who knows me 

that I love cooking 
and baking. It grounds me 

and creating meals fills me with an 
innate sense of joy that is hard to 
explain in words. I’ve taken the 
time during lockdown to expand my 
knowledge and understanding of 
cooking and baking.  It’s particularly 
wonderful sharing my experiences 
in the kitchen with friends and fam-
ily. What’s the trick to ensuring your 
starter doesn’t flop? Is there a vegan 
option for this soup? What are the 
specific origins of a dish?

It’s also been a time of great nos-
talgia, which has helped in these 
unnerving times of Covid-19. One 
of my earliest memories of feel-
ing loved is that of visiting my Ba’s 
home in Lenasia, and the distinct 
sweet smell of baking. My grand-
mother, like many Indian women 
of her generation, is an incredibly 
talented cook. It’s a skill she has 
passed on with great fervour to her 
children and grandchildren. She just 
instinctively knows flavours. It’s the 
kind of skill that allows her to make 
the best lamb curry, despite being 

a strict 
vegetarian herself. It’s also awe-in-
spiring to witness her skill in the 
kitchen, in making very complicated 
dishes appear easy to make – as if 
preparing them didn’t require years 
of experience and masterful abili-
ties. 

This brings me back to making jale-
bi. After my successes with sour-
dough, which was in some senses 
technically challenging, I thought 
how hard can it be to make jalebi? 
I wanted it to be a surprise for my 
family and so I sought assistance 
from the Internet. I opted for Ran-
veer Brar’s online recipe. I greatly 
enjoy watching Ranveer, whose rec-
ipes are mainly shared in Hindi. He 
also makes a point of sharing the 
history of the dish he is preparing. 
He’s also so bae that you can’t take 
your eyes off him (once again, I’m 
that gay). I also watched numerous 
other ‘aunty’ videos to get a sense 
of different techniques (oh, but the 
time lockdown offers you!).

So, I was equipped with my recipe 
and feeling super confident. I fol-
lowed Ranveer step by step and 
loved the process. The goal of pro-
ducing a dozen crunchy, sweet, syr-
upy jalebi was, by my own evalua-
tion, a solid 50 percent. What I have 
learnt is to appreciate is just how 
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damn hard it is to prepare dishes 
from within my culture, particular-
ly because a lot of Desi cooking is 
based on instinct and years of ex-
perience. I could have watched a 
million videos on the ideal consist-
ency of the jalebi batter and still not 
have gotten it right. It’s the kind of 
instinct that allows my grandmother 
to ‘effortlessly’ whip up a meal that 
slays your taste buds.

But I think I need to check myself on 
this notion of effortlessness, which 
negates the skill, care and unbridled 
talent women in my family and cul-
ture demonstrate in every meal they 
prepare. A real shift in the politics of 
food is required; one that is inher-
ently mindful. It’s the kind of ac-
knowledgement that goes beyond 
expressing gratitude for a meal. It 
requires mindfulness around the 

labour involved in the production 
of the food, and its centrality in the 
health and well-being of humanity. 
This is a responsibility that has fallen 
to women, not always by their own 
choosing.

Ranveer has this series where he 
brings mothers on his shows to cook 
with him. I love watching those be-
cause I know these women, I grew 
up with them. It’s also why I enjoy 
watching past Great British Bake 
Off winner Nadiya Hussain’s show. 
There’s a mindfulness to the cook-
ing practice of chefs like Nadiya, 
Ranveer, Samin Nosrat which per-
haps helps to explain their growing 
followings.

I don’t think I will ever be as skilled 
or as talented as my Ba, mother and 
aunts in the kitchen, but I’m hoping 

to be a lot more mindful in acknowl-
edging their remarkable talent and 
skill, as well as in my own cooking 
practice.

I’ve been thinking a lot around the 
practice of food-making. I’m won-
dering if there’s a way of creating a 
space or discussion around the his-
torical, political, economic and so-
cial elements that goes into cooking 
and the unavoidable considerations 
of gender that are necessary for us 
to create mindfulness around this?  
In bringing about my own mindful-
ness, I wish you are able to find your 
own ways of seeking comfort and 
joy.

Keval Harie
(Director)

@kevstix in the kitchen. Left to right: Coconut and pistachio burfi (October 2019). Sourdough (April 2020), Ribollita (July 2020) 
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This year, for having only been nine 
months long, feels like it has lasted 
an eternity. Thinking back to the end 
of last year and the first few months 
of this one, there was so much hope 
placed on this year; it was meant 
to be the year of great things. Then 
Covid-19 happened and sudden-
ly we all had to adjust to a differ-
ent way of life. All those hopes and 
dreams that we had, had to be put 
on hold while we focused on figur-
ing out how to make it through this 
pandemic relatively unscathed. It 
is only natural that that switch- as 
sudden and unexpected as it was- 
would affect each of us differently 
and garner different emotional re-
sponses from us all. 

The members of the YOUth forum, 
for the most part, have had to deal 
with adjusting to learning online 
and still achieving the academic 
results they were used to getting. 
There’s been a sense of hopeless-
ness among them that there would 
be no saving the year and so there 
was no use in making plans for the 
future. It’s been a very confusing 

time because while we all would like 
to move forward with life in what-
ever way that we can, there is also 
this underlying thought that life is 
not normal right now so how can we 
possibly be expected to go on as if 
it is. In addition to all this there has 
been this constant anxiety about the 
virus and maintaining one’s health.

The most emotionally taxing Issue 
that the majority of YOUth forum 
members found themselves facing 
during this time is associated with 
the challenges that come with being 
at home, around our families 24/7. 
As queer youth, we have to deal with 
a varied number of responses to our 
queerness from our loved ones. Be-
ing able to step away from it all and 
go someplace we feel comfortable 
has been a luxury that we haven’t 
been able to afford ourselves dur-
ing this time. This forced exposure 
to environments that are often not 
welcoming at least and outright vi-
olent at most, has impacted quite a 
lot of us negatively. 

We have had to develop new surviv-

al and coping strategies and often 
these involve staying silent and en-
during uncomfortable situations just 
to keep the peace, which obviously 
is not good for our mental health. 
The inability to touch base with our 
queer families has also been a great 
source of stress because the best 
we could do in any given situation 
was call and that hasn’t felt like it is 
enough. The weekly WhatsApp fo-
rums have provided some comfort 
to some members but it doesn’t fill 
the void of meeting physically and 
being able to offer physical comfort.

All in all it’s been a trying time and 
everyone’s mental health has been 
impacted by all that we have had to 
go through during this period. While 
things are looking up, we still have 
quite a way to go before we can get 
back to living life as we used to know 
it (if going back is still even an option 
at that) and so the best we can do 
is take care of ourselves, reach out 
if we need help and always try to 
do what’s best for ourselves at any 
given time. Self care during this time 
is paramount because if you take 
everything else away, at the end of 
the day all you have left is yourself.

S’phesihle Nzutha
(Youth Forum Coordinator 

GALA Intern)

*PS: The WhatsApp forums take 
place every Thursday from 16h00 
till 18h00 on the YOUth forum 
WhatsApp group. To join the group, 
you can contact myself, Sihle, on 
0615331845.*

“I miss queer people”
Checking in with Sihle and the YOUth Forum

TIMESG
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Mwenya Kabwe is a Zambi-
an-born, Johannesburg-based 
theatre-maker, performer, ed-
ucator and creative facilitator. 
Most recently she directed No 
Easter Sunday for Queers (Mar-
ket Theatre, 2019). Mwenya is 
a member of GALA’s board of 
trustees. 

Do you find your skills as a facilita-
tor have been of use in your own 
household? If so, please explain.

No not really! I am caught off 
guard too often in my household. 
There is so much prep and plan-
ning that goes into my facilita-
tion work. My household work 
is much more unpredictable and 
any prep and planning is usually 
disguised as going with the flow!

What has been the hardest thing 
about lockdown with the family?

Having work and parenting and 
schooling and the laundry and 
the dishes all happen literally at 
the same time on some days has 
been very difficult and has re-
quired many moments of deep 
breathing! I have even missed 
commuting just to clear my head 
and make a transition from one 
mental space to another.

What has been the best?
In retrospect it was amazing to 
spend so much more with the 
kids.

What was the first meal you ordered 
when restaurants were opened up 
again?

We re-instituted pizza-Fridays

Have you been letting your children 
get away with anything that you 
didn’t before Covid-19?

Yes, they definitely have spent 

much more time making ‘mar-
vellous medicine’ concoctions 
out of all kinds of products in the 
house. I’m pretty sure I was much 
more protective of my shampoo, 
toothpaste, dishsoap and flour 
before Covid!

Do you still read your emails and/
or answer the phone after you have 
decided you are done with work for 
the day?

Even before Covid I was not par-
ticularly disciplined about the 
end of my work day! I think this 
might be a luxury afforded to 
those who are not juggling pri-
mary caregiving with full time 
work, so yes the emails get 
checked whenever there is a gap!

(Photograph by Sherene Hustler)

Mwenya Kabwe
Featured fam:
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Mwenya, 
Featured fam (extended):

No Easter Sunday for Queers is 
directed by Mwenya Kabwe and 
written by Koleka Putuma. No 
Easter Sunday For Queers pre-
miered at the Market Theatre 
for a limited season 20 – 25 Au-
gust 2019 at the Mannie Manim; 
and it was presented in co-oper-
ation between the Market Thea-
tre Foundation and the National 
Arts Festival and is supported by 
Distell.  The play was also a part 
of the Lesser Violence Reading 
Group hosted by the GALA Queer 
Archive and the Visual Identities 
in Art and Design Research Centre 
(VIAD), University of Johannes-
burg.

No Easter Sunday for Queers fol-
lows the love story of Napo and 
Mimi. The lovers, through the 
spirit, subconscious, Easter Sun-
day sermon, return on the anni-
versary of their wedding/death/
crucifixion to make the church 
pastor/perpetrator/Father recon-
cile reckon with the present and 
the past and a sacrifice/crucifix-
ion he must account for. The alter 
is a cross and the subconscious a 
court room where the dead seek 
justice for a an act sin committed 

by their perpetrators. The antag-
onist/protagonists cannot any 
more tell the past from the pres-
ent and scripture from the truth. 
Every year, through the visitations 
on Easter Sunday the pastor and 
his church is made to remember.

As the script of this production is 
based on a poem, not a play, I would 
imagine that this break from con-
vention allowed to you to approach 
producing it in an unconventional 
way. What kind of freedoms and/or 
limitations did you experience with 
the shift in textual foundation? 

Yes the play was based on Kole-
ka’s poem of the same title and 
it certainly allowed us to treat 
the whole production as one big 
elaborate poem, so besides the 
text, the costumes and set were 
dealt with poetically, the music 
was deeply poetic and some-
how we were also driven by cre-
ating a kind of poetic justice for 
the characters.  I tend to try and 
break from convention as much 
as possible as a theatre maker, so 
even working in a traditional the-
atre space is not always my first 
choice, but it is also really useful 
to have the limitations of a black 
box to work with. 

 
Considering the subject matter of 
this production deals with very 
heavy themes and experiences of vi-
olence and discrimination that many 
South Africans can identify with, 
were there any decisions made with 
regard to portraying a story that 
may trigger trauma in the audience?

Yes, I was very concerned about 
how we were going to represent 
the violence at the heart of play 
in a way that was not retrauma-
tising for either the production 
team or the audience.  The play 
itself is utterly uncompromising 
and within the first five minutes 

you are aware that the two wom-
en were killed by the priest for 
being lesbians and this murder 
ends the play.  We had one re-
hearsal where we followed the 
ending stage directions literally, 
it was very powerful and very 
disturbing and we decided that 
that was not how our production 
of the play was going to end.  I 
decided to represent that trag-
edy with all the theatrical bells 
and whistles at our disposal  so 
it was a huge, dramatic moment 
with a big choral soundscape, 
projections, smoke and loud dec-
larations of love.  I was trying to 
make an intense final moment 
that did not shy away from the 
text but lifted it somehow into a 
different realm.      

How did you first encounter this 
project and what was it that made 
you want to get involved?

Koleka invited me to direct her 
play.  I had been involved in the 
writing of it as her mentor and 
then a few years passed and she 
won the Distell Playwriting Award 
which allowed it to be staged.  

Now that you have had a bit of 
space and time from the show run, 
do you have any reflections of how 
you might want to do adapt or edit 
it in the future? Assuming this is a 
project you would want to revisit in 
the future.

We always spoke about staging 
it as a site-specific work in a real 
church, and that is something I 
would still love to do.  

On that note, are there any plans 
for No Easter Sunday for Queers to 
return to the theatre for those of 
us who were unable to catch it last 
year? (or some kind of platform that 
is pandemic compliant) 

Yes.  We’re working on it!  

director of No Easter Sunday for 
Queers
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dismantling the stigma

Through our Queer Voices Oral Histo-
ry Project which GALA ran from April 
to June 2020, we were able to see a 
glimpse into the lives of our commu-
nity and the struggles they are cur-
rently facing. How do we evolve from 
internalising our problems to thinking 
out loud, because chances are many 
others are sharing the same or similar 
fears, stresses,  anxieties and sadness 
when it comes to this pandemic and 
our greater lives. Mental health has 
been at the forefront of conversations 
surrounding Covid, and so it should be, 
but the worry is that these conversa-
tions are going into an echo chamber. 
Is there going to be real change when 
it comes to mental health stigma in a 
post-Covid world? When asked about 
challenges faced by contributors on 
our Google form submissions, 42.3% 
cited mental wellbeing as something 
they were currently struggling with, 
whether it be depression, anxiety, 
study or financial stress, sex drive or 
general mental health and wellness.  
The responses were varied but many 
related back to feelings of loneliness, 
concerns for staying connected (espe-
cially when data is so expensive) and 
hopelessness. 

‘Yes I am [struggling], being locked 
down is tough on my mental health. 
It’s the feeling of hopelessness that 
gets me most days, we have no idea 
what the future holds and that is 
scary’. 

The contributions we received were so 
honest – at times heartbreaking – and 
telling of a truly tough time in many 
people’s lives that they felt compelled 
to share with GALA. A lot of people 
have experienced what has been 
termed, the ‘corona-coaster’ which 
is two or three days of feeling some-
what “normal” or positive followed by 
a downward turn that knocks you for 
a day or two. This is one of many new 
words or phrases to come out of this 
period, ‘blursday’ being one because 
of the complete disconnect from time 

and space has led to not even know-
ing what day of the week it is. This 
is a time of complete disorientation. 
While some of our contributors found 
a routine to be a saving grace for their 
mental state, others found that the 
weight of it all to be too chaotic. 

The burden of having to display a cer-
tain version of themselves has taken 
its toll on some people, feeling the 
need to adapt to less than welcom-
ing circumstances can lead to strain 
on mental health and relationships. 
One contributor highlighted difficulty 
in having to be around cisgender peo-
ple and not feeling fully supported by 
them as a trans person which gave 
way to feelings of uncertainty and lost 
faith in those relationships.

One individual wrote about how their 
struggle manifested, ‘… in little ways 
at first, but that causes the irritation 
and paranoia to grow, leading me to 
overanalyse everything they say and 
do, a never ending cycle which en-
hances my feelings of isolation and 
anger with no physical escape’.

Feeling trapped during this time is 
not an uncommon one, but how do 
we make our way out of the maze? 
There are so many complexities when 
it comes to personal experiences in 
lockdown, so much intensity hanging 
on every nerve that we almost feel 
like a live wire waiting to channel it 
into the next stable object, this could 
be a loved one, or the next antagonist 
that tempts us. Beyond that, there are 
many that are dealing with the chal-
lenges of this pandemic but also hav-
ing to navigate even more traumatic 
interactions in an already depleted 
state. There is no right way to do this 
pandemic, but even without this pres-
sure there still lies pre-existing chal-
lenges that are only exacerbated by it. 

The discipline needed to stay well 
can be a challenge in itself, when 
asked how people were coping, one 
responder noted home workouts to 
be a good coping mechanism, ‘even 
though I absolutely hate them, I know 

they are benefitting my wellbeing’. 
Really though, I could not agree more. 
But there is something to be said 
about moving our bodies, and it can 
keep us from going inward in a way 
that isn’t always helpful. 

Resting our minds and our bodies is 
important. Cutting ourselves some 
slack for not messaging people back 
straight away, not getting to that work 
email because you can’t possibly bear 
another minute looking at a screen af-
ter countless hours on Zoom, or just 
being exhausted by having to re-enter 
the outside world in an altered state 
in what feels like hyperreality. 

‘For me, it has been important not to 
feel that I need to read or respond to 
everything.  It is okay to miss a meet-
ing and have time away from screens.  
I have found it therapeutic to get out-
side and get my hands in to a little bit 
of soil, imagine planting vegetables 
and thinking of creative ways of ex-
tending food security in these ways 
with our groups. Giving myself per-
mission to shut everything down and 
watch a film or read.’ 

For many, this was a deeply isolating 
period forcing them to overanalyse 
and retreat. A frustrating time with 
no direction, fighting cabin fever and 
a state of mind that crosses over to 
the depressingly existential at any 
mention of the “future”. But thinking 
out loud and attempting to dismantle 
the stigma can offer some solace, pro-
vide some peace knowing you are not 
alone in these feelings and that there 
is no quick fix when it comes to men-
tal health but an ongoing investment 
in ourselves and the dismantling of 
the stigma surrounding it. What we 
aimed to achieve from the oral histo-
ry project wasn’t a specific outcome, 
but to provide a soundboard for peo-
ple to share and to normalise discuss-
ing what feels like the most abnormal 
state of being. 

Lucinda O’Connor 
(Volunteer Programme Archive 

Project Mentor)

HEALTHMENTAL
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Gay Advice Bureau (GAB)
Archive Spotlight: 

With the focus of this issue of 
GALA Times being mental health, it 
seemed appropriate to look back in 
time through the archival records to 
one of the first gay counselling ser-
vices in South Africa: the Gay Advice 
Bureau (GAB).

Based in Johannesburg, GAB began 
their counselling service, originally 
aimed at gay men, in 1982 (Cape 
Town-based 6010 Counselling be-
gan the same year). Over time this 
expanded and in the early 1990s 
GAB changed their name to Gay & 
Lesbian Counselling (GLC), and their 
documents state that their services 
were open to everyone “irrespec-
tive of age, race, sex, colour, creed 
or sexual orientation”.  Despite this, 
those who made use of the service 
were largely white, cis, gay men. 

Card advertising GAB counselling services. C.1990.

“On a more personal note, I myself was once one of those scared 
and isolated people. I can still recall calling GAB telephonically way 
back in 1984 using my pseudonym ‘Tony’…I was a really frightened 
and paranoid young guy, and coming from my conservative ethnic 
background certainly didn’t help matters. For a long time the GAB 
counsellors were my only source of emotional support, never be-
ing judgmental or forceful, just empathetic and supportive. I slowly 
learnt to accept myself, and I am really grateful to those counsellors, 
as my life would have been very different today had I not made that 
first call.”

- Jerrold Law, GLC Chair, speaking at the GLC closing dinner in 1998

Jerrold Law in the GLC office in c.1997

New GLC logo c.1992

GAB was completely volunteer-run, 
with trained counsellors running a 
free (and confidential) telephone 
helpline between 19:00 and 22:00 
every evening.  They also respond-
ed to letters sent to GAB asking for 
advice.  GALA has extensive records 
of these calls and letters (although 
much of this is currently restricted 
to protect personal information), as 
well as organisational documents 
and records. GLC ceased counselling 
services in 1997 after 15 years.
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GAB/GLC shares an important his-
tory with GALA.  The counselling 
office in Berea where GAB/GLC was 
based in the mid-1990s was also for 
a time home to Joburg’s first Gay Li-
brary.  After GLC closed its doors the 
library was boxed up and donated 
to the newly established GALA in 

1998, along with half the remaining 
funds GLC had at the time of clos-
ing.  The library had a couple more 
temporary homes until 2004 when 
it moved to the 7th Floor of Uni-
versity Corner, home to the GALA 
offices.  The Cooper-Sparks Library 
is named after the two individuals 
who made sure the library survived: 
Carol Cooper and Tony Sparks.   Car-
ol Cooper was also a long-serving 

volunteer counsellor at GAB/GLC.  
The link between the library and 
queer counselling is fitting one, as 
the library has always (even before 
moving in with GALA) served as a 
safe space for queer people, as well 
as a valuable resource in self-accept-
ance.

Linda Chernis
(Archives coordinator)

Researchers in the GALA Library (2017)
GAB telephone counselling log book. 
Undated.

“Faith is a core part of 
my identity. Without 
it, I think lockdown 
would have been so 
much harder.”
When I first heard the announce-
ment, my mind went into overdrive 
trying to work out what this all 
meant and how I would handle it. 
For me it was very daunting chal-
lenging and even frightening.

I’m grateful to God that I was drawn 
to a wonderful passage of scrip-
ture found of all places in the book 
of Lamentations chapter 3: 22-23 
through the Lord’s mercies we are 

not consumed, because His compas-
sions fail not. They are new every 
morning, Great is Your faithfulness.

Changing the way we live because of 
coronavirus has been hard for me.
Prayer has made a big difference in 
getting through these tough months 
of lockdown. It was “a time of anxi-
ety” finding out church services and 
group prayers were suspended as 
part of the lockdown.

But it has given me a chance to 
strengthen my personal prayer, 
which has helped me through lonely 
days. I created a sacred space in my 
home for prayer and reflection.

Despite missing human contact with 
fellow congregation members in 

person, I credit my church for bring-
ing together members virtually.

I know that the pandemic isn’t over. 
But I feel like there is a higher power 
taking care of me, and it’s reassur-
ing.

Knowing I’ve got someone looking 
over me has reduced my fear and 
makes me think I can achieve any-
thing in the future if I try.

When I feel sad or depressed, I turn 
to God to feel better. I do my prayers, 
read the Quran on occasions and 
keep the faith.

Nobantu Nqolobe
(Administation Officer)

Faith under lockdown
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Donate to GALA
The GALA Archive is a living archive. This 
means that we never stop collecting. 

Do you have documents, posters, flyers, 
photographs, t-shirts or other items you 
would like to donate? Do you want your 
story, or that of your organisation, record-
ed and/or preserved? Your stories and 
contributions are important. Help us doc-
ument the present in order to preserve 
the past.
Your contribution matters.

Please contact our Archive Coordinatior, 
Linda Chernis: linda.chernis@wits.ac.za

Donations of books with queer content 
are welcome additions to the 
Cooper-Sparks Library that is housed at 
the GALA offices.

GALA is a non-profit organisation that re-
lies solely on donor funding. Any and all 
donations are welcome.

You can donate to:
Bank name: Investec
Account name: Gay and Lesbian Memory 
in Action Trust
Account number: 100 1183 4713
Branch name and code: 580105
Type of account: Current
Swift code: iveszajjxxx

or via snapscan:

*Please note that GALA 
is a registered non-prof-
it trust with S18A status, 
meaning that neither you 
nor GALA pays donations 
tax, and that donations 
are deductible from your 
taxable income.
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In the interests of health and safety, the 
GALA offices continue to remain closed. 
Requests to visit the archive will be dealt 
with on a case by case basis and can be 

sent through to 
Nobantu.Nqolobe@wits.ac.za

As part of my self-care routine dur-
ing lockdown level 2 I have been 
meditating a lot and investing in a 
better skin care routine just to show 
myself a bit of love. I realised how 
important it is to also take care of 
your mind. I noticed that some-
times depending on my mood the 
content that I watch on social me-
dia platforms has an influence over 
my overall mood. Because of this I 
am actively trying to watch things 
that are positive or have a positive 
and calming effect on me such as 
ASMR (Autonomous sensory me-
ridian response) videos before bed 
and listening to lo-fi hip hop which 
has quite a calming effect on me. At 
times when my mood is low or I am 
in a dark space I watch content from 
people who have overcome that sit-
uation or season of darkness. For 
anyone who may be struggling with 
mental health issues or any kind of 
life struggle, I think it is very impor-
tant to see narratives of people who 
have gone through the same trials 
and tribulations because it helps put 
things into perspective and it makes 
things tangible to the individual.

Wenzile Thwala
(GALA Intern)
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from Wenzy

Wenzy’s Youtube stream of choice

mailto:linda.chernis@wits.ac.za
https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3D5qap5aO4i9A%26feature%3Dyoutu.be

