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 Foreword
By Dr Paul Bayliss 

Absa is honoured to host Trans-Africa: Africa curating Africa, an exhibition curated by  
Jayne Crawshay-Hall, a previous top 100 entrant to the Absa L’Atelier. 

Crawshay-Hall, who sees her future as a curator, through this exhibition attempts to challenge and 
transmute the stereotypes of backwardness, exoticism and dislocation often associated with Africa.
It is true to say that art often reflects the state in which a society or nation finds itself and often points 
the direction in which it is developing spiritually as well as intellectually.

Through its sponsorships of the visual arts, Absa aims to identify, encourage and promote young 
talent. It is by identifying talent through sponsorships such as the Absa L’Atelier and providing artists 
with a platform through its Gallery that Absa makes visible the development of young and emerging 
artists and curators, and helps them to build their brand and identity within the visual arts.

Crawshay-Hall completed her BA Fine Arts with distinction in 2010. Already with a keen enthusiasm 
for curatorship, Crawshay-Hall began working at the Fried Contemporary Art Gallery, owned by 
Prof Elfriede Dreyer, where she assisted with curating on a number of exhibitions. In August 2012 
Crawshay-Hall curated Me 1, at Fried Contemporary Art Gallery. Crawshay-Hall is currently the Head of 
Subject for visual culture at The Open Window. The exhibition Trans-Africa: Africa curating Africa forms 
the practical component of Crawshay-Hall’s MA Fine Arts degree at the University of Pretoria.

We’re proud to host someone of Jayne’s calibre and talent and look forward to seeing her career 
continue to develop and grow.

Dr Paul Bayliss
Absa Art and Museum Curator
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	 Africa has long been a curator’s graveyard.  Big, ‘dangerous’, 
	 impossible to pin down, this vast continent has dwarfed any 
	 attempt to contain it, and many exhibitions of contemporary 
	 African art have ended up reinforcing those stereotypes of 
	 backwardness, exoticism or dislocation that their curators 
	 have struggled to combat.
					                  David Elliott (2005:31)

The exhibition Trans-Africa: Africa curating Africa(1)  is devised to challenge stereotypes of 
backwardness, exoticism and dislocation in perceptions of Africa, within the field of curation. The 
need to elicit “new critical frameworks for interpreting modern African art’s intersection with local and 
global discourses of modernity” (Ogbechie 2007:[sp]) is addressed hereby positing a contemporary 
understanding of African identity within the public domain: in a space where identity politics informed 
by race, culture, tradition or self/other need not form the basis of a curatorial approach.  In curating 
African identity, previous curatorial techniques have either failed to offer the public an understanding 
of African identity outside of a typically western idea of Africa, alongside separatist binary paradigms,(2)  
or have managed to eliminate difference, resulting in the homogenisation of an entire continent, 
conveying Africa as ahistorical and as an outsider in the west.(3)   Nuttall (2008:99) meanwhile claims 
that the past has been “recalled and reworked, [and] is in turn cross-pollinated”, where as according 
to Lemke (1998:148), there is no longer an absolute in terms of culture, but rather a ‘cultural-mixing’. 
Thus Trans-Africa as a curatorial project hopes to answer Bourriaud’s (2009:21) question concerning 
globalisation, of whether “this novel situation [will] give rise to a new way of conceptualizing cultural 
identity.”  Discussing postcolonial deconstruction, Bourriaud (2009:14) claims that it has substituted 

(1)	 Hereafter referred to as ‘Trans-Africa’.
  
(2)	 This is seen in the exhibitions outlined within the mini-dissertation such as 
	 Tributaries: a view of contemporary African art (1985, curated by Ricky 
	 Burnett), Africus: Johannesburg biennale (1995, curated by Christopher 
	 Till), Trade Routes: History and Geography (1997, curated by Okwui 
	 Enwezor) and Documenta XI (2002, curated by Okwui Enwezor).

(3)	 This homogenisation is seen especially in Africa Remix: contemporary art 
	 of a continent (2004, curated by Simon Njambi) as well as in the view of 
	 Africa via the recent Tate Liverpool exhibition Afro Modern: Journey’s 
	 through the Black Atlantic (2010, curated by Tanya Barson and Peter 
	 Gorschlüter) who depicted Africa through the African diaspora.

Trans-Africa
 Africa curating Africa

12 - 30 May 2013
Jayne Crawshay-Hall 
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“one language for another, the new one contenting itself with [and] subtitling the old one, without 
ever getting started on the process of translation that would establish a possible dialogue between 
past and present.”  Thus, the dialogue between past and present has not been established, but has 
rather merged within theories that pose problems when hypothesising contemporary identity today. 
Rather, the definition by which the self and the other is understood has been transformed – it can now 
be understood that people are different but that they are equal, and that the binary of mainstreams 
and marginalisations cannot be tolerated. I argue a new model of identitarian(4)  understanding of 
African Modernism that problematises differences in cultural translation, trans-consciousness and 
views of transnationalism, whereby a change towards a view based upon African Modernism and the 
altermodern is hypothesized, outside of previous identitarian postulations.

Trans-Africa presents the development of visual languages and strategies of visual representation 
within broader curatorial consciousness, offering new perceptions of identity. The exhibition has three 
themes. Firstly, Identity and Place, where a sense of identity is posited as related to possession, and 
a sense of self-reflexivity occurs within the world in which we live. Identity and Connections tracks the 
influence of identity connectivity, such as the European and African connection, and lastly Identity and 
Behaviours investigates changing customs, beliefs, practice and rituals. 

The earliest work included in Trans-Africa, is the 1969 oil painting Soweto Township, by Ephraim 
Ngatane, which makes it possible for the exhibition to speak to the changing perceptions of identity 
from 1969 to the present. Contemporary commissioned artworks are also included here, which aid 
an investigation into the translation of an understanding of identity within contemporary society, while 
situating the exhibition historically. The exhibition engages with the boundaries between blackness 
and whiteness, self and other, which it finds to have become blurred, where, it is noted, black and 
white cultures have become inextricably linked since the inception of Modernism in the early twentieth 
century.  According to Bhabha (cited in Doy 2000:209), hybridity “emphasizes the remaking of bound-
aries, where identity and difference are neither One nor the Other, but emerge in-between,” which gives 
rise to the notion of a‘liminal hybrid’.  Bourriaud (2009:13) states that cultural hybridisation erases all 
the singular notions beneath a “multiculturalist” ideology, which he calls a “general standardisation of 
imaginations and forms”, still situated within the postmodern. Such a standardisation fails to exceed 
current racial discourse, past which, it is argued here, it would be necessary to extend, in order to 
understand globalised cultural mutations. ‘Enrootedness’, as again devised by Bourriaud (2009:26), 
involves reconstituting a new modernity where we are not based within binarism, nor within the stan-
dardisations of the postmodern. Such standardisations fail to exceed current racial discourse and thus 
cannot come to terms with cultural transformation resulting from globalisation. Bourriaud (2009:26) 
states that “it is increasingly urgent that we extricate ourselves [from binarism].”

(4)	 Identitarian has been defined as the set of constructs that form the basis of 
	 understanding of identity.
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Brenda Atkinson (1999:16) reminds us that since South Africa’s early years in freedom from apartheid, 
“it is clear that the stakes have shifted, and the country’s reintegration into ‘international art’, culture, 
and politics, has given fuel to – and perhaps even made possible – greater critical openness around 
the politics of identity and representation.”  Such an analysis proves to be an important stimulant for 
the investigation of new theories of representation and identity politics. Bourriaud (2009:15), discussing 
the contemporary situation, states that “the time seems right to reconstruct the ‘modern’ for the pres-
ent moment, to reconfigure it for the specific context in which we are living.” 

Curating as cultural practice
Changing curatorial perceptions represent identity understanding as a solution-finding attitude posited 
within the public sector. Oliver Marchart (2008:7) states that curating “throw[s] an enormous amount 
of symbolic, representational and structural resources into ‘nation building’.” Von Bismarck (2007:19) 
refers to Zygmunt Bauman, who states that the curator’s position is to assert meaning to artifacts, 
where there is uncertainty. Curating is thus integral to conveying views and constructing discourses 
on identity, both in terms of the public and private domain, and entails finding artifacts and information 
and connecting these artifacts within an entirely new setting, where “as exhibited objects, the materi-
als assembled are ‘in action’: that is, they obtain changing and dynamic meanings in the course of the 
process of being related to one another” (Von Bismarck 2007:19).

Alongside the commissioned work for Trans-Africa, seminal pieces from the Absa permanent 
collection, and one from the Unisa permanent collection, are included. Holtz (2011:2) says of the 
insertion of contemporary artworks within historical collections that it “can evoke unexpected 
relationships between past and present and thus, new interpretations.” Similarly, Carroll and Schweder 
(2012:20) argue that “when contemporary artists intervene in museum exhibitions they intervene 
between past and future ways of seeing, thereby turning museum objects into projects.”  Maintaining 
this viewpoint, my aim is to intervene in past understandings of identitarian issues, and project a new 
way of considering identity within contemporary culture today. This projection will therefore validate 
the changing perceptions of identity from 1969 until the present. Roloff and Ströbel (2012:8) argue 
that modern art museums “play a pivotal role in legitimising social inclusions and exclusions, and [in] 
defining the positions of subjects and objects within their knowledge-power-relations, for instance the 
roles of the viewers, the artist or the curator.” Furthermore, Carroll and Schweder (2012:23) comment 
on the idea that the “comfortable distance from which we enjoy objects derived from the colonial 
legacy is not as geographically and temporally distant as it may seem.” In a general sense, it can be 
argued that the curated exhibition attempts to historically intervene in the collection in order to reveal 
absences and cultural misunderstandings, as well as to formulate new conceptions. A museum or 
gallery forms part of a public space, which Carroll and Schweder (2012:23) argue “is vital territory for 
encounters between histories, artists, and viewers”. They (Carroll & Schweder 2012:23) maintain that 
“the museum’s tyrannical closure of history (that often effaces the past of a given collection) can be 
reopened by an intervention that critiques the positions and actions of historical cultural agents.”
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I argue that within the South African context – one that has experienced the tyranny of a separatist re-
gime and the ‘identitarian understanding’ that lies in its wake, a critique of the status quo is integral to the 
conception of contemporary culture within our globalised society. To this end, Trans-Africa reviews past 
understandings of identity and posits a new conception of identitarian discourse within the public do-
main, by demonstrating the changes that have occurred in the conception of the historical artworks over 
time. In a globalised age, I posit that the understanding of difference in the African context in particular, 
has become translated and currently affects our understanding of historically contextualised artworks.

The Alter African hypothesis 
According to Axel (1999:41), “it seems that, with its critics, South Africa, perhaps the quintessential 
‘new’ nation, is in the midst of a struggle over the production of a new body – whole and thus [...] 
penetrable.”(5)  The exhibition Trans-Africa considers [South] African identity politics through the inves-
tigation of both African Modern and altermodern theories, and the effects of globalisation on contem-
porary society. Critical analysis of previous exhibitions curating identity has revealed various curatorial 
lacunae. The exhibition Trans-Africa demonstrates an alter-African formulation of identity, by position-
ing both contemporary commissioned works as well as works from the permanent collection dated 
from the late 1960s, amidst one another. Salah Hassan (1999:217) expressed the view more than a 
decade ago that in African art, essentially Western criteria of validation and acceptance are still at play. 
Such a validation is still grounded in “racial determinism” and “the demand for the display of authentic-
ity and spectacle”, which reflects old binary thinking (Hassan 1999:217). Ogbechie (2007:[sp]) argues 
that it is such thinking that has “victimized modern African art, by making it practically impossible for 
African artists to emerge as active subjects/agents of modernity in art history.”

Hence, the reader may question: what then, constitutes an authentic identity construction within the 
‘Alter-African’ or ‘trans-identitarian’ condition? Such a view entails an understanding of identity as 
culturally intermixed, a product of globalisation and transmutation. The objective is thus to dis-
mantle racial and cultural categories, and as a result of connectivity, to investigate the way in which 
contemporary behaviours surpass stereo-racial boundaries. One may then ask, however: what of dif-
ference? I investigate assertions of translation conveyed within the artworks on Trans-Africa, which 
contradict creolisation, as merged and indifferent, and which on the other hand convey difference 
in terms of ‘change through globalisation’. Featherstone (1990:6) regards this process of globalisa-
tion as leading to a “global ecumene”, which he defines as a “region of persistent culture interaction 
and exchange”, producing cultural translation, as well as transnational orientation. Difference in this 
context is understood as changing or translating at the same time. A more fluid and cross-pollinated 
sense of identity thus emerges, considered through trans-consciousness. Another aspect that will be 
addressed is that of transnationalism, which is viewed as integral to a contemporary understanding 

(5)	 Olu Oguibe (1996) refers to this notion of the “new Other” within the 
	 technological age, applicable to South Africa stemming from a minority of 
	 white privilege and a disadvantaged black majority, in which he states the
	 Other of contemporary society will not be measured in terms of race, but in
	 terms of access to technology and cyberspace. 
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of identity. Transnationalism refers to a state-of-being in contemporary globalised society that is no 
longer limited to diasporic or nomadic conditions, sedentary conditions allow for transnationalism 
through technological globalisation.

Through this curatorial project, it is thus postulated that an understanding of identity has transmuted, 
alongside developments in curatorial perception. By investigating a contemporary understanding be-
tween the artworks emerging out of the previous model of thought and contemporary artworks, which 
deal with contemporary issues of identity, the exhibition articulates shifts in curatorial positions.

Africa as a site of globalisation
Trans-Africa addresses the question raised by Ogbechie (2010), namely, “what is the value of Africa as 
a site of globalization, as a place with its own history of development of specific visual languages and 
strategies of visual representation?,” a question which demonstrates the necessity to convey Africa as 
a site of globalisation, as well as to demonstrate changing strategies of visual representation. Bour-
riaud (2009:11) argues that the phenomenon labelled ‘globalisation’ came about due to the sudden 
emergence of peripheral countries into the central arena of contemporary art, largely located in the 
North Atlantic. In this globalised society, transgressing borders became no longer limited to physical 
travel, since the world wide web allows for constant transnational experiences throughout daily life. 
Through economic globalisation, societies have become cosmopolitan and diasporic activities have 
become common occurrences, and thus the concept of the nomad is no longer only applicable to the 
traveller. Such an application of an understanding of globalisation can be applied to the continent of 
Africa as a whole, as well as to South Africa itself, as a country that has been ‘globalised’. Bourriaud 
(2009:21) comments that due to a constant “professional” nomadism, there is a sense of common ex-
perience found increasingly throughout the world, “goods and services are increasingly similar, we are 
becoming transnational.” Due to large-scale globalisation and the infiltration of new technologies into 
our lives, a cross-cultural intertwining has occurred.

Although previous theoretical configurations of African Modernism were closely associated with the 
diaspora, Trans-Africa attests to the fact that diasporic Africans do not best represent African Mod-
ernism, and that contemporary artists situated within Africa itself need to be considered vital to its 
formulations. African Modernity is taken here as a product of contemporary Africa itself.  Eigenheer’s 
(2007:5) view is that curating within this cultural globalisation “compels us to neither negate our own 
background nor to take it as the only premise, but to question it time and again in the contextual flow 
of ongoing projects”, and this forms a critical basis for my curatorial intentions. Trans-Africa thus ques-
tions essential identitarian ‘categories’, rooted within post/colonialism and the aesthetics of race and 
colour, with a deliberation of the failures accompanying this, and rather posits identity via transmuta-
tion, occurring by means of connectivity. The exhibition offers a potential image of identity conducive 
to the progressive processes of an ever-increasingly globalised identity.
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The white voice as a contentious issue 
According to Atkinson (1999:16), “white artists, critics, and curators can no longer assume an unchal-
lenged and definitive authority, and black artists are increasingly critical of a market which demands a 
certain formulaic ‘Africanness’ from their art.” Postcolonial discourses have interrupted the consider-
ation of the practice of ‘representing’, or speaking on behalf of ‘the other’ within a binary paradigm. As 
such, the white curator/artist/critic is constantly faced with the recurring argument of not being able 
to speak on behalf of another race or culture. Cultural theorist and curator Okwui Enwezor (1999:376), 
during the time of the 1995 and 1997 biennales in Johannesburg, claimed that the white artist was un-
able to comment on a black subject, which resulted in an “act of surrogacy that emphasises the sub-
ject’s muteness and silence, while embellishing their own positions as the voices of reality.” Enwezor 
(1999:376) argued that this act silences the black subject forcibly, and fails to acknowledge the “crucial 
psychic split that positions black and white bodies in polarities of worth and value.” Enwezor (in At-
kinson 1999:17) has argued that “the spectacular black Other of colonial history” was still a marginal 
figure within “contemporary intellectual and cultural production” of white South Africans. Trans-Africa 
positions this argument outside of contemporary identitarian issues, taking the position that due to 
cultural exchange and post-African identity politics, issues surrounding the investigation of the use of 
the black body by white artists, along with writing from the white perspective on both black and white 
artists alike, is no longer a contentious issue. I assert that as a white female curator, my ‘voice’ cannot 
be positioned outside of racial dichotomies, but ought to be viewed as a product of a post-racial soci-
ety and trans-cultural, trans-consciousness.  

IDENTITY AND PLACE
Identity and Place as a designated theme deals with a sense of identity as posited within the world in 
which we live. The term ‘place’ has many connotations: city, land, home, roots, urban, and rural, to 
name but a few. The works discussed under the title Identity and place illuminate the idea of con-
necting identity with place, as well as a phenomenological sense of being in the world.  Bourriaud 
(2009:188) states that for a truly globalised and harmonised world to exist, one would have to ulti-
mately invent a common world “of realizing, practically and theoretically, a global space of exchange.”  
Artists living within contemporary globalised society have started to re-imagine worlds, often through 
an intricate mapping or reflecting on the workers of society, but always reflecting on identity through 
this process. 

Within the constraints of post/colonialism, identitarian ‘categories’ have been grounded in essentialist 
categories given rise by the aesthetics of race and colour. In this context, nationality, birthplace and 
ancestry are taken as secondary in the process of determining identity. As Atkinson (1999:16) argues, 
power shifts within societies and therefore compositions of self and other need to be remapped “not 
only in terms of race, class, ethnicity and gender, but equally in terms of the local and the international, 
and in light of the ominous expansion of global capital.”
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Ephraim Ngatane’s work, Soweto township, 1969 (Figure 1) places the ‘aesthetics of race and colour’ 
- the strategies of visual representation - as secondary to a depiction of the landscape. A contempo-
rary understanding of this work indicates a shift in curatorial perceptions.  Lemke (1998:4) states that 
often African-inspired expressions have played seminal roles in  the shaping of modernism. In Ephraim 
Ngatane’s(6)  work, intercultural exchanges have shaped the formation of the modernist aesthetics, 
although not monopolised by western artists. The artist’s depiction of the land and of abstraction 
conveys that cultures were inseparable long ago, and that identitarian understandings can no longer be 

(6)	 Ephraim Ngatane was born in Lesotho in 1938, but grew up in Soweto. 
	 Bester ([sa]) states that “Ngatane made a marked impression on the art 
	 of the 1950s and 1960s, creating artworks that captured the essence of 
	 township living and conveyed emotion and depth.” The people depicted 
	 remain integral to his work, always functioning within the space, never 
	 victimised by the socio-political system. Having studied under Skotnes at 
	 the Polly Street Art Center from 1952 to 1954 (Bester [sa]), Ngatane 
	 developed a unique method using a variety of media including oil and 
	 watercolour, gouache, and often times sand and plaster of paris. As seen 
	 in Soweto Township, Ngatane used the dusty colours of the place he was 
	 depicting, intersected with blocks of bright blue, green and red. He used 
	 abstract, geometric shapes to create aesthetically appealing and emotive
	 compositions (Bester [sa]). Bester ([sa]) comments that even though many
	 of the scenes painted by Ngatane convey the sometimes unpleasant 
	 conditions of the township, “Ngatane treated these images with 
	 flamboyant colour, constantly parodying the callousness and degradation 
	 of the apartheid system.” 

Figure 1: Ephraim Ngatane (1938 - 1971), Soweto township, 1969
Oil on board
520mm x 735mm
Absa Permanent Collection
Photograph courtesy of the author
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understood through binarism, but rather through translation – as depicted in these social realist works. 
Mbembe (in Mbembe, Dlamini & Khunou 2008:239), in speaking of the idea of ‘the township’, states 
that many studies have dealt with the hypervisible issues of poverty dispossession, expropriation and 
disenfranchisement in the context of racial violence in the township, or with social production and the 
political mobilisation of the township; yet very few studies consider everyday life within the township. 
Ngatane’s Soweto township uses a snapshot-style composition of everyday township life, focusing 
on both the harsh reality and sense of community within this urban utopia. The subjects of his depic-
tions lay claim to the land, indicating a sense that the city and its townships are built on the labour 
of the worker. Mbembe (in Mbembe et al 2008:239) states further that the idea that the township is 
both urban and not, and it is close to the city yet remains on the margins, is contestable when we are 
generally left with only a negative definition of this urban formation, which Mbembe (in Mbembe et al 
2008:239) states is “integral to city life in South Africa and [is] deeply embedded in the nation’s social 
imaginary and political conscious.” 

Cecil Skotnes’s work, Untitled, as seen in Figure 2, serves to subvert the colonial gaze, and thus 
moves beyond a colonial perception of the white artist’s depiction of the South African landscape. In 

Figure 2: Cecil Skotnes, Untitled, 1975
Edition 4/75
Woodcut print
350mm x 500mm
Absa Permanent Collection
Photography courtesy of the author
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the woodblock featured, Cecil Skotnes(7) has depicted the South African landscape with an abstracted 
view of traditional rondavel huts in central view. The colonialist viewpoint of the other in the landscape 
was often a contested one in postcolonial writing, where the marginalised other is subjected to the co-
lonial gaze. The colonial gaze inscribes a stereotypical viewpoint of the other upon the landscape and, 
often times, as seen in Pierneef’s depictions of the landscape, the colonised are ignored entirely. This 
view is counteracted in Skotnes’s work from 1975, where his depictions of the huts in the landscape 
are the focal point. Isolated in the landscape, it can be said that they have been depicted as a physical 
part of the history of the landscape, with the same colours and techniques describing the hills of the 
scene having been used to depict the rondaval huts. Skotnes creates an understanding that tradition 
has been a part of the landscape for a long time. By identifying with the landscape in such a man-
ner, Skotnes can be read to be forwarding that such an identitarian understanding is set into the land, 
and is translated by many identities as recognisable when considering the (trans)nationality of South 
African identities. The landscape is depicted as belonging to neither the self nor other, the view of the 
landscape has been depicted as translated, self and other have been transformed through the depic-
tion of the landscape. Skotnes’s work, although created during the time of modernism and colonialism, 
articulates this idea that black and white cultures were inseparable long ago. Such a practice is also ar-
ticulated through his Polly Street Art Centre, where despite apartheid policy, influences were intermixed 
in a revised identitarian understanding. Such a work conveys a shift in curatorial perceptions, as we no 
longer view Skotnes’s work through a colonialist gaze, but a gaze which has been translated, and it is 
now possible to understand the work as having been influenced by a culturally merged  milieu.

Durant Sihlali’s(8)  work, The Timber Yard (Figure 3), conveys a celebratory view of the working class. 
In the 1970s, Sihlali’s work was branded pejoratively as township art, while “in truth it documented 
historical realities which had little to do with the romantic patina and racist paternalism of the term” 
(Richards 2004).  As such, curatorial perceptions of the understanding of his work have shifted, and 
now, one can appreciate Sihlali’s work outside of colonialist and postcolonialist inscriptions of what 
might be considered to be ‘black art’.  The Timber Yard can be understood in this context in terms 

(7)	 Cecil Skotnes was born in 1926 in East London, South Africa.  Skotness 
	 studied art at the Witwatersrand Technical Art School and the University 
	 of the Witwatersrand.  Skotnes concentrated increasingly on woodblock 
	 printing, transforming the medium into an independent art form (Cecil 
	 Skotness: David Krut Publishing 1996).  Skotnes went on to run the Polly 
	 Street Art Centre in order to teach art techniques to the marginalised under
	 the apartheid system, which would become synonymous with resistance 
	 art at this time.  

(8)	 Durant Sihlali was born in South Africa in 1935 prior to the advent of the
	 apartheid regime. Sihlali worked across many media, and according to
	 Richards “was one of the few contemporary artists who lived through the 
	 early years of the building of contemporary South African art.”  Sihlali 
	 studied art at many of the key institutions and artist run initiatives formative
	 to the black artist’s experience during the decade of apartheid, such as the 
	 Polly Street Art Centre, the Thupelo Project, FUBA (The Federated Union
	 of Black Artist) and the Fundacentre in Soweto (Richards 2004).
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of a kind of neo-Marxism, where contemporary issues concerning the global economy, particularly a 
sense in which the city was built on the back of the worker, need to be taken into account. Sihlali’s The 
Timber Yard celebrates the labourer in a South African society. The rooigevaar(9)  at this time consid-
ered the heroism of the worker as a threat. Sihlali’s The Timber Yard posits a heroic view of the labourer 
to the public within this work. Similarly, Eli Kobeli’s Diggers of 1998, as seen in Figure 4, also posits a 
heroic view of the worker.(10)  Kobeli’s Diggers conveys the workers as dignified, laying claim to the land 
and to the city. The work is celebrated here in terms of the land as well as in terms of economic gain – 
the worker is a protagonist within the landscape and thus within the city. 

(9)	 The Afrikaans term for the communist threat during apartheid and the Cold
	  War.

(10)	 Eli Kobeli was born in 1932 and passed away in 1999. He was a painter 
	 of urban life and figures, and tried to capture the everyday life of 
	 contemporary society, often within a colourful urban utopia setting. 

Figure 3: Durant Sihlali (1935 – 2004), The Timber Yard, 1993
Pastel on Paper
850mm x 1055mm framed
Absa Permanent Collection
Photograph Courtesy of the author



12

For Michele Mathison (2012/09/20), the contemporary Southern Africa presents an example of a “dis-
tinct and new social condition.”  Again interested in this view of the contemporary township, Mathison, 
with the help of Albert Ngwane(11) (known as the Zozo man) has assembled a common informal housing 
unit known as a Zozo-hut, in the ABSA foyer, an example of which can be seen in Figure 5. The pro-
cess of building and dismantling this basic form of accommodation for the duration of an art exhibition 
connotes the precarious nature of these structures in South Africa, alongside the lives of the people 
who inhabit them.

Township life, according to Mbembe (in Mbembe et al 2008:240) should be read as an emblem of the 
global city, where new cultures of commodification are emerging, and new aesthetic forms are register-
ing, where “township residents are moving beyond the spatialities and temporalities of apartheid.” This 
work translates the idea of the South African ‘shack’ from the temporality of informal housing, into an 
economic opportunity for people to sell and construct. Mathison highlights the Zozo-hut as the most 
basic form of housing for low income and migrant people. The site of such housing has become syn-
onymous with South African urban landscapes. Following the exhibition, the shack will be taken down 

(11)	 Albert Ngwane works as what is known as a ‘Zozo man’. Born in 
	 Mozambique, he moved to South Africa in 1995 and started building Zozo 
	 huts 5 years ago. He lives and works in the Main Reef Road informal 
	 settlement in Johannesburg.

Figure 4: Eli Kobeli (1932 - 1999), Diggers, 1998
Gouache op papier
465mm x 665mm
Absa permanent collection
Photograph courtesy of the author
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and reassembled as housing. The documentation of the construction and destruction of the hut within 
the gallery space, and transference from the gallery space to the township, will form an integral part of 
the concept of the work as a whole.

Often, Mathison removes the purpose of the functional object in order to present the objects within their 
symbolic semblance. The artist transforms the utility object into a symbol, associated with oppression, 
and juxtaposes it within an affluent corporate environment. The confrontation between the objects he 
uses and the identity understanding they symbolize, raises questions in relation to various understand-
ings of immigration, as well as ‘space as identity,’ within the paradigm of identity understanding. Mathi-
son confronts the notion of marginal identities in the public setting of the Absa gallery in order to translate 
past identitarian essentialisms which barricade identity understanding. As such this questions the way in 
which identity is affected when communities are displaced, thereby demanding acknowledgement within 
new social spaces. Thus Mathison attempts to shift assumptions of the Zozohut, as well as the town-
ship with which it is associated, as an icon of racialised space. Dlamini(12) (in Mbembe et al 2008:240) 
states that “squatter camps are different from townships only in a material sense, they are more deprived 
and are home almost exclusively to the unemployed – those who have come to be seen by society as 
disposable people. To me, the township is a space in motion.”  Mathison creates a visual narrative of 
the region’s social changes. The work is transnational in character, appealing to both political situations 
within South Africa, as well as in the broader Southern African context. Mathison’s work enables a sense 
of connectedness within the global South, an African trans-consciousness, neither defined by one race, 
nor confined to a specific culture, but appealing to the whole, which is an inference that can be found in 
the process by means of which the work takes shape.

(12)	 Nsizwa Dlamini, interviewed by Mbembe, was a doctoral fellow at WISER
	 (Wits Institute for Social and Economic Research) at the time.

Figure 5: Michele Mathison, Zozo 2 Room, 2013
Mixed media installation
Dimensions variable, approximately 4000mm x 2000mm
Photographs courtesy of the artist
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Senzeni Marasela’s The protestor (2012-2013), an impressively large hand-stitched work (Figure 6), 
conveys a reinterpretation of the city of Johannesburg within our contemporary globalised climate. 
Marasela maintains a focus on the way in which black women occupy the city. Nuttall and Mbembe 
(2008:1) focus on theorising the metropolis of Johannesburg, stating that “to write an African metropo-
lis into the world is a complex and compelling task [...] it requires a profound re-interrogation of Africa.” 
Johannesburg is “the symbol par excellence of the African Modern” (Nuttall & Mbembe 2008:1) and as 
such, representations of the city can be used as a starting point in gaining a localised understanding 
of notions of identity within the conceptual framework of African alter-Modernism. In colonial South 
Africa, “racism was [...] a way of maintaining biological differences among people” (Nuttall & Mbembe 
2008:43), differences that were maintained within postcolonial formulations of identity. In terms of the 
African Modern, however, this impetus for separation becomes obsolete in the course of globalisation.

The conception of the city, and Johannesburg in particular, is often linked with chaos and modernity. 
Marasela (2013/02/25) states that it is thus important to merge the city and the figures of the women in 
order to further insert them into the city. Marasela arranges and rearranges the city of Johannesburg, 
thus altering the construct of the colonial city in an attempt to rewrite history. Marasela’s treatment 
of the city attempts to change history, and thus re-write or translate the roots of the colonial allegory. 
Bourriaud (2009:21) draws on the figure of the exote(13) as a figure encompassing difference through 
globalisation. The exote is a figure of travel, expedition and global dislocation (Bourriaud 2009:21). The 
women and other protagonists within The protestor could be understood as exotes, a figure globalised, 
translating difference within the contemporary city of Johannesburg. 

Bourriaud (2009:22) states that within the altermodern, one needs to set “one’s roots in motion, staging 
them in heterogeneous contexts and formats, denying them the power to completely define one’s iden-

(13)	 Taken from Victor Segalen’s Essay on Exoticism (1919) in which 
	 Segalen had already perceived the consequences of the twentieth century
	 and argued against the generalised flattening of differences – an exote is a
	 figure of travel, expedition and global dislocation (Bourriaud 2009:21).

Figure 6: Senzeni Marasela, details from The protestor, 2012-2013
Red thread stitching
2000mm x 500mm
Images courtesy of the author
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tity, translating ideas, transcoding images, transplanting behaviors, exchanging rather than imposing.” 
This altermodern attitude is conveyed by a shift in history through Marasela’s The Protestor. Marasela’s 
reinterpretation of the city attempts to reintroduce an entirely new understanding of identity – one with 
no fixed roots, or mythologised origin. Bourriaud (2009:21) states that  “ […] rather than set fixed roots 
against another, a mythologized ‘origin’ against an integrating and homogenizing ‘soil’, wouldn’t it make 
more sense to assign them to other conceptual categories, ones suggested by a global imagination in 
the process of mutation?” This process of mutation, transmutation and transnationalism is a state of 
being within the cosmopolitan situation of the globalised state/city that is no longer limited to diasporic 
or nomadic conditions. Trans-culturalism, which emerged out of the understanding of the transnational, 
refers to a state-of-being of this new world culture, where an entirely new identity is formed.

In Étui vir my versierde letsels, Figure 7, Isabel Mertz considers the notion of place on her own identity 
as a German and Afrikaans South African. Her work is an investigation into the notion of home, and 
land within her identity, through mapping her childhood neighbourhood and the routes she used to
take to school. The work is centered on the idea of the ox, a symbol adopted by many cultures within 
South Africa as synonymous with cultural identity. Mertz’s understanding of the symbol of the ox is 
within the Afrikaner culture with which she identifies, although the ox is also understood as a symbol 
of tradition in its ritual use. In Mertz’s object, difference has been translated, allowing the symbol to be 
understood within a new trans-conscious paradigm.The symbol of the ox, associated with place, has 
been transmutated.

Figure 7: Isabel Mertz, Étui vir my versierde letsels, 2013 
Bronze and found parquet flooring
2200mm x 1700mm x 3700mm 
Images courtesy of the author
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Similarly, in the work of Christiaan Harris Anatomy of Libretto (Figure 8), symbols have been used to 
depict images of a culture that is presented within an imaginary theatrical setting.  Harris thus attempts 
to depict an imaginary theatrical culture within South Africa. Harris refers in his work to the anti-
apartheid struggle to search for forms of identity after the substantial socio-cultural shift that South 
Africa has seen in the last few decades. The works take and appropriates different strands of cultural 
identity and exchange within the artist’s own idea of identity. The portrait of each individual is placed 
within the environment, a place that becomes symbolic of his/her own cultural transmutation. Thus, 
the ‘environment of the individual’, for Harris, becomes a metaphor for the landscape. Harris refers 
specifically to European and colonial influences that have clearly been absorbed within cultural identity. 
Anatomy of Libretto thus refers to the performance of identity in place, “rehearsed and adapted like a 
theatrical work, embedding ideas and cultural diasporas in each new generation” (Harris 2013). The 
use of 3-dimentional manipulation within the scenes become integral, as the viewer is disorientated by 
the perception of depth of field and is him/herself situated within the space of the work, integrating the 
viewer within the very cultural flux in South African culture that is referenced by the work.

Figure 8: Christiaan Harris, Anatomy of Libretto, 
Act 1, scene 3, Part 1, 2011
Act 3, Scene 1, Part 1, 2011
2500mm x 1500mm
Digital prints
Photographs courtesy of the artist
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IDENTITY AND CONNECTIONS
Trans-Africa then considers the impact that connectivity has had on identity with the theme Identity and 
connections. Much consideration has been given to the impact of black material culture on western 
Modernism.(14)  The avant-garde appropriated the forms of African art within their work, influenced by 
Oceanic art, as seen in works like Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon of 1907.(15)   It has been widely 
argued that this appropriation is used in certain cases to advance an individual artist’s work within 
Modernist discourse. Equally significant is the impact of white colonial presence on black indigenous 
culture. Robert Farris Thompson (in Barson 2010:8) proposes that there is a need for a “retelling of 
Modernism, to show how it predicts [that] the triumph of the current sequences would reveal that the 
Other is your neighbor [sic] – that black and modernist cultures were inseparable long ago.” Hybridity, 
which implies “popular culture, gaining the distinctive features of another cultural identity”, (Bourriaud 
2009:18) remains associated with the movements of postmodernism and postcolonialism. Identity and 
connections aims to replace the dated view of hybridity and multiculturalism with an understanding 
that remains outside western historical construction, but rather in terms of transnationalism, which 
involves transmutation via connectivity. 

Identity and connections thus explores the exchange that has occurred, which has shaped the 
formation of contemporary identity into an identity transmutated, where binary differences such 
as Western/African and black/white have merged. This has occurred as a result of the globalising 
processes that have given rise to interculturalism and transnationalism. Exchange has gone beyond 
merely hybridisation where binaries are easy to locate, but where cultures have intermixed and 
exchanged beyond the location of essential cultural differences. Rather, the perception of identity 
differences are altered according to one’s perspective at the time. Bourriaud (2009:165) states that 
a viewer would need to be naive in order to believe that a contemporary work of art provides an 
exclusive expression of the culture in which it at first originates, “as if culture were a self-contained, 
closed and independent universe [...] not yet contaminated by the white colonialist.”  As such, the 
artworks become indicative of this connectivity within identity. The artworks thus convey to the public 
how through daily connectivity, transmutation has occurred, dismantling racial and cultural categories 
as a result of connectivity, and surpassing stereo-racial boundaries, resulting in an identity which has 
surpassed previous understanding. 

(14)	 Dominating European artists used the Oceanic influences of the 
	 non-representational aesthetic, not accurately depicting the social world 
	 and portrayed objects, to transform the arts of that period. 

(15)	 Lemke (1998:7) refers to Picasso’s Les Demoiselles D’avignon (1907), as 
	 “the primal scene of the aesthetic encounter between Europe and Africa.” 
	 The use of the non-representational aesthetic, not accurately depicting the
	 social world and portrayed objects, allowed dominating European artists to
	 transform the arts of that period.  Artists such as Picasso were heavily 
	 influenced by the African masks and sculptures – pushing their works to 
	 new boundaries as a result of this influence.  Lemke (1998:7) refers to this
	 cultural exchange as “primitivist-modernism” – the hyphen indicating that 
	 without this cultural contact this type of artifact would be a nonentity. 
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Within Leonard Matsoso’s(16)  work, Basotho Horse Rider (1998) seen in Figure 9, a western awareness 
of techniques and mediums within the arts heavily influenced his own artistic thinking and process. The 
connections between Europe and Africa are evident very early in history, and as discussed in relation to 
Modernism, have consequently become inseparable. Similarly, connections need to be considered in 
terms of the west’s influence on African art. As such, differences have been translated, transmuted and 
as a result, re-mixed. The ability to locate the one or the other within the work is a futile operation,were 
the name of the artist not presented alongside it. As identity has progressed, it is argued here that this 
has formed something entirely new. The inclusion of this work from the 1990s acquisitions of the per-
manent collection calls attention to a change in the understanding of the artwork itself in this exhibition, 
where the concept of the work is celebrated within the connections of various cultures. Such an intersec-
tion conveys the current progression to a form of understanding beyond essentialisms.

Matsoso’s work often assumes an almost sculptural presence (Leonard Matsoso [sa]), seen in his 
treatment of the horse in Basotho Horse Rider (1998). Often Matsoso’s treatment of his figures causes 

(16)	 Leonard Matsoso was born in 1949 in Soweto, South Africa. He trained 
	 from 1962 to 1970 under Cecil Skotnes and Sydney Kumalo at the Jubilee
	  Art Center. Here, Matsoso was exposed to both western and non-western 
	 influences. According to Loots (2000), the centre encouraged an 
	 awareness of western techniques and mediums within the arts.

Figure 9: Leonard Matsoso, Basotho Horse Rider, 1998
Conté on paper 
690mm x 985mm 
Absa Permanent Collection
Photograph by the author
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them to overlap, so they take on the synthesized nature of man/beast, man/woman or mother/child 
(Leonard Matsoso [sa]) conveying  a synthesized articulation of essential criteria. Such a work could be 
interpreted, as the artist argues, as “referring to the external conflict and reconciliation between oppos-
ing forces, as well as the internalization or embodiment of these contestations within the human form” 
(Leonard Matsoso [sa]). Previously, such an ambiguous portrait might be considered in terms of the hy-
brid, in other words, as being neither self nor other. In the terms forwarded by a translated understand-
ing of identity in Trans-Africa, the portrait as genre represents a transmutation of identity, as something 
evolving, and as such, prompts the viewer to shift in their understanding of identity beyond that of 
hybridity, to a sense of transmutation through global connectivity between previous identity paradigms.

Richard Smith’s(17)  Automatic for the people (2005), as seen in Figure 10, is a large multi-panel charcoal 
and mixed media work, depicting portraits of people who are both real and imagined, a common theme 
that the artist describes as part of his work (Smith 2011). The people depicted within the work stare out, 
confronting the viewer directly. Objects, symbols, cartoon images or icons are placed in front of some of 

(17)	 Richard Smith was born in 1947 in Edinburgh, Scotland. In 1958 his family 
	 immigrated to South Africa.  Originally a political cartoonist, Smith began a 
	 career in fine arts in 1986.

Figure 10: Richard Smith, Automatic for the people, 2005 
1350mm x 1260mm 
Mixed media on paper 
Image courtesy of Absa Gallery
Absa Permanent collection
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the portraits on the grid, interrupting their presence, and thereby setting up a tension between the subject 
and the icons placed in their view. Smith (Richard Smith Art 2009) states of his work that often he starts 
off with an abstract concept to depict.  His process can then transform into a figurative work, or remain 
abstract. The process renders the portrait as secondary to the artist (Richard Smith Art 2009), who says 
the meaning is derived through the becoming of these two states (abstract and figurative). Robyn Sassen 
(2005) states of Smith’s work that, “the heads are charming in their oddness.” The title Automatic for the 
people seems to be a wry comment on identity itself. According to Sassen (2005), these faces “seem 
to vomit out the collaged objects, and in others, [to] ingest them.” The portraits are cluttered with these 
objects, and the canvas is cluttered with these numerous identities that appear to be a transmutation, a 
depiction of exchange and intermixing. A reference to the R.E.M. album title, Automatic for the people 
(1992) may allude to identity as a construct, one that is automatically ingested, whilst also transforming 
within contemporary society. Thus, similarly to the portraits within the work, the sense of identity that 
remains is uncertain, as it can be said to have ‘transmutated’.

Although he received minimal art training, Sicelo Ziqubu’s(18) concepts evince a contemporary under-
standing of society and identity. Although The Lost paradise of Adam and Eve (2006-2007) (Figure 11) 
refers to the origins of man, as well as the origins of evil, Ziqubu’s art generally refers to the ‘kitschifi-
cation’ of culture, often coming about through the globalisation of society and the incessant need of 
tourists for curio products. Machen (2009) comments that Ziqubu’s oeuvre often used to make clichéd 
objects that sell in gift shops. The work references curios, and thus is part of an art form that would 
previously have been categorised as craft, a designation often reserved for women and the socially 
and politically marginalised. The acceptance of this work into the Absa permanent collection in itself 
conveys a transformation of values through the understanding of identity. Included on Trans-Africa, the 
work demonstrates transmutation. Both ideological and artistic exchange has occurred, and this work 
aptly illustrates the curatorial shifts of perception in terms of the previous hierarchies debated between 
art and craft. The work fuses iconography that was previously associated with notions of the primitive, 
with wild paradise and the beginning of time, within a contemporary setting. The work seeks to eradi-
cate the origins of primitivism, often stereotypically associated with the western idea of ‘the savage’ 
endemic to colonialism. The work demonstrates an intermixing of both west and non-western influ-
ences. An inference that can be reached from this work is that man came from common origins, born 
out of some wild paradise. Ziqubu fuses and forms contemporary understanding of identity today by 
intermixing the historical connections of self and other and situating Africa at the core of history, along-
side the West. The work denies exclusive discursive standpoints. Ziqubu’s works characterise South 
African life, both through its concept and its medium, which Machen (2009) claims is often extremely 
complex in construction.  Machen (2009) states that Ziqubu’s works are “shrouded in natural mythol-
ogy and symbolism,” which transgress essential boundaries and are thus a combination, conceived 
through transgression and connection. Trans-Africa ultimately attempts to historically intervene with the 
work from the collection in order to reveal absences and cultural misunderstandings.

(18)	 The artist was born in 1974.
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Figure 11: SiceloZiqubu, The Lost Paradise of Adam and Eve, (undated)
Circa 2006-2007
Mixed media
1820mm x 1400mm x 2000mm
Absa permanent collection
Photograph by the author
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Diane Victor’s(19) Childminder (2011) as seen in Figure 12, depicts the typical traditional image of a 
black woman carrying her child on her back. Upon inspection, the traditional image is contradicted as 
the viewer becomes uncertain of the racial designation of the child-minder. The title is also a western 
term whose use here references its ubiquity in both colonial and apartheid social practices. As such, 
the ambiguity of the image emerges, essential criteria become blurred within the image, the child itself 
becoming a symbol repeated and merged with the body of the childminder herself. 

Diane Victor’s works, according to Von Veh (2012) “function as a catalyst for social change by exposing 

(19)	 Diane Victor (1964 ~) is a well-known South African artist, who is 
	 celebrated (as well as criticised) for her evocative images often depicting
	 politically abject subject matter.

Figure 12: Diane Victor, Childminder, 2011
Smoke and charcoal on paper
1690mm x 1255mm (framed)
Absa Permanent Collection
Photograph by author
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the inherent unequal power relations that have been promoted and normalized.”  Within this work, the 
ambiguities that are possible to read in the image function to contest such power relations, transmut-
ing identity, with essential differences no longer able to be read as either one or the other. The differ-
ences are understood as different through translation, pointing to change through exchange.

Amita Makan’s Self Portrait (Figure 13) alludes to ideas of fluidity, plurality and an integrated under-
standing of the self. Makan (2012) says “art is a personal process built in a universal message…”. 
The self-portrait embodies cultural exchange, conveying the richness of plurality as an expression 
of identity which is both conceptually and materially present in the work. Makan’s work consists of 
hand-stitched embroidery on silk tulle or netting, with silk thread, pieces of a vintage sari belonging to 

Figure 13: Amita Makan, Self Portrait (Detail), 2012
Hand stitched embroidery on silk tulle, silk thread, vintage sari, sequins 
1500mm x 960mm (unframed dimensions)
Photograph courtesy of Carla Crafford and the artist
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her late mother(20)  and sequins. The silk tulle serves as a metaphor for skin, which according to Makan 
(2012), is something that absorbs influence, is organic, evoking an evolutionary process much like that 
of those that could be associated with globalisation. Such evolving processes result in the transmuta-
tion of identity through exchange and connection. The irony in establishing her own identity through 
her late mother’s clothing as an attempt to establish her roots, is not lost – Makan’s mother lives on 
through her work. Through her own mother’s loss of identity understanding when faced with a dete-
riorating disease, Makan attempts to re-establish her own ‘fil rouge’ of identity, while at the same time 
maintaining conscious of change in identity both in one’s self and through one’s society. The mediums 
used enrich the meaning of her work in terms of her identity translating difference within her ancestral 
roots. The work aims to demonstrate a progression from the original culture, to her embodiment of 
identity as transcultural. Makan never compromises on her understanding of her identitarian journey, 
considering her ancestral roots, as well as the influences of her travels,(21)  yet at the same time illus-
trates knowledge and understanding of a progressive understanding of identity within contemporary 
society. The work borrows and shares from a number of cultural systems and offers something entirely 
new to the viewer, a result of transculture and connectedness.

Makan’s Self Portrait refers to her cobbler ancestors from India who stitched shoes and leather goods 
by tradition. Throughout the background, Makan has stitched Western style shoe silhouettes onto the 
silk tulle, which are echoed through the shapes of the ends of her hair. Bourriaud (2009:163) deter-
mines that globalisation is economic in nature. As such, the reference to the Western shoe alludes to 
this idea of economic globalisation, where all women wear a similar shoe, where as a result, the shoe 
as a personal and cultural effect no longer indicates a specific cultural background. Specificity is be-
coming translated within the larger picture of identity connection and exchange. Makan (2012) refers to 
this portrait as “the point of the human race,” articulating transculturality within her own sense of self, 
and depicting herself as a constellation to be mapped out upon the myriad spectres of contemporary 
cultural identity. 

Makan (2012) refers to the quote, taken from Ted Hughes’ (1999) book Tales of Ovid that:

	 Some are transformed just once
	 And live their whole lives after in that shape
	 Others have a facility 
	 For changing themselves as they please...

(20)	 Amita Makan’s mother passed away in 2009 after a long battle with the 
	 Alzheimer’s disease.
(21)	 Makan is well travelled, also having lived in Geneva, Switzerland, for a 
	 period of time.
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Makan’s work Self Portrait After Gustav Klimt’s Portrait of Adele Bloch-Bauer I (2013), Figure 14, ex-
plores the notion of ‘intersecting histories’. The Austrian born painter Gustav Klimt (1862-1918) himself 
was influenced by other cultures, similar to the artist Makan, as well as by contemporary society, which 
prompted Makan to superimpose her own portrait onto that of Adele Bloch Bauer using embroidery 
and fragments of vintage saris, which are so integral to her ancestral identity. Thus, Makan (2012) ar-
gues that one needs to celebrate the notion of a multi-faceted society and inter-connectedness, com-
menting on this globalising culture that “what is interesting is this process [that] we are going through 
to become [a globalised society].” This work can be seen as embodying identity that is entirely new, 
a contemporary twist on the old, where the trans-culture presents an alternative to separatism. Both 
portraits are intended to be viewed from both sides of the canvas. The back of the canvas conveys a 
sort of unravelling – the unravelling of the intercultural connections, of the exotic, of the other, and the 
self into a transmutation that remains open and translated for contemporary understanding.

Figure 14: Amita Makan, Self Portrait After Gustav Klimt’s Portrait of Adele Bloch-Bauer I (Detail), 2013
Hand embroidered with silk thread on silk organza, vintage sari, and 
vintage sequins
1440mm x 1200mm (unframed dimensions)
Photograph courtesy Carla Crafford and the artist
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Nandipha Mntambo(22)  uses raw, uncured cow-hide, “moulded into sensuous female forms” (Buys 
2010:107), often modeled around her own figure, as seen in Figure 15, LeLiveLami (2006).  Often 
times, people are repulsed by the smell of the uncured cowhide, despite the fact that her works have 
entered a number of permanent collections to date (Buys 2010:107). Mntambo, in an interview with 
Buys (2010:112), comments on this notion that cowhide as a medium is not linked to traditional South 
African cultures, but rather, was inspired from a dream she had about a herd of cattle. Mntambo (in 
Buys 2012:111) states that “it was difficult for me when my career was just starting because there was 
pressure for me to make my work about ‘black culture’ […] people seem to want to mystify the work, 
and the process behind it and even me. It makes it more magical, more ‘deep dark Africa.’”  Mntambo 
(in Buys 2012:112) states that this preconception is not only held by international markets, but largely 
within South Africa itself.  Such an essentialist reading of Mntambo’s work is indicative of the post-
modern, postcolonial standpoint, which I argue both critics and curators have become limited by. As 
Holtz (2011:2) has stated, the insertion of contemporary artworks into collections evokes unexpected 
relationships between the past and present. Mntambo’s works, clearly indicative of a transculture, or 
cultural mutation, have previously been understood in terms of ‘black culture’ and by means of various 
essentialisms. Trans-Africa signals a curatorial and ideological move away from such essentialist cat-
egories, where the interpretation of an artwork is not formed on the basis of one’s cultural background 
or race, but rather by one’s contemporary translated identity. Difference has thus been translated for 
Mntambo, no longer based on essential interpretations.

(22)	 Nandipha Mntambo was born in Swaziland in 1982. She received a Master
	 in Fine Arts in 2007 from the Michaelis School of Fine Arts in Cape Town.

Figure 15: Nandipha Mntambo, LeLiveLami, 2007
1800mm x 2900mm x 2000mm
Cowhide, cows’ tails, resin, polyester mesh 
Unisa Art Gallery Permanent Collection
Image courtesy of Unisa Art Gallery
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Figure 16: Erna Bodenstein, (My son) Mbeki: Bahlalefi 1, 2013
Ink and mixed media drawing on etching paper
710mm x 380mm
Photograph courtesy of the artist
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All cultures have, to various extents, become cross-connected, demonstrating Du Bois’ (in Gilroy 
1993:126) “dream of global co-operation”. Erna Bodenstein’s work (as seen in Figure 16) considers the 
question of South African psychologist Chabani Manganyi (in Bodenstein 2011):  “is being black-in-
the-world different in fundamental respects to being-white-in-the-world?”   Bodenstein, who describes 
herself as a white, a-typical Afrikaans speaking woman, has worked with the subject of her adopted 
three black children for some time, in an attempt to investigate notions of identity and reality formation 
within their particular ‘in-between’ cultural situation. She (Bodenstein 2013) states:

	 Since 2010, the theme of identity in my work has been based on the 
	 cross-culturisation of my three ‘adoptive’ black (Pedi) children and how 
	 each of them experience their respective  identities of selfhood as 
	 being [simultaneously] ‘white (Afrikaans) and being (Pedi) black,’ 
	 coming from a background still practicing traditional rites and belief 
	 systems [sic].  

These works focus particularly on Bodenstein’s youngest son, Mbeki, who as the youngest had been 
raised almost exclusively by Bodenstein and her late husband since he was an infant, within this a-typ-
ical Afrikaans speaking home. The work investigates the impact of both inside and outside connections 
on his cultural identity and is a response to the fluidity and development of exchanged identity. Mbeki’s 
recent exposure to a traditional ceremony and the impact thereof is explored within this work. This in-
cluded a ritual slaughtering, eating of the meat and burning of the bones.  Bodenstein’s work considers 
Mbeki’s perception of himself, as well as her perception of him within this cultural intertwining.

Bodenstein has represented Mbeki’s identity in a constant state of flux, progressive through con-
nection. He is depicted neither as black nor white, and associated with neither English nor Afrikaans 
conventions. The black ink used to depict Mbeki has been drawn, bleached and redrawn to eventually 
embody the representative of someone both culturally and racially in-between and plural, a metaphor 
for the fluid nature of contemporary identity. Bodenstein and her family are trans-conscious and experi-
ence this notion of cultural insiderism through their ‘pluri-identitarian’ understanding of their connected 
family unit and society. I argue that such ‘cultural insiderism’ has evolved to become trans-conscious, 
where there is an acknowledgement of difference, although these differences are no longer understood 
as static, but are rather translated through connectedness, becoming trans-conscious.

A connected understanding of identity is presented to the viewer of Trans-Africa, grounded in change 
through exchange, resulting in transmutation.  Transmutation is illustrated both through the artworks 
themselves, as well as the installation of the works, intersecting with previous notions of identity in the 
way that they are exhibited. Difference is understood through translation, where one’s understanding of 
difference itself has transformed due to globalisation processes. Contemporary societies have become 
connected, diasporia is now common to every continent, and the concept of the nomad is no longer 
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only applicable to the traveller. Thus, we encounter transnationalism, where Africa’s state-of-being is 
no longer dictated by the west or limited to diasporic or nomadic conditions of understanding. By con-
trasting the contemporary artworks of Identity and connection with previous works from the permanent 
collection, a shift in curatorial perception is conveyed, and an effort is made to dismantle lingering 
stereotypical understandings. 

IDENTITY AND BEHAVIOURS
Within the theme of Identity and behaviours, transmutating customs, beliefs and cultural practice are 
investigated as a result of global connectedness and exchange. Gilroy (1993:2) states that cultural 
theories are leaning towards an idea of cultural nationalism once again; on the “over integrated con-
ceptions of culture which present immutable, ethnic differences as an absolute break in the histories 
and experiences of ‘black’ and ‘white’ people.” Cultural intermixing however implies that identity has 
gone beyond a fusion, and has transformed as a result of trans-consciousness and an accumulation of 
global culture. Gilroy (1993:15) states that “the fractal patterns of cultural and political exchange and 
transformation that we try and specify through manifestly inadequate theoretical terms like creolisation 
and syncretism indicate how both ethnicities and political cultures have been made anew.” In the time 
of the altermodern, one may argue that the world is growing increasingly uniform.  Contemporary iden-
tity should now be viewed as translated, in state of constant flux and progression within the globalised 
context. Thus, difference is translated through trans-consciousness. These exchanges or translations 
are considered as constituent factors of the trans-identitarian, and entail an understanding of identity 
as culturally intermixed. The objective is thus to dismantle racial categories, and as a result, surpass 
stereotypical racial boundaries.

The notion of double consciousness refers to “the state of belonging to a culture but being simultane-
ously outside it, [to being] denied access [to it] or ignored within it” (Barson & Gorschlüter 2010:180). 
This concept conveys a familiar problem at the core of racial dynamics, namely whether or not we can 
be simultaneously inside and outside of a culture. Kasibe (2008:81) writes about his own understanding 
of identity as what he describes as trans-conscious. Kasibe (2008:81) describes himself as “vacillating 
between blackness and whiteness” in his own personal situation.Trans-conscious can thus be described 
as the embodiment of both self as well as the west and the non-west. Kasibe (2008:81) says of this 
consciousness that he is an entity “that belongs in neither black nor white spaces but is a product of 
both” and can thus be determined to be a product of trans-consciousness. Bourriaud (2009:165) points 
to something similar within the altermodern, which he states is based on a double-dialogue, “one that 
the artist maintains with his or her tradition, and a second dialogue between that artist’s tradition and the 
corpus of aesthetic values inherited.” Such a double dialogue should be understood alongside trans-
consciousness and trans-culturality, where the exchange through globalisation has rendered society as 
neither one nor the other, but with the consciousness that looks towards a global ecumene.
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In 1994, the first free election was held and the African National Congress (ANC) was voted in as 
government. Helen Sebidi,(23)  in her work The Chameleon Story of 1995 (Figure 17), refers to such a 
changing society after 1994, promoting the feeling of hope and prosperity. Sebidi learned the western 
styles of illusionism that she would employ in her idealistic paintings of rural life (Hough 2010) from art 
teacher John Koenakeefe Mohl, after she moved to Johannesburg. Such a connectedness is indicative 
of transmutation and exchange, where Sebidi adapted the techniques she learned and transformed 
them into her own unique style. Sebidi drew inspiration from both her rural and township life, and refers 
to the suffering and disruption inflicted by apartheid. She has a strong concern for women and for the 

(23)	 Born in 1943, Mmakgabo Mapula ‘Helen’ Sebidi grew up under the 
	 apartheid system of oppression.  With her parent as migrant labourers, 
	 Sebidi was brought up by her grandmother in rural Marapanye (Hough 
	 2010).  Sebidi developed an interest in the arts through her grandmother, 
	 who was a traditional wall and floor painter. According to Hough (2010) 
	 Sibidi moved to Johannesburg to find work, and it was in Johannesburg 
	 that Sebidi joined oil painting classes, given by artist  John Koenakeefe 
	 Mohl.

Figure 17: Mmakgabo Mapula ‘Helen’ Sebidi (1943 -), The chameleon story’ (m/o), 1995
Edition 28/45, monotype
320mm x 4150mm
Absa Permanent Collection
Photograph by the author
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future, themes she addresses in her work. The Chameleon Story has a mythological subject matter, the 
chameleon often changing its colours to camouflage within its various settings. Sibidi thus refers to her 
sense of a changing society and the notion of ‘blending in’ to the transnational society that is South 
Africa. The figures within the work seem racially ambiguous, with the rainbow colours of the work add-
ing to a certain sense of indeterminacy. It can be attributed that the symbolic reference of the cha-
meleon can be understood in terms of a transformation, where cultures have intermixed and become 
indiscernible as one or another. The transformation has occurred as a result of trans-consciousness 
and an accumulation of global culture and understanding. A hybrid and multicultural understanding 
has become insufficient as it bases identitarian understanding within the postmodern and postcolonial, 
which we have surpassed through globalisation. At the end of the century, Axel (1999:41) stated that it 
seemed that South Africa was in the midst of a struggle over the production of a ‘new body’ in which 
the rainbow nation would reside – a body that was not understood in terms of self or other, but rather 
as in-between.  Culturally specific behaviours have become accumulated by various other cultures, as 
foreseen in Sebidi’s work from 1995. Cultural transmutation has occurred.

Figure 18: Marieke Kruger, Wedding Feast (I and II), 2006
Digital print on Hahnemühle paper
1580mm x 1100mm
Absa Permanent Collection
Photograph by the author
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Marieke Kruger’s art, according to Erin Odell (2006), grapples “with what it means to be a woman in 
South Africa today living in this diverse land.” Kruger uses diverse media within her work, and furthers 
the eclectic nature of her oeuvre by referring to contemporary women’s identities as both a physical 
and emotional journey, which she reflects “in her use of biblical metaphors, ancient symbolism and 
surreal images” (Odell 2006). Within the work Wedding Feast (I and II) (2006), as seen in Figure 18, 
Kruger refers to the church, and the relationship between nature, people and man-made structures in 
determining relational, physical and spiritual identities. In her artist’s statement, the artist refers to the 
biblical story in Mathew (according to Odell, 2006), which describes a wedding feast that was opened 
to the public after the invited guests had declined to attend. Kruger thus refers to the marginalised or 
unseen within society, who are welcome to join in the celebrations of the church. The work consists 
of identity-document like photographs, detailing the physical features of a person’s face, alongside an 
x-ray of their chest, as well as aerial maps of the area of Paarl, marked in red. This could be read to 
mean that a person’s identity, understood through their physical features, is irrelevant to their spiritual 
and physical identity.  The fundamental aspect of mapping a person’s identity through how they look is 
being challenged; the limitations of doing so are highlighted through Kruger’s inclusion of various other 
features which contribute to a person’s identity. Odell (2006) states that Kruger refers to universal bibli-
cal events and symbols in order to “project the theme of multiple journeys and identity […] gender and 
our land.” The Wedding Feast for Kruger becomes a celebration, a ritual that encompasses this notion 
of coming together, despite difference. 

Figure 19:Jayna Mistry, Sita Von Teese in ‘Sheila ki Jawani’, 2013
Digital print on archival paper
279mm x 419mm
Photography courtesy of the artist
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Within our current consciousness of globalisation, locating the other is fast becoming a futile effort. 
It would seem that without actively searching for one’s roots, the notion of the other is disintegrating. 
Jayna Mistry, a third-generation South African Indian artist, born and raised in Gauteng, works with 
issues around the location of difference, as well as transgressing fixed stereo-racial understandings 
within contemporary culture. Mistry aligns herself with burlesque Bollywood culture, due to her strong 
ties with India, although her Indian heritage is a product of her South African upbringing. This in itself 
is contradictory, as burlesque dancing originated from Europe with dancers such as Josephine Baker 
taking central stage during Modern renditions, and Bollywood is modeled on the American film industry 
Hollywood, identifying with it through its very moniker. In her work, Mistry attempts to come to a clear 
understanding of both her South African self as well as her own Indian heritage, in an investigation into 
the globalising processes that affect her culturally and through a consideration of her mixed identity. 

Mistry refers directly to the performed self and behavioural identity, as seen in Figure 19. Mistry’s inter-
ests also lie within the incompleteness of the photographic ‘representation’ and the power relations in 
place through the process of documentation. Through the photographic image, the viewer is at once 
aware of being prompted to view the other through the colonial gaze; although in this case, the other is 
surrounded by a merging of both Western and non-Western imagery and the other is thus not able to 
be located. The subject is at once exotic and familiar, a mix of both West and East. 

Within African Modernism, black diaspora artists have embraced stereotypes surrounding the body 
in order to dismantle them – what Stuart Hall has theorised as a “turn” (in Archer 2010:37). The self, 
also aligned with this notion of the model white identity, was continuously fixed as white, American/
European, and middle class. Mistry received the majority of her academic education from a Western 
perspective, although a significant amount of Indian popular culture forms the majority of her per-
sonal entertainment. The artist describes her aesthetic cultural position as ambiguous. Using Lemke’s 
(1998:3) discussion therefore, of this “dialectical formation of an aesthetic and cultural identity” which, 
according to the arguments of both Archer and Edwards, has been moulded since the twentieth cen-
tury, and has lead to aesthetic and cultural identity becoming inextricably linked to one another. 

In order to dismantle the racial categories of the previous century, one needs to review essentialism in 
identity discourse. It is my contention that identitarian perceptions are changing as a result of intermix-
ing, erasing the clear boundary between the Western/non-Western, as well as self and other. The aim 
of the series, according to Mistry (2012/08/14), was for the alteration and transmutation of the negotia-
tion of the self between social, cultural, political and religious difference. Mistry (2012/08/14) states, 
“the human body is an organism in culture, a cultural artifact even, and its own boundaries are unclear, 
and unclear boundaries disturb us.” 
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Emerging South African artist, Lwandiso Njara, considers contemporary identitarian issues within his 
work Transformation of identity (2012), as seen in Figure 20. Njara’s need to acknowledge transnational 
and transcultural identities is demonstrated in his questioning of the ability for his Xhosa traditional 
upbringing to coexist alongside his simultaneously Catholic upbringing. Bourriaud (2009:17) states 
“today’s artists, whatever latitudes they live in, have the task of envisaging what would be the first truly 
worldwide culture.” The work explores Njara’s spiritual awakening during his boyhood years within the 
Mpondo Valley in rural Transkei. Tradition in the area states that it is necessary to slaughter and sepa-
rate animal flesh from bone to honour the ancestors of tradition. Raised by his grandmother, Njara was 
simultaneously raised with Catholic doctrine, which his grandmother felt equally necessary for survival 
in contemporary society.

For Njara, the two polarities in the respective traditions raised the issues of belief and doubt, which 
lead Njara to question his identity. Such a questioning appears to be reflected within the sculpture, 
where the goat is infused with mechanical cogs, which according to Njara (2012/07/21) reflect his 
Xhosa beliefs merging with western technical ways of being. Previously, such a view would be situated 
within the understanding of physical hybridity, where two polarities are merged within one body. The 

Figure 20: Lwandiso Njara, Transformation of identity, 2012
Merit Award winning sculpture 2012 PPC
Concrete, patina, wax polish and steel
1500mm x 1050mm x 480mm
Photograph courtesy of the artist
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concept of hybridity is still a product of postcolonial theory, which I argue we have surpassed. A spear 
points symbolically to indicate the act of slaughter, balances on a cement bible, resembling Christian 
and thus, western doctrine. Njara (2012/07/21) questions whether the spear point needs to be removed 
before the bible can be properly opened and states (Njara 2012/07/21) that in life he is often faced with 
a choice between the Xhosa native customs, his own embodiment as a South African man, and the 
Catholic belief system, which, to Njara, are contradictory realms with which he is nonetheless simul-
taneously aligned. Njara (2012/07/21) maintains that “it is my aim to discover the truth for myself and 
to find out whether the two realms have something in common and where they intersect” [sic]. Njara’s 
installation forms a bridge between his own understanding of South African Catholicism and Xhosa 
ritual, which intersect to form something entirely new. This newness, or trans-conscious identity is 
translated – signified by the contemporary robotic and seemingly evolved figures.

Figure 21:Lwandiso Njara, Catholic altar boy’s toys, 2013
Concrete, steel, patina and wax polish
860mm x 540mm x 1580mm each
Image courtesy of the artist

Gilroy (1993:3) refers to the notion of “cultural insiderism”, namely the notion of an absolute sense 
of ethnic difference, which distinguishes people from one another and at the same time acquires an 
“incontestable priority over all other dimensions of their social and historical cultures and identities.” I 
note tensions in discourses where it is postulated that South Africans are – as a diverse nation – more 
belonging to a pluralistic culture than being simultaneously outside it. Such an identity is referred to 
through Njara’s sculpture, Catholic Altar boy’s toys, 2013 (Figure 21). The sculpture series deconstructs 
Njara’s identity, which he (Njara 2012/07/21) understands as a double identity, a Christian ethos 
imposed upon a background of traditional Xhosa spiritual identity.  The work refers to a game played 
within his Catholic schooling, known as ‘Building the temple’ which would always begin with prayer. 
The sculpture thus depicts child workers, commanded by the elders to build the temple of the Lord. 
The work is trans-conscious, infused with Christian religious symbols on western style toys, which 
have thus been translated in order to form a new identity. A cross-pollinated sense of identity thus 
emerges within the trans-conscious, which is simultaneously experienced and indicated in both 
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of Njara’s works. Thus, it is demonstrated how Njara has situated his understanding of identity as 
becoming something entirely new, no longer associated with dualist notions of inside/outside, but 
rather as a form of the trans-conscious. 

Figure 22: Sikho Siyotula, Remainder 004, 2011
Caul fat (Umhlehlo), thread, rope and wire
1300mm x 1500mm x 600mm
Photograph courtesy of the artist
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South African artist Sikho Siyotula explores the fleeting nature of material cultures and cultural expres-
sions, alongside the tendency to ‘hoard’ cultures. After she spent a two month artist’s residency in 
Paris, Siyotula’s interests turned towards investigating the need for cultural expressions to allow for 
change. Siyotula (2011:6) said of Paris:

	 Paris feels like a place where many things have been hoarded; hoard 
	 this building, hoard that painting. That is the problem with not letting go 
	 of things; you will always hang onto the work of the masters and not 
	 see your own light. You will believe their works are better than your 
	 own, your struggles inferior to theirs but this is not the case. Not only 
	 does Paris have too many people; but it’s also got too many times 
	 competing to exist in the present.

Siyotula’s sculpture works are built by wrapping caul fat over a skeletal structure, in order for the fat to 
dry and take its shape (as seen in Figure 22). Siyotula’s first encounter with the medium of caul fat, or 
Umhlehlo, was during the ritual custom of Emigidini – the slaughtering of an animal (Siyotula 2011:5). 
The caul fat or Umhlehlo would then be hung in the kitchen and left to dry. Siyotula remembered from 
then, the lacy quality, fleshy tones forming the aesthetic value of the medium. 

Figure 23: Sikho Siyotula, Ways of hanging around I, 2012
Melted caul fat mixed with chalk pastels on fabriano
630mm x 1030mm
Photograph courtesy of the artist
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Siyotula’s investigation of cultural change stems from both the medium she uses and from the very 
ephemeral quality that the works themselves embody. Umhlehlo as medium was used both as 
significance for the meaning of the material from the context in which she originally experienced its 
resonances, as well as for its aesthetic ‘lacey’ value. The mercurial nature of the medium – at first a 
concern – became necessary to the way in which the work functions for meaning. Siyotula’s medium 
began embodying both ideas of life, time, and memory, while at the same time, allowing for change 
to occur constantly within the work, echoing Siyotula’s (2011:5) idea that “cultural expression can be 
as corporeal and ephemeral as the culture that produces it.”  Caul fat, because of its volatile nature, is 
in a constant state of decay, thus Siyotula (2011:6) states that “it is within discourses that explore the 
volatile, corporeal and ephemeral nature of cultural expressions and more broadly, the materiality of 
culture itself, that this body of work can be located.”  She states (Siyotula 2011:6) “I am [of] the opinion 
that the remainder of cultural expression is something that is breathing, something that sweats and 
something that is alive, but also dies.”  Within this investigation, Siyotula began working with fat on 
paper, drawing the caul fat sculptures she created, as seen in Ways of hanging around I, 2012 (Figure 
23). The work is indicative of the process of change and perception, themes that permeate her work. 
Siyotula references the idea that some historians situate themselves within the belief that the death of 
one cultural expression makes room for the birth of another – which is echoed by Siyotula, transform-
ing her caul fat sculptures into two dimensional works, more accessible through their medium. Due to 
globalisation processes cultural perceptions are intermixing. Siyotula has intermixed her media tech-
niques, transforming caul fat into a drawing medium.  Similar to Siyotula’s message, culture should be 
free to change and embody something completely new within the processes of cultural globalisation. 
Featherstone (1990:1) comments on the “trans-societal cultural process [...which] can be regarded 
as being embedded.”  Siyotula attempts to transform the sculptures into a cultural artifact on paper, 
which are no longer in a state of decay, but a state of change – which can be associated with identitar-
ian understanding. Featherstone (1990:1) states that “people, information, knowledge and images give 
rise to communication processes which gain some autonomy on a global level.” Understood within 
Siyotula’s works, the objects begin to embody an identity that is entirely new. 

Figure 24: Daandrey Steyn, Paraesthesia (Still # 9 and 19), 2013
Digital Video
Video loop
Images courtesy of the artist
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Video artist, Daandrey Steyn, plays with the deconstruction of moments between experiences, 
through the creation of macabre and grotesque morphing and transformations of the human figure, 
as seen in Figure 24 and 25. The images never completely consolidate into a recognisable form, al-
though identifiable elements remain, enabling the viewer to reconstruct the images according to their 
own prejudices and behavioural constructs. Such practice and experiences become incorporated 
into who we are now, and serve to inform our identities, according to Steyn (2013/02/16), who states 
that the distorted, yet hauntingly familiar and controversial imagery within the videos are readily 
incorporated into culture as acceptable.

Steyn (2013/02/16) states “We taint our own individual experiences of who we are and our own 
identities, and mould these experiences into acceptable compromises of morality. We deconstruct 
our experiences to make them bearable and acceptable.” This is embodied by the distorted and 
familiar controversial imagery of the videos.  Steyn (2013/02/16) comments on personal experiences 
which are incorporated into our identities. Such conditions may be described through transmutation, 
which now serves to inform our identities. Thus, contemporary intellectual and cultural exchange is 
no longer based on a western/non-western perspective. Transmutation allows understanding outside 
of racial dichotomies.

Figure 25: Daandrey Steyn, Dysesthesia (Still # 1 and 9), 2013
Digital Video
Video loop
Images courtesy of the artist
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CONCLUSION
This study conveys the shift in African modernity as a turn from the thinking of postmodernism and 
postcolonialism towards an altermodern inclusivity, evading notions of white or black superiority. The 
exhibition conveys identitarian understandings beyond notions of hybridity and multiculturalism, where 
difference is recognised through a move away from categorised features or non-progressive construc-
tions of race. The study hypothesises that within globalising processes, transmutation has occurred, 
rendering society as culturally intermixed and thus dismantling essential racial stereotypes. Current 
identity exchange surpasses stereotypically racial boundaries, becoming trans-conscious and no 
longer limited to a double consciousness, as being either inside or outside, but pluralised to the point 
of being racially exchanged.

The outcome of such an understanding is explained through the transmutation of culture and emerg-
ing trans-consciousness. As such, these shifts conveyed within changing curatorial perception no 
longer position the white curator commenting on the non-white artist as a contentious issue, due to 
cultural intermixing. Dorothee Richter and Barnaby Drabble (2011:7) state that “the figure of the cu-
rator and for the most part, curating, is controversially described and debated as a new and powerful 
form of cultural authorship, an approach that can be attributed to curating’s perceived proximity to 
the subject-oriented ideology surrounding the idea of artistic authorship.”  Adopting a critical cultural 
practice (Eigenheer 2011:4), Trans-Africa conveys a contemporary understanding of both African 
identity and modernism that hopes to stimulate a deeper engagement with the changing nature of 
identity in South Africa.  





43

IDENTITY AND PLACE

Ephraim Ngatane 

Durant Sihlali

Cecil Skotnes

Eli Kobeli

Isabel Mertz 

Michele Mathison

Christiaan Harris

Senzeni Marasela



44

Ephraim Ngatane (1938 - 1971) 
Soweto township, 1969
Oil on board
520mm x 735mm
Absa Permanent Collection
Photograph courtesy of the author
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Durant Sihlali (1935 – 2004), The Timber Yard, 1993
Pastel on Paper

850mm x 1055mm framed
Absa Permanent Collection

Photograph Courtesy of the author
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Cecil Skotnes, Untitled, 1975
Edition 4/75
Woodcut print
350mm x 500mm
Absa Permanent Collection
Photography courtesy of the author
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Eli Kobeli (1932 - 1999), Diggers, 1998
Gouache op papier

465mm x 665mm
Absa permanent collection

Photograph courtesy of the author
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Isabel Mertz, Étul vir my versierde letsels, 2013 (Work in progress)
Bronze and found parquet flooring
2200mm x 1700mm x 3700mm 
Images courtesy of the author
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Michele Mathison, Zozo 2 Room, 2013
Mixed media installation

Dimensions variable, approximately 4000mm x 2000mm
Photographs courtesy of the artist



Christiaan Harris, Anatomy of Libretto, Act 1, scene 3, Part 1, 2011
Digital print on PVC
2500mm x 1500mm
Photographs courtesy of the artist



Christiaan Harris, Anatomy of Libretto, Act 3, scene 1, Part 1, 2011
Digital print on PVC
2500mm x 1500mm

Photographs courtesy of the artist



52



53

Senzeni Marasela, details from The protestor, 2012-2013
Red thread stitching
2000mm x 500mm
Images courtesy of the author
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Richard Smith, Automatic for the people, 2005 
1350mm x 1260mm 

Mixed media on paper 
Absa Permanent collection 

Photograph courtesy of the author
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Sicelo Ziqubu, The Lost Paradise of Adam and Eve, (undated)
Circa 2006-2007
Mixed media
182 cm x 140 cm x 200 cm
Absa permanent collection
Photograph by the author
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Leonard Matsoso, Basotho Horse Rider, 1998
Conté on paper 

69 cm x 98,5 cm 
Absa Permanent Collection

Photograph by the author



60

Diane Victor, Childminder, 2011
Smoke and charcoal on paper
169cm x 125,5cm (framed)
Absa Permanent Collection
Photograph by author
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Nandipha Mntambo, LeLiveLami, 2006
Life Size sculpture

Animal hide
Unisa Art Gallery Permanent Collection

Image courtesy of Unisa Art Gallery



Amita Makan, Self Portrait After Gustav Klimt’s Portrait of Adele Bloch-Bauer I (back view), 2013
Hand embroidered with silk thread on silk organza, vintage sari, and vintage sequins
1440mm x 1200mm (unframed dimensions)
Photograph courtesy of Carla Crafford and the artist



Amita Makan, Self Portrait After Gustav Klimt’s Portrait of Adele Bloch-Bauer I (front view), 2013
Hand embroidered with silk thread on silk organza, vintage sari, and vintage sequins

1440mm x 1200mm (unframed dimensions)
Photograph courtesy of Carla Crafford and the artist
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Figure 13: Amita Makan, Self Portrait (Front view), 2012
Hand stitched embroidery on silk tulle, silk thread, vintage sari, sequins 

1500mm x 960mm (unframed dimensions)
Photograph courtesy of Carla Crafford and the artist
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Erna Bodenstein, (My son) Mbeki: Tradition, 2013
Ink drawing on watercolour paper,

520mm x 370mm
Photograph courtesy of the artist
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Erna Bodenstein, (My son) Mbeki: Bahlalefi 2, 2013
Ink and mixed media drawing on etching paper
810mm x 730mm
Photograph courtesy of the artist
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Erna Bodenstein, (My son, Mbeki) Christmas time, 2013
Ink on paper, collaged onto etching paper

740mm x 370mm
Photograph courtesy of the artist



70



71

IDENTITY AND BEHAVIOUR

Mmakgabo Mapula ‘Helen’ Sebidi 

Marieke Kruger

Jayna Mistry

Lwandiso Njara

Sikho Siyotula

Daandrey Steyn

 



72

Mmakgabo Mapula ‘Helen’ Sebidi (1943 -)
The chameleon story’ (m/o), 1995
Edition 28/45, monotype
320mm x 415mm
Absa Permanent Collection
Photograph by the author
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Marieke Kruger, Wedding Feast (I and II), 2006
Digital print on Hahnemühle paper

1580mm x 1100mm
Absa Permanent Collection

Photograph by the author
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Jayna Mistry
Sita Von Teese in ‘Satyam Shivam Sundaram,’ 2013
Digital print on archival paper
279mm x 419mm
Photograph courtesy of the artist
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Jayna Mistry
TOP: Sita Von Teese in ‘Kuru Yadu Nandana,’ 2013

BOTTOM: Sita Von Teese in ‘Chahe Koi Mujhe Junglee Kahe,’ 2013
Digital print on archival paper

279mm x 419mm (each)
Photographs courtesy of the artist
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Lwandiso Njara, Catholic altar boy’s toys, 2013
Series of three

Concrete, steel, patina and wax polish
860mm x 540mm x 1580mm each
Photograph courtesy of the artist
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Lwandiso Njara, Transformation of identity, 2012
Merit Award winning sculpture 2012 PPC
Concrete, patina, wax polish and steel
1500mm x 1050mm x 480mm
Photograph courtesy of the artist
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 Sikho Siyotula, Ways of hanging around II, 2012
Melted caul fat mixed with chalk pastels on fabriano

630mm x 1030mm
Photograph courtesy of the artist
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Daandrey Steyn, Paraesthesia (Still # 9 and 19), 2013
Digital Video
Video loop
Images courtesy of the artist
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Daandrey Steyn, Dysesthesia (Still # 1 and 9), 2013
Digital Video

Video loop
Images courtesy of the artist
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