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chattering voices,
students
catching
up on recent events. They were told
to hush, several times. It quietened
down. Then one by one the young
Friday 10 June, Romatex Home Textiles,
Elsie’s River, 1pm-2pm.
women — of different backgrounds —
who were standing in a queue facing
RIASON NAIDOO
The artist exaggerated the darkness of their skin tone in the self-portraits
the audience behind the small wood
to reclaim their blackness
and steel square platform situated
rucial to INFLUX III (2016), is an
Most of the twins’ performances capture and/or document the traditions of the Muslim religion
attempt to disrupt the 55-minute
in the middle of the room, slowly
Sunday, 22 May 2016, Cape Town Train
Station
hour scheme used by Cape Town
Tuesday, 5 July 2016, Sea Point, Cape
stepped up onto it, and projected
RIASON NAIDOO
garment factories, during which
Town, Sunset.
their voices for as long as their breath
an assembly line of seamstresses
hen
Zanele
Muholi
he performance by the twins
received the invitation to
Hasan and Husain Essop was
could hold.
are governed by 55 minutes of production
participate in Any Given
inspired by Cape Town’s ageSunday in early 2016 they
and five minutes of recess every hour.
old festive tradition of new
There were no words to this — just
were out of the country.
moon sighting at the end of
They were at a museum, about to give a
Rather
than
rely on a clock to keep time
presentation on their work, and called me
the month-long Ramadan. Traditionally,
abstract sound — like when one is
with only a few minutes to chat. Muholi
and metronome the two artists have drawn
on the last day of fasting, members of
sounded out the public art project in Cape
the city’s Muslim community assemble
trying-out for a musical audition.
rhythm from a sewing machine to stitch
Town and they agreed to participate. The
with food baskets along the Sea Point
artist presented six photos from the series
promenade lawns and on Signal Hill, in
And it was continuous. Each vocalist
together dance and installation.
Somnyama Ngonyama: Hail, The Dark
anticipation of the new moon that marks
Lioness, which was installed around the
When we initially discussed collaborating
the end of the fast and the celebration of
gradually picked up their own voice,
Cape Town train and taxi station on Sunday
Eid the following day. The spontaneous
afternoon, 22 May 2016. They also gave a
on Any Given Sunday, Gerald and I floated
and improvised performance by the
talk to grade 12 learners at Silikamva High
getting onto the platform just as the
School in Hout Bay on Monday 23 May.
twins took us on a tour to outlying
several ideas. Then the artist mentioned
Muholi arrived in Cape Town from
areas, witnessing festive preparations,
previous vocalist was about to end
that Mozambican choreographer and
Johannesburg on Friday, 20th May and
finally joining those on the promenade
arranged to have their photos printed. That
who braved the treacherous weather
and descend off the stage, to join the
dancer Pak Ndjamena was coming to Cape
same evening the artist gave a public talk
conditions to continue this long-standing
entitled Bathini (What are they saying)? on
Town for a performance of INFLUX — first
tradition that is very much part of the
back of the row again, resulting in an
their recent bodies of work at the Institute
city’s heritage.
for Creative Arts (ICA) at the University
commissioned by Off Plan International,
incessant chant of undulating pitch
of Cape Town. The hall was full and well
Interview by Riason Naidoo, 9 August
an interdisciplinary curatorial collective
attended by arts students, from all years of
2020
study,
and
members
of
the
public.
ICA
was
and tone arising from each vocalist.
comprising Mary Corrigall, Amy Watson and
an important partner of Any Given Sunday
throughout the series and there were many
How did the two of you decide on a
Still, the performance carried on, the
Nelisiwe Xaba, and programmed in Cape
synergies between the two projects. We
career in art?
further collaborated on Gerald Machona’s
Town Artweek earlier that year. INFLUX
We didn’t plan for an art career. We knew
sound of it harrowing but in chorus
performance and Madosini’s concert.
we wanted to study art and we chose a
m
On Saturday afternoon, 21 May, I met
was going to be performed at the Institute
Zanele Muholi takes a selfie with Mhlanguli George in front of their photo entitled Bester I,
high school in our area that offered it.
somehow comforting, carrying with
Muholi at the printers and picked up the
Mayotte, 2015, from the Somnyama Ngonyama series. Photo: Johnny Miller
That was the first moment we took it
of Creative Arts (ICA) and my challenge
prints for the following day’s installation.
Hasan & Husain Essop, Night before Eid,
seriously. It was in our matric year that we
When I got home I excitedly unrolled
it
a
cosy,
melancholic
echo
that
filled
2009, that relates to their Sighting of the New
was, if it were to be included, how to show
m
m sexism,” observes Renée Mussai, curator of so that future generations will note that we
really fell in love with the subject and felt
them out on the floor. The selected photos
Moon (2016) for Any Given Sunday. Pigment
were here … Faces expresses the persons,
the
Autograph
ABP
(London)
exhibition
on
were
Bester
I,
Mayotte,
2015/Thembeka
II,
that we would like to learn more. That’s
up the room. I was not sure when
it differently within the spirit of Any Given
print or
on cotton rag paper. The preparation
and Phases signifies the transition from one
London, 2014/Somnyama IV, Oslo, 2015 / the same series that travelled to the Cooper
when we applied to the Michaelis School
of the Eid festivities, which has brought the
stage
of
sexuality
or
gender
expression
and
Gallery
at
Harvard
University
in
the
United
Ndivile
II,
Malmo,
2015/Thulani
I,
Paris,
2014/
Sunday, outside of the elite and usual
of Art [at University of Cape Town]. We
if it would end and for how longMuslim
wecommunity of Cape Town together for
experience to another,” explains Muholi.
and Phindile I, Paris, 2014. The photo titles States in 2020.
didn’t have a long-term goal, we just
centuries. Courtesy of the artists
Thus this exclusion from the Cape Town
The artist places an emphasis on their
described a name, followed by the city and
spaces
of art.
wanted to learn and experience more
Gay Pride was not to be treated lightly. It
black skin, which is in stark contrast to the
the year. It associates someone the artist
m would have to stay. I felt trapped in
about art. After our university graduation
As INFLUX also concerned the plight of
perpetuates
the
long
exclusion
of
black
white props in these black and white photos,
Muholi was travelling with or someone that
the Goodman Gallery approached us and
lives that has favoured “the privileged, the
they had met in each of the different cities thereby drawing attention to this important
it.
As
the
minutes
ebbed
by,
slowly,
foreign
African tailors in South Africa during
gave us an opportunity, and that was
powerful, the political, military and religious.
on that particular visit. A visual diary if you visual feature and re-appropriating their
the moment when we saw that we could
Vast areas of social life and huge numbers
will, acknowledging
the people, the sites, the blackness. “By exaggerating the darkness of
something
transformed
inside
me,
work
is
how
loss
becomes
a
site
for
times
of
xenophobia, textiles, factories and
w
of people hardly exist, according to the
my skin tone, I’m reclaiming my blackness,
particular moment.
actually pursue a career in art, that we
which I feel is continuously performed by archive…[which] is over-determined by facts
self-portraits have been captured
were able to produce work and survive
garment workers were all critical elements
and the busyness and noise turned to community, and for empathic, in “These
crossmMy reality is that I do of class, race, gender, sexuality and above
the privileged other.
different continents: America, Africa
off that income and we gradually took it
in its meaning. I envisaged involving textile
all power”, according to researcher Kylie
and Europe; in the cities of Amsterdam, not mimic being black; it is my skin, and
from there. Everything else fell into place.
calmness, like the continual sound of cultural and cross-national encounters.
Thomas.
the m
experience of being black is deeply
Charlottesville, Oslo, Umbria, Syracuse, New
workers at a factory, since the city is
Within this narrative Muholi highlights
York, Malmo, Gothenburg, Johannesburg, entrenched in me. Just like our ancestors, we
What has this journey been like so far?
a Tibetan gong bell. I had surrendered
isMosque,
not
project of spectacle
orLondon, Mayotte, Florence live as black people 365 days a year, and we the appalling and despicable violent crime
Paris, Durban,
Hasan & Husain This
Essop, Shack
2009,a
known for its clothing factories such as Rex
What have been some of the lows and
of “corrective rape” in South Africa. That is,
should speak without fear …”
and Gaborone. My aim is to mark memories
that relates to their Sighting of the New Moon
highs?
how rape is used to punish and “correct”
That weekend, the artist attended a march
and
connections I made with those
places
to it. The meditative noise composed
horror,
but
attempt to workA and
around
(2016) for Any Given
Sunday. Pigment
print an
on
Trueform, established in 1937, situated in its
w people
Any
Given
Sunday
Socially
Public
Project
in CapetoTown
It’s been
a fantastic
journey from a young
lesbians. ‘‘Curative rapes, as they are called,
in Khayelitsha,
protest the previous year’s
throughEngaged
my interactions
withArt
cotton rag paper. Courtesy of the artists.
are perpetrated against us in order to make
(2015) Gay Pride Parade in Cape Town, which
there …” Muholi notes in their artist’s
age to be represented by one of the top
iconic modernist building in Victoria Street
through the regular repetition of
the kinds of symbolic violence through
N
us into ‘real’ and ‘true’ African women—
was criticised for promoting bourgeois
statement.
galleries in South Africa. That’s been
in Salt River.
appropriately feminine, mothers, men’s
white gay men at the expense of the many
Travelling widely internationally to
good for us. With the awards, exhibitions,
these
performers,
getting
on
and
off
which
traumatised
black,
brown,
A
passerby
poses
with
Zanele
Muholi’s
Ndivile
property,’’ elaborates the artist.
museums, galleries, biennales and festivals, other black non-conforming gender groups
place for editing or changes. It is a lot
group shows, solo shows, the sales, the old tradition for people to gather at the for Creative Arts at the University of Cape
Ndjamena’s stay in Cape Town was only
While preparing for Any Given Sunday II, Malmo, 2015 from the series Somnyama
from the townships.
the artist is always on the move, with a
for the new moon Town in 2016], or the sighting of the new more raw and real than the photographic
residencies, have all been great moments Green Point promenade
Ngonyama,
as
part
of
Any
Given
Sunday,
near
the stage inmoon
theandclockwork
fashion of
feminine and queer bodies are routinely
in 2016 several incidents of corrective rape
This exclusion and invisibility touches at
very tight schedule and spending most of
sighting for the month of Ramadan, which
so forth. The performances process, which is clearly more constructed
for a few nights before heading back to
in our career. Winning the Standard Bank
the very core of Muholi’s activism over the were reported in the media. The crime is the Cape Town Railway Station on Sunday 22
their time away from home. They turn this
is
one
of
the
most
important
months
are
quite
instinctive;
when
we
are
on
site
Young Artist Award was one of the key
conceptualised
beforehand. This isElegy
time of transit into an opportunity
a factory assembly
line, becameandfor
performancestoprecious
open
objectified.
Mozambique, so there was a very short
w past 20 years. Among several initiatives intended to makes black lesbians ashamed May 2016. Photo: Riason Naidoo
in the Islamic calendar. It’s a practice
we follow what is happening, nothing the difference between performance and
moments that gave us the confidence
create a new body of work. Muholi’s they founded Inkanyiso in 2009, a forum for of who they are, challenging traditional
that brings Muslims from all over Cape has been prepared beforehand. It is
and established us within the art world.
societal gender norms. While drawing
window to make this collaboration possible.
self-portraits, often
photography in
our work.
me an abstract
background, a white
an
alternative intersectional space,
a with found objects, queer and visual (activist) media and in 2002 attention
spontaneous and the end result is what
to “curative rapes” more overtly in
The low points would be inconsistent Town to share the experience together.
taken in these everyday, ordinary, leisurely co-founded the Forum for Empowerment of
I set about trying to find a textile factory that
also sight the has taken place.
Faces and Phases, Muholi turns the camera
Women (FEW). “They facilitate access to
situations — playful moments in the hotel
sales, which can be a struggle to survive It’s a joyous time. People
work is closely
tied with religion
canvas.
I found myself drifting Your
and
commemorative
gathering in room,
which
on their self in Somnyama Ngonyama,
art spaces for youth practitioners through
on the bed, in front of a mirror —
financially. Sometimes when we put in new moon for the end of the month of
stared and reflected on them, and wanting
could host the INFLUX performance. This
and identity. Have you encountered
shifting from photographing members of
projects such as Ikhono LaseNatali and
recall genres of fashion photography and
it what you had hoped?
a lot of effort into an exhibition and we fasting for the Eid celebration. This is
This
projecting Was
many
different thoughts
is presented as a social
any challengesmourning
due to the content of
w this is continue
the black LGBTI community to their self, to be photographed with the images.search
to provide photography workshops
historical and
European paintings. But
was not easy but thanks to Dr Siona
don’t get the sales that we hope for, it can the sighting of the moon for Eid. If the In our performances we hope that
your work? Any objections perhaps?
to create strikingly beautiful self-portraits, was a very rewarding experience not only
not a simple evocation, it simultaneously for young women and in the townships
be a disappointing. There have definitely moon were not sighted then we would everything runs smoothly and no one is
thereby fashioning/creating a new body of for me as curator, but for the artist too.O’ Connell and Jade Nair, from the Centre
through PhotoXP,” reads the artist’s bio.
onto it … thoughts from my day Censorship,
that etcetera?
politically productive
work — notcritiques
the
history of representation: that
M
win this
been more highs than lows in our career fast for another day; if it were sighted going to stop us from recording. In this
On Monday I fetched Muholi and their
Their earlier work is precisely about more affirmative handsome images of black
is, the controlling white male lens and the
m
w
w
w
then the celebration would be the next case whatever the outcome, that is the We haven’t encountered any censorship
thus far. Receiving positive responses
for
non-conforming gender types.
visibility to black lesbian women
absenceas
of the a
(lesbian) body. In this bringing w
team from the hotel on Orange Street
and Curating the Archive at the University of
but
occupied my
mind, and funerals — the sense of healing or “closure”,
artwork … The weather was unfortunate. or difficulties within our work. We both
m
m
martistblack
and feedback from our community have day. It is also when people would start
“Experimenting with different characters we headed over Kloof Nek Road for their
instance the
takes total control of their from the townships. The Faces and Phases
Cape
Town, I was put in touch with Nazmia
understand
the
dos
and
don’ts.
There
are
to prepare for the festivities by cooking It rained very heavily, so we didn’t
been great acknowledgements for us.
series that commenced in 2006 now has and archetypes, I have portrayed myself in
own narrative; they are both photographer
talk at Silikamva High School in Hout Bay.
wails of women weeping. It reminded necessary and sustained irresolution.
w individuals who highly
w stylised fashion using the performative The
pots of food for the poor. People at home have the usual huge crowds, which some lines we do not cross out of our own
portraits of more than 500
and subject.
w
learners received Muholi’s presentation
Leite
at
the South African Clothing &
“Throughout the series, the dark have participated in the project, drawn from and expressive language of theatre. The
would prepare food for feasting for the
was a disappointment, but it was what beliefs, which keeps us respectful, yet we
What is your practice concerned with?
w enthusiasm, clearly
open minds and
Elegy was first performed complexion
at
the
me of a recent
family funeral I had
w (who among black face and its details become the focal with
of Muholi’s skin becomes the the black queer communities
Textile
Workers
Union
(SACTWU), who was
Our
practice
is
concerned
with next day. It’s really a special moment we hoped for in that we were able to are still able to challenge and question
considering them as a role model. The
point, forcing the viewer to question their
focal point of profound visual interrogations them occupy various diverse professions
contemporary
Muslim
identity, capturing this tradition that happens experience it, document it and share it.
certain things within the confines of our
w by themlearners’
m
artist was equally moved
Goodman Gallery in Cape Towninto
on
attended in which a clinical and empty
desire to gaze at images of my black figure,”
matters 15
of beauty, pride, desire, self- such as are soccer players, scholars, activists,
instrumental in identifying
a fabric factory
specifically our own identity and each year, which has been passed down
religion. We have had good responses
responses and wanted to continue the
explains Muholi.
care and the many interlinked phobias, and artists, etcetera). ‘‘It is important to mark,
Was it different to your other work?
traditions that we have been practising through the generations. It was important
and feedbackOctober
from Islamic scholars,
that would be open to the idea. Machona
discussion with these eager young minds
The street reactions to Muholi’s images
map and preserve our mo(ve)ments through
navigated daily such as homophobia,
2015, in memory of isms
Ipeleng
Johannesburg
municipal cremation
to show this because I know a lot of non- The performances are different to our which have given us great comfort. If we
and that have been shared through
were overwhelming. People stopped and going into the future.
visual histories for reference and posterity
transphobia, xenophobia, racism and
and Ndjamena were performing at ICA on
Muslims would drive past Green Point
other work in photography, which is were to make work that was disrespectful,
generations. The Muslim community has
hall soon filled
with the warmth of Moholane, a young journalism student
planned beforehand, and where we have people closest to us would intervene
contributed so much to our society. As and wonder what is happening? Why are
Thursday
9
June
and
on
the
same morning
an opportunity to edit it the way we want
artists we feel a responsibility to share so many people gathered there together
warn us. who
We sharewas
our workviolently
with
raped and murdered
the comforting
traditional songsandby
on this day? It is an opportunity to share to. The photograph includes a degree
Leite put me in touch with a factory site
these achievements and stories with
people around us and they inform the
this tradition with people through our art.
of performance where we capture the
people.
women elders.
It was a meditation, a on 15 May 2015 in a veld [open field]
m
located in the “coloured” township of Elsie’s
m
Our work has a documentary element to different elements, constructing and work. For example, we share our work
it, capturing the important landscapes,
it together, and we have a lot more with our parents, and if they really did
Could you describe the concept
River. I called the factory and made an
indid, Tembisa,
Johannesburg. In
ceremony,
aputting
requiem
… It was entitled
w
not like what we
I don’t think Husain outside
environments,
moments
in
history. control in the final outcome. With the
behind the Sighting of the New Moon
appointment to go and view it that same
Most of our performances capture the
performances everything is happening and I would show a specific image that
performance?
Elegy, I would
find out later. would
Thebe disrespectful
preparing
for
w
and hurtful.
Our this inaugural performance,
in real time. You can prepare to a certain
The Islamic calendar is established performative aspects or traditions within
afternoon. It was made up of large spaces,
intention is to show the beauty of the
the religion, such as the Thikr gatherings
around the lunar calendar. Each month
but once the performance is
abstraction extent
became
more and more
I interacted closely with Ipeleng’s family.
w
religion, and in the best way that is easy
where there is the reciting of the Koran taking place, it is being captured and
begins with the sighting of the new
illuminated
m by impersonal luminescent
work addresses the paucity of
moon. In Cape Town it has been an age- [notably the performance at the Institute experienced in the moment. There is no
people The
to enjoy.
beautiful the longer it went on —forthe
Inartist’s
support
of the work and as a way of
w
m
w
white tube factory lighting, reams of textiles
the female black body in memorialised public
and cottons and rows of sewing machines.
kind of quiet cleansing that funeral spaces
sharing a more personal evocation of
m
m
w
m
w
m the factory had locker
Other areas of
hymns carry — and I found myself
Ipeleng’s person and character, her father
m
w
m
rooms for the workers’ change of clothing
drifting deeper and deeper into it.”
shared a letter with me, to be shared with
m
and offices for themadministration on the
those attending the performance.
m
m
w
opposite side of the building. I was told that
the Romatex could host the presentation for
– Riason Naidoo, 2016
m
the workers if it was m
held during the lunch
D
M
W
w
mbreak. That way the factory would not lose
production time and the workers would be
m
Elegy is a long-term commemorative
“Dear Gabrielle,
M
O
entertained. We agreed on a performance
w for the next day, Friday, at lunchtime.
performance project. Staged in various
That same evening Machona
and Ndjamena
m
m
locations and contexts, each performance
Ipeleng Moholane was the first born of
performed at ICA under theatrical spot lit
calls together a group of female vocal
Mr and Mrs Moholane. Ipeleng was a
w conditions.
w I missed the performance due to
performers who collectively enact a ritual
member of the Seventh Day Adventist
my visit to the factory but the images on
m
Any Given Sunday
AA
Socially Engaged Public Art Project in Cape Town
social media
of mourning. Durational and physically
Church. She attended the Seventh
w
m
w
w looked dramatic and beautiful.
Meanwhile I communicated to Machona the
Day Adventist School called Blue Hills G
taxing, the performance sustains a kind
m w
w
w for the next day via WhatsApp. We
details
Koleka
‘Collective m
Amnesia’
College. At the time of her death she m
of sung cry, evoking the presence of an
m Putuma:
W
m
assembled on Friday morning at 11am in
had enrolled at the Midrand Graduate
absent individual.
m This fearless
w and unwavering collection ofmm
poems has now been translated into eight languages
Institute as a journalism student. She
Elegy performances respond to the
w
was very positive and hard working.
physical, ontological and structural
M
W
m
A friend of everyone and most of all w
outworkings of rape culture in South
w
A
a friend of God, she was so spiritual
Africa,
recalling
the
identity
of
w
m m
w
w
and full of respect for the elderly
individuals whose subjectivities have
m
w
m
and her parents. Ipeleng was brave
been fundamentally violated, and who
w
m m
m
and I personally, as her father, had a
are, as such, all too easily consigned to
w
w
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Sethembile Msezane performs The Charter at the Company’s Gardens, evoking mixed reactions from the members of the crowd that gathered to watch. Photo: Riason Naidoo

The Charter, Thursday, 16 June 2016.
Company’s Gardens. 11am-1pm.

With this performance, Sethembile
Msezane aimed to draw attention to
the lack of visibility of black women in
memorialised spaces, as well as, broken
promises in the “new” South Africa. The
artist maps out how popular culture
informs constructions of history, myth
making, and ultimately addresses the
absence of the black female body in public
monuments. Performed in the Company’s
Garden, The Charter emerges at a time in
the “new” South Africa when the ideals
of the 1955 Freedom Charter are recalled.
The performance is part of a reflection
of recent events of renewed activism
in the democracy in the face of broken
promises. Performed on Youth Day, 16
June, a public holiday that honours the
young people who lost their lives in the
struggle against apartheid and “Bantu
Education” during the Soweto Uprising
of June 1976.
Interview with Sethembile Msezane by
Riason Naidoo, 1 September 2020

How did you find yourself in art? When
did it start for you?
I think I have always been in art so to
speak, I just did not have the terminology
for it when I was younger. I grew up being
creative and wanting to explore more of
it in different ways. My formal education
in art only began when I began my
Bachelors in Fine Art in 2009.

a generic, all-encompassing victimhood.
Each performance commemorates a
specific woman or LGBTQI+ individual
subjected to fatal acts of gendered and
sexualised violence. Significant to the
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My work encapsulates women’s histories,
African knowledge systems, spirituality
and issues around land.

Sethemb e Msezane

Untitled (Heritage Day), 2013 is a
beautifully captured photograph of the
contrast between you (in traditional dress
on a pedestal as a living statue) in the
foreground and the statue of Louis Botha
on his horse (at the Plein Street entrance
to parliament) in the background. How
would you describe your Public Holiday
Series?
The Public Holiday Series (2013-2014)
became a platform from which to challenge
institutions and the structural systems of a
colonial legacy, highlighting the discontent
of the youth under neo-colonialism that far
exceeds our democratic condition in South
Africa.
The body of work reacts to the overly
masculine public architecture and public
statuary that continues to celebrate colonial
and Afrikaner histories, while highlighting
the paucity of the black female body in
memorialised public spaces.
In addition, my aim in the series was to
highlight the significance of black women
in the South African (political) landscape
by asserting my body in public space as
a living sculpture through a process of
temporary monumentalisation. This further
alludes to the appreciation of women’s
participation in the liberation struggle of
this country.

Was there anyone in particular who
influenced you: family members,
mentors, artists?
My aunt saw my creativity as a talent and
simply gave me more online information
on what I could do with it when I was
in matric. It was a gentle nudge, which
I appreciated because I was confused
about what career path to take and did
not know that being an artist could be a
career, and a fulfilling one at that.

You participated in the FeesMustFall
protests of 2015. Can you speak of that
moment?
I honestly don’t remember the period of
FeesMustFall in 2015. It was a long, eventful
year. I had started my master’s that year and
had a lot of personal difficulties, and then
the RhodesMustFall movement occurred
around March.
I
remember
thinking
about
my
positionality in that period: do I process
that time as an artist or do I relate and
participate as a student and citizen? I did
a bit of both, but mostly I focused on the
work that was brewing inside me.

What is your practice generally
concerned with?

Chapungu—The Day Rhodes Fell (2015)
is probably the most well known of your

All passersby, including children, who saw The Charter were curious about what was occurring.
Photo: Riason Naidoo

work due to the media coverage. Could
you tell me about the meaning of your
performance and how it related to or
played off the removal of the Rhodes
statue at that moment?
My first encounter with Chapungu, a
soapstone bird that was taken from Great
Zimbabwe and was eventually sold to [Cecil
John] Rhodes by Willie Posselt, was through
a dream. At the time there was a growing
discussion around the Rhodes statue. Upon
more research I found the link between
my dreams and the two figures. Chapungu
therefore became a way of evoking the
symbolism of Great Zimbabwe and thereby
animating the counter-narratives against
colonial histories.
The day in itself was a bit of a mystery as
I had not intended to “perform” nor did I
know that subconsciously I was preparing
for it. When I found out by chance that the
removal would be that day, I knew what the
dreams meant. I had to be there to allow
Chapungu to be present before the Rhodes
statue came down and continue to embody
her there, even temporarily so, after the
statue was removed. Our existence does
not always have to be in relation to colonial
rule, her being there after Rhodes had fallen
was a reminder that we have to continue to
see ourselves, even in the spaces where
systemically we never were meant to be.
The Charter, done as part of Any Given

Sunday in the Company’s Gardens,
represents the disillusionment with the
status quo. Broken promises 22 years
[then 2016] after the first democratic
elections. Could you describe your
intentions with the work and the public
response to it?
The Freedom Charter, a monument in
itself, although deeply flawed, has been a
symbol of hope. In the face of uncertainties,
student movements and political changes
in the contemporary, The Charter asks that
not only ordinary citizens but authorities
who wear the black robe such as priests,
academics, lawyers and judges be a part
of the change-makers who restore dignity
to the historically disenfranchised in South
Africa.
The work drew different responses from
Sunday, 12 June – Koleka Putuma
people. Little
children
asked
their
performs
excerpts
from
herguardians
new body of
questions poetry
on what
was
happening,
what
entitled
Collective
Amnesia
on the
train
ride from
the Cape
Town
the words12.23am
on the
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I was
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(RhodesMustFall) and current state of the
nation, presented to an audience of Sunday
train commuters.
Invited to her performance at the
theatre in Alexander Bar in Strand Street, I
observed from the back row in the intimate
and darkened playhouse, how the poet
captivated her audience with her spoken
word performance. It was 2016 and she
was only 23 years old. A few days later
and we were on the platform of the Cape
Town metro station. This was a starkly
different setting: bright daylight, a moving
train carriage, competing buskers, and a
very different public. The performance
had to contend with several moving and
unpredictable parts and this could have not
have been easy for the poet who is used
to the fixed certainties of the stage format.
Collective Amnesia was a work in progress
at that stage and not yet published. Fast
forward several months, and Putuma’s
anthology of poems was published by
Uhlanga Press in April 2017. Several
promotional book tours around the country
followed, which the poet fundraised and
organised herself.
“This highly-anticipated debut collection
from one of the country’s most acclaimed
young voices marks a massive shift in
South African poetry. Koleka Putuma’s
exploration of blackness, womxnhood and
history in Collective Amnesia is fearless
and unwavering. Her incendiary poems
demand justice, insist on visibility and offer
healing. In them, Putuma explodes the idea
of authority in various spaces — academia,
religion, politics, relationships — to ask what
has been learnt and what must be unlearnt.
Through grief and memory, pain and joy,
sex and self-care, Collective Amnesia is a
powerful appraisal, reminder and revelation
of all that has been forgotten and ignored,
both in South African society, and within
ourselves,” reads the Uhlanga website.
The publication has won several awards
including the 2018 Glenna Luschei Prize for
African Poetry, City Press Book of the Year
2017 and Sunday Times Book of the Year
2017, to mention only a few.
In more recent times Collective Amnesia
and other titles by the poet are now
published by Koleka Putuma, with the
artist now owning the means (and fruits)
of production, a revolutionary step that
many artists would rather not grapple with.
This year in 2021, Putuma announced that
Collective Amnesia sold 10 000 copies,
an incredible milestone in South African
publishing: 2 000 copies is a bestseller.
It has since been translated into Spanish
(Flores Rara, 2019), German (Wunderhorn
Publishing House, 2019), Danish (Rebel
with a Cause, 2019), Dutch (Poeziecentrum,
2020), Swedish (Rámus förlag) with
forthcoming translations in Portuguese
(Editora
Trinta
Zero
Nove),
Italian
(Arcipelago itaca) and French (éditions
LansKine).
“It has been a long journey with this work.
It has come with more question marks than
answers, more fears than affirmations, and
more insights than regrets. This collection
has opened the world so widely for me.
It has given me the gift of self-belief and
imagination and business instincts. It
has brought me closer to communities
of readers, scholars and writers I never
imagined I would find or would find me.
It has made me an author who has been
translated into eight languages,” writes the

Ko eka Putuma
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patriarchy, both white and black, in society
and in religion. “Now, more than ever, it
has become imperative that we cultivate
methods, systems and expressions that
insist on black queer women being seen
in expressions of love, joy, inspiration,
creativity, life — living — alive,” she writes.
Some of the highlights in the Collective
Amnesia anthology include When you are
Drunk, Graduation and Teaching. Below is
an excerpt from 1994: A love poem.
“I want someone who is going to look at me
and love me
the way that white people look at
and love
Mandela.

Train passengers listen attentively to Koleka Putuma reciting her poems. Photo: Riason Naidoo

poet on her blog post.
Born in 1993, a year before the first
democratic elections in South Africa, and
one of the so-called “born-free generation”,
Putuma questions the general willingness
to overlook the indignities suffered by
the black majority under apartheid in the
current status quo, where little has changed
and the ruling party has not delivered on its
promises.
The collection of poetry is a personal
reflection on grappling with the past,
on memory and grieving. Growing up
with the “rainbow nation” narrative, the

multicultural
university
environment
offered a new awareness of apartheid and
issues of decolonisation highlighted by
the RhodesMustFall movement, says the
poet. Writing poetry is a tool to “unlearn”
and challenge her early education, she
elaborates, not only in terms of politics but
also as a means of expression in dealing
with personal history.
Being a black queer woman is to be
seen to be “in a continuous state of shame
or trauma or struggle”, the poet told
Elisabeth Hjorth in Gothenburg, Sweden
in 2018. Much of the poet’s work contests

Gerald Machona plays the ‘African’ tailor and generates sound beats using his own sewing machine
during the performance. Photo: Riason Naidoo

the Hiddingh campus car park and left for
environment that Zimbabweans were living
under from 2000–2009. In 2008, when the
Elsie’s River in my old 1973 green car, with
service delivery protests in South Africa
the props sticking out of the boot. On arrival
turned xenophobic, the material became a
at Romatex at noon Machona and Ndjamena
selected an open corner space with enough
very interesting way to speak to some of
room to move and started setting up.
the underlying issues of class, migration and
nationalism,” the artist told Jessica Hunkin.
The workers were informed that there
Machona’s Ndiri Afronaut (I am an
would be a lunchtime performance and our
presence there was cause for excitement,
Afronaut), created in 2012 — made from
different perhaps from the everyday routine
decommissioned
Zimbabwean
dollars,
of factory work.
foam padding, fabric, wood, perspex,
At 1pm the factory workers and some of
rubber, plastic tubing, nylon thread and
the management staff I had met the previous
gold leaf — is probably his most well-known
day gathered curiously around us with
work, highlighting the combined issues
their lunches in hand, eagerly anticipating
of Zimbabwe’s dismal economic situation
the entertainment that was going to be
and being seen as an alien as an African
performed especially for them. Machona
foreigner in South Africa. Inspired by the
sat at a makeshift table in the corner on
Nyau — a masked masquerade performed
which he placed his own sewing machine
by the Chewa people, who are synonymous
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that
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found
Ndjamena wore — leaving the floor to the
Southern Africa — the artist has often used
ANY
GIVEN
dancer for his movement. The
dancer
wore SUNDAY
the traditional African mask in his work to
a traditional African mask over his head, and
convey the same effect of being “alien” and
was clothed from the waist down in one of
“foreign”.
Machona’s original costumes — an overall
Xenophobia is a dire issue in South Africa.
printed with the trademark Zimbabwean
In May 2008, locals attacked migrants from
dollars — folded down and tied across his
neighbouring Mozambique, Malawi and
waist to reveal his bare torso.
Zimbabwe in the township of Alexandra.
Machona’s use of Zimbabwean currency
In the following weeks the violence spread
has been a consistent signature in his work
to other parts of the country. At the end of
since his studies at the Michaelis School
this carnage 62 people were reported dead
of Fine Arts in Cape Town. “In some of my
and several hundred injured. One year later
sculptures I have used decommissioned
1 500-2 500 Zimbabwean farm workers
currency as a material. Initially I started
were forcibly evicted from their homes in
using the material in an attempt to convey
the informal settlements of De Doorns, a
the difficulties of the hyper-inflationary
grape-farming town in the Western Cape.

Any Given Sunday was an
opportunity to reﬂect on the
social, economic and political
tensions of the city across
various sites from Elsie’s River
to Muizenberg, from Company’s
Garden to Langa, from Bo Kaap
Buhlebezwe Siwani:
to Khayelitsha…
‘Qunusa! Buhle’

‘I was seated with four bowls in front of me. Each of the enamel bowls had materials with which to
cleanse, either spiritually or superficially.’

Sunday 15 May 2016, Khayelitsha Meat
Market, 1pm-3pm.

P

KHAYELITSHA

rovoking public engagement
via an interactive performance
on the ambiguous relationship
of traditional healers in black
African society, Buhlebezwe
Siwani chose the meat market in
Khayelitsha as a site to explore contested
notions on the ancestral calling of
ubungoma — the ancient African healing
tradition. The surrounding public, first
tentative and curious, gradually engaged
and intervened, encouraged by friends
and acquaintances of Siwani, who were
the first to interact with the available
materials placed on the ground in four
separate bowls and with the artist’s static
seated body. Each container separately
held one of these items: holy ash, cow
dung, a washcloth and water, and soap
and water. As the clock ticked on during
the two hours, individuals became more
courageous and the interventions more
fluid. Some members of the public
engaged with Siwani and the materials
more than once, either smearing or
cleaning her with them, or both.
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Koleka Putuma performs on a train to Simon’s Town as part of Any Given Sunday. Photo: Riason Naidoo

MUIZENBERG

Other isolated xenophobic attacks and riots
have been reported almost very year since.
Many of these xenophobic incidents were
politically motivated, allegedly incited by
local ward councillors looking to gain votes
with unemployed native workers and finding
easy targets in foreign African workers.
“As South Africa reckons with postapartheid equity, urban areas such as
Johannesburg
with
large
immigrant
populations from other parts of Africa are
suffering a surge of reactionary xenophobia,
which has spilled over into violence.
Machona’s exotic flora and tentative
Afronauts speak to a sense of danger
and alienation, even among communities
that share a colonial history and whose
fates have long been intertwined,” writes
Ian Bourland. As the decommissioned
Zimbabwean currency became more
difficult to find in South Africa, Machona
resorted to printing them onto fabric. The
Zimbabwean dollar printed onto textile
carries this same symbolism of the African
foreigner in the country.
Back at the corner desk Machona mixed live
sound, his own pre-recorded composition
from his computer, overlaid with the sounds
he generated from the sewing machine and
other improvised beats from his hands on
the sewing machine. In this two-man show,
he also brought on the props for Ndjamena
at crucial moments, including a mobile metal
hanging device on which hung an umbrella
(made of the same Zimbabwean dollar print
fabric that the dancer wore) and a black
coat and hat. Ndjamena’s choreography
was synchronised with the sounds that
emanated from Machona’s corner. Later in
the sequence the dancer wore the printed
overall costume full, covering up his torso,
over which he wore the black jacket and hat,
and like the archetypical colonial English
gentleman, walked through the rows of
sewing machines and workers with umbrella
in hand and nose in the air, much to the
amusement and delight of the audience.
The last 15 minutes of the hour was reserved
for a Q&A with the audience, many of whom
were very forthcoming with observations
and questions (a Mozambican friend from
Cape Town accompanied Ndjamena who
translated for him). Machona responded to
one of the comments with the following, “It
was important for us to share this with you,
people who work with [sewing] machines,
so that we can improve our work before
taking it elsewhere.”
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Pak Ndjamena performs to workers during their lunch break at Romatax Home Textiles in Elsie’s River. Photo: Riason Naidoo
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Any Given Sunday

Someone who is going to hold onto my
memory
the way white people hold onto Mandela’s
legacy.
A lover who will build Robben Island in my
backyard
and convince me that I have a garden
and fresh air, a rainbow and freedom.
A TRC kind of lover.
You don’t know love
until you have been loved like Mandela.
You don’t know betrayal
until you have been loved like Mandela
You don’t know fuckery
until you have been loved like Mandela.
You don’t know msunery
until you have been loved like Mandela.
And this is one of the many residues of
slavery: being loved like Mandela.”

Buh ebezwe S wan

Interview by Riason Naidoo, 22 May
2020
Tell me a bit about your artistic practice?
My work centres on spirituality, but we
know that spirituality is very complex,
especially in Southern Africa, given the
presence of Christianity and different
modes of African spirituality, because
there are many different types. As a
black female how do I traverse living in
a post-colonial, post-apartheid, pseudofree South Africa while practising African
forms of spirituality and divination,
etcetera? Christianity and Western forms
of prayer and spirituality have dominated
the landscape. So, my work is deeply
rooted in these issues. It all stems from
performance. I let the works speak for
themselves. If the work speaks as a video
more than a performance then I turn into
a performance video, or I’ll turn into a
photograph from the performance, or an
installation, or it’ll stay purely as a live
performance.
Do you practice as a healer, healing
others? Do people come to you for help?
Yes they do. It’s changed a bit since I now
live between Amsterdam and Cape Town.
So, it takes place online these days, if it
is something I can help with on that type
of platform, otherwise I tend to postpone
until I return to South Africa.
Could you briefly describe for me your
performance as part of Any Given
Sunday?
I began thinking of Qunusa! Buhle
about a year before I did the actual
performance for Any Given Sunday. It
is rooted in a memory that I have of my
aunt washing me, as a pre-adolescent in
Port Elizabeth, in a big enamel bath, with
a bar of Preem soap. I was told to bend
over in particular way. It got me thinking
of notions of purity and how, in a sense,
the female body is a commodity. Later
as I was training to be an isangoma, as
a woman, you have to cleanse yourself
after menstruation, giving birth, death,
etcetera in ways that men don’t have
to. So, I started thinking of the black
[female] body as a piece of meat, as a
commodity, of being commercialised by
some. It lends itself to the site where the
performance took place. I started building
the performance from that perspective. I
thought of this particular black woman’s
body [mine] being still [and passive]
in a space around which there is a lot
of movement [and chaos or energy].
For the performance I sat down in the

Buhlebezwe Siwani performs the interactive Qunusa! Buhle in the Khayelitsha meat market. Photo: Riason Naidoo

middle of a meat market, where braai-ed
[barbequed] meat is sold — all types of
meat: pork, beef, lamb … being braai-ed
and sold, by women! The women selling
the meat use their clan names for the
names of their shops. The choice of the
site was also an interesting relationship
to the body, meaning I’m seated in the
middle of a meat market and I’m like a
piece of meat and you can do anything
you want with me. I was seated with four
bowls in front of me. Each of the enamel
bowls had materials with which to
cleanse, either spiritually or superficially.
One bowl was filled with holy ash, one
had cow dung, one had a washcloth and
water and the last one had soap and
water. People could choose to smear the
contents of the bowl onto me, or take it
off if they wanted to, with a cloth, soap
and water. Many people smeared it [the
cow dung] onto me. I think it was an
interesting experience for them. It was
an interesting way to observe what they
were thinking and where they were at
[spiritually].
What was the significance of the holy
ash and the cow dung?
It was about whether one could look
past the idea that one is untouchable in
a sense, because one practices specific
[indigenous] cultural beliefs.
Was this work performed previously? If
so, how was it different in Khayelitsha?
No, it was performed exclusively for Any
Given Sunday, which gave me the freedom
to do this performance in Khayelitsha, in
this community, because this is where
my work comes from. It doesn’t come
out of Garden’s Centre or Zonnebloem
[in Cape Town’s city centre]. It is rooted
in black culture and where black people
are [living].
Is the audience important for your
work?
It’s something that I don’t want to think
about when I make a performance; I don’t
want to create a work in lieu of people
that may or may not pitch up. It must just

Onlookers take a moment to take in Qunusa! Buhle on Sunday 15 May 2016. Photo: Riason Naidoo

exist [irrespective of those who may or
may not engage with it].

belong to you anymore. It is no longe
mine.

In this performance, though, it needed
audience participation for it to work?
Even if no one had showed up, it took
place at a meat market, so people
would’ve engaged with the work. People
are curious. [They would be thinking,]
what are you doing? So, yes and no, they
are integral. Everyone is a participant; an
active or inactive participant. I suppose
they activated the performance.

How did the experience leave you
feeling afterwards?
I was initially very tired. Interacting with
the spirits of other people is emotionall
exhausting. When I recovered from this,
was very calm.

Were you satisfied with how people
reacted to your performance?
I generally don’t want to pre-empt how
people act with my performance. They
must interact how they want to. You
give it to the world and then it does not

Who are your role models/
influences for this kind of interactive
performance?
I’m influenced by my ancestors and m
dreams. They dictate to the artwor
and me. I must give thanks to Nomus
Makhubu and Berni Searle, who advised
me a lot when I was a master’s student a
Michaelis [art school] at the University o
Cape Town.
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A socially engaged public art project in Cape Town

Introduction
RIASON NAIDOO
Curator: Any Given Sunday

I

n 2015 Christoph Schenker and Gitanjali Dang
approached me to participate in Draft, an
international public art project, occurring
simultaneously in nine cities on four continents
over a period of one year. Together with Jay
Pather and Richard Pithouse, I was invited to a
conference in Mumbai in July 2015, where each of us
presented on our work in our respective fields and
heard from other curators, artists and academics
from the other parts of the world.
We officially confirmed our collaboration early in
2016. I would curate the South African chapter of
Draft, which I proposed for Cape Town, the reasons
for which will become clearer in this publication.
One year after Mumbai in July 2016, each of the
collectives from the nine countries came together
again, this time at the Zurich University of the Arts
in Switzerland, to present what they had produced
in their respective projects. It was during the course
of the 12 months, between Mumbai and Zurich, that
Any Given Sunday was conceptualised, developed
and realised.
With Pather and Pithouse invited to the conference
in Mumbai I decided to retain the core team so as to
keep the continuity of the project from inception to
conclusion, with each of us bringing different areas
of expertise. Pather and Pithouse were a valuable
sounding board for the ideas that emerged —
sometimes to raised eyebrows — such as the strategy
of not inviting audiences and going with random
artistic interventions. Mhlanguli George assisted me
at most sites, with one or two exceptions.
The publication
This publication is in this very format to reach out
to a wider audience, in keeping with the ideas of
the project. Rather than produce a conventional
exhibition catalogue, the idea is to extend the
readership and audience. It is divided into two areas:
six invited essays and nine interviews or articles on
each of the artists’ interventions. The essays are by
three insiders: Jay Pather, Richard Pithouse and I, all
of us involved in the project, and three invited outside
views, namely Anthony Bogues, Thuli Gamedze and
Uzma Rizvi.
Pather reflects on three public art events in Cape
Town, each of them different and with a strong
emphasis on performance. He takes us through
some of the highlights and uniqueness of each one:
the annual Infecting the City, the once off LAND
(2013), and Any Given Sunday (2016). Pather has
established Infecting the City as a permanent feature
in the city’s annual cultural calendar, showcasing
local and international talent, with its trademark
procession of moving from one event to another
and collecting audiences along the way. Stamina is
key but one can choose to opt out when one wishes
— with the risk of missing out, of course. Infecting
the City has no doubt opened up avenues for artists
from other disciplines to explore performance in the
public space. This is due in no small part to Pather’s
visionary role as artistic director of the festival, of the
Institute for Creative Arts (ICA) and his function as a
lecturer at the university.
Pithouse, a politics researcher with a strong
interest in working-class movements, contextualises
the 2015 and 2016 FeesMustFall and RhodesMustFall
movements and the BlackLivesMatter movement in
the United States that preceded them. His description
of the defaming of the Cecil John Rhodes statue as
“political theatre” is novel and apt in the contested
fields of politics and heritage. Pithouse sees this as
a defining moment, when a new generation claims
political space, displacing the older generation of
anti-apartheid activists who were once considered
to be unchallenged. He alerts us to the fact that these
protests took place at elite institutions of higher
learning, which brought international attention to
working-class concerns. Critical in his argument is
how the history of colonialism, slavery and apartheid
continues to structure the present. Pithouse notes
that poor black life is still considered dispensable.
How else is the situation of the majority living in
misery and under conditions akin to slavery to be
explained?
Bogues offers a historical and global overview
on the relationship of art and politics in the African
diaspora. He takes us on a journey via the Négritude
movement of Aimé Césaire, Léopold Sédar Senghor
and Léon Damas in Paris in the 1930s, Présence
Africaine publishing house founded by Alioune Diop
in Paris in 1947, the 1st International Conference of
Negro Writers and Artists in Paris in 1956, the PanAfrican Cultural Festival (PANAF) in Algiers in
1969, the Medu Art Ensemble and its Culture and
Resistance Symposium and the Festival of Arts held
in Gaborone in 1982 at the height of apartheid. Some
of the most important black intellectuals, such as
Frantz Fanon and Amilcar Cabral, contributed to the

manifesto in Algeria, that agreed on the important
role of culture in black lives, says Bogues. His essay
gives insight into the pan-African network and
solidarity against colonialism, discrimination and
apartheid.
With articulate interpretation and insightful
analysis Gamedze calls on us to remember that
modernity is very much entangled with the idea of
colonialism. Despite the exposure and impact of what
she terms as the different “MustFall” movements of
2015-2016, after all is said and done, the reality is
that bureaucracy and resources police the imagined
decolonial futures. Gamedze uses the analogy of
“inside” and “outside” to speak of containment and
freedom where “Sundays, and Sunday-like-times”
offer respite to the working class living outside the
city centre in the peripheries. This freedom of the
outside is also reflected by the public, who had no
obligation to engage with the artwork; they respond
the way they want to respond, “because no one gets
on the train to bear witness to art”.
Rizvi was a discussant at the Draft conference
presentations in Zurich in 2016 and is very familiar
with Any Given Sunday as a project. She provides
a snap survey of each of the artistic interventions,
noting the importance of these everyday experiences
in sites where people are usually deemed invisible,
due to structural violence around issues of blackness,
class, ethnicity, language, sexuality, etcetera. Seen
from afar Rizvi reminds us that we are not alone in
these discussions that affect most of the working
class in former colonised spaces around the world.
I have contributed a curatorial text on Any
Given Sunday, a project which was an important
shift for me in my curatorial practice to working
independently outside institutional spaces again and
for different audiences. In many ways I have returned
to ideas that I felt strongly about when I started out
as a professional artist with my first exhibition of
paintings in 1997. Ernest Pignon-Ernest and Peter
Clarke are two artists influential in my curatorial
practice in the realm of public art; their own artwork
has people at the heart of their artistic practice. Any
Given Sunday too had people, especially the black
working class, at its core; it’s also a place that I come
from and understand. To ignore the working class
is to continue to render them invisible and consider
them as “human waste”, says Achille Mbembe. Any
Given Sunday attempted to engage with structural
issues in the art world concerning value, validation,
hierarchy and class and how to work outside of that
and for whom.
Interest in AGS
Following the realisation of the project in Cape Town I
was invited to speak on it at Campus Art Dubai, 2017
(United Arab Emirates), Valand Academy, Gothenburg
University, 2017 (Sweden), African Art in Venice
Forum, 2017 (Italy), Arts Council of African Studies
Association Triennial, 2017 (Ghana), Glasgow School
of Art & University of Glasgow, 2019 (Scotland),
Paris College of Art, 2019 (France) and Independent
Curators International, 2021 (New York).
Fast forward five years to 2021 and the Rupert
Museum in Stellenbosch showed an interest in
exhibiting Any Given Sunday in their museum space,
under new director Robyn-Leigh Cedras-Tobin, who I
previously worked with at the South African National
Gallery. We drew on the project’s archival material of
photos and videos, and the artists generously loaned
works to the exhibition. The exhibition is on view in
Stellenbosch from 29 June 2021 - 27 February 2022.
There is now more interest from museums and
gallery spaces around the country, so like and follow
the Facebook page for updates: Any Given Sunday,
Cape Town.
neuf-3
Finally, it would be remiss of me not to mention
that Any Given Sunday was the inspiration for my
latest project entitled neuf-3, realised in Saint-Denis
outside Paris, which was inaugurated on 16 July 2021.
The first time I visited Saint-Denis in September
2019 I was struck by the change in demographics.
Only 10km from the centre of Paris, I went from a
very European Paris to a very African Saint-Denis.
neuf-3 focused on bringing contemporary African
art to the streets of Saint-Denis, and as I write this
on 9 January 2022, more than half of the artworks
in the project — by participating artists Jelili Atiku,
Dalila Dalléas Bouzar, les soeurs Chevalme, Samuel
Fosso, François-Xavier Gbré, Kudzanai-Violet Hwami,
William Kentridge, Lebohang Kganye, LAMYNE M,
Senzeni Marasela, Cheikh Ndiaye, Mary Sibande and
Barthélémy Toguo — are still on the streets of the
Parisian suburb six months later.
https://www.e-flux.com/announcements/414078/
neuf-3/
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On Any Given Sunday ...
The culture of artistic
activism under
apartheid has been
carried forward into the
democracy by a new
generation of artists
“One
would
never
defeat
one’s
circumstances by working and saving one’s
pennies … It was absolutely clear that the
police would whip you and take you in as
long as they could get away with it, and
that everyone else … would never, by the
operation of any generous human feeling,
cease to use you as an outlet for his
frustration and hostilities.”
— James Baldwin, 1963¹

I

RIASON NAIDOO
n a post-colonial, post-apartheid
multicultural
society
such
as
South Africa, the gap between the
historically privileged minority and the
underprivileged majority is especially
apparent in the city of Cape Town. Apart
from the obvious access to wealth, privilege
is made evident via access to quality
education, which ultimately determines
one’s living standards, among other things.
Art is unfortunately the terrain of the
more affluent schools while it is given less
attention in the townships, a situation that
has endured from apartheid days into the
present. This has resulted in differentiating
an art literate audience from an art illiterate
one, maintaining the hierarchy of the
educated elite while alienating the majority
of the working classes uninitiated in art.
Influences
The FeesMustFall student movement of
2015 was an important moment challenging
the structures of privilege, class and wealth
via access to higher education. Some of the
artists in Any Given Sunday also participated
in the 2015 protests. The challenge for
artists, curators and museums in the country
is how to make art reach out beyond the
minority already initiated in art. Any Given
Sunday emerged out of questions such as
these and was an attempt to work outside
of the recognised structures of validation,
approval and dissemination.
Two decades ago in 2001-02 I had the
incredible opportunity to work with French
activist artist Ernest Pignon-Ernest, who
had been working in a covert manner in
the public space since 1966. In 1974 —
prior to the United Nations sanctions on
South Africa for its apartheid policies —
the artist used his art to protest the official
pairing of Nice, his hometown, with the
city of Cape Town². In 1983 Pignon-Ernest
curated, with Antonio Saura, Art against
Apartheid, a UNESCO initiated exhibition
of 85 art works by artists such as Roy
Lichtenstein, Sol LeWitt, Christian Boltanski,
Claes Oldenberg, Pierre Soulages, Robert
Rauschenberg,
Mozambique’s
Valente
Ngwenya Malangatana and South African
Gavin Jantjes, among them.
“The collection offered here will form
the basis of a future museum against
apartheid. But first, these works will be
presented in a travelling exhibition to be
received by museums and other cultural
facilities throughout the world. The day
will come — and our efforts are joined to
those of the international community aiming
to hasten that day’s arrival — when the
museum thus constituted will be presented
as a gift to the first free and democratic
government of South Africa to be elected
by universal suffrage …” wrote the curators

Some of the artists in Any Given Sunday participate in the #FeesMustFall protests that began in 2015. Photo: Wandile Kasibe.

Pignon-Ernest and Saura in the exhibition
catalogue3. The exhibition opened in Paris
in 1983 and travelled to several countries
on different continents, including Spain, the
Netherlands, Greece, the US, Korea, Canada,
the Caribbean and Japan⁴ before being
presented as a gift to the South African
people in 1996, when Nelson Mandela was
the first president of the newly-elected
democratic government.
Pignon-Ernest’s later project in South
Africa was eventually entitled SowetoWarwick, a project reflecting on the theme of
the AIDS crisis, which took place in 2002 in
and around Warwick Junction in Durban and
in Kliptown — site of the Freedom Charter’s
adoption in 1955 — outside Johannesburg.
Working with the activist artist on the
project over a period of 18 months, I gained
valuable insight into how public art can be
both political and poetic.
In more recent years, during 2012-13 I also
had the opportunity to work closely with and
curate three exhibitions on the work of artist
Peter Clarke, all of them outside of South
Africa: in Senegal, England and France. We
travelled to all of those countries together,
which was a privileged and memorable
experience. Born in Simon’s Town in 1929,
Clarke’s art chronicled the working class
communities in the port town — from where
his family was forcibly removed in 1970
(under the Group Areas Act) — and later
in Ocean View (to where his family was
relocated and where he eventually died in
2014); communities which he was very much
a part of. The artist’s work was recognised by
the art institutions very late in his career with
a retrospective at the South African National
Gallery only in 2011, his first exhibition there
at the age of 81. Clarke did not make art for
the art community; his art was about and
for those around him. It was his ongoing art
making despite his being unacknowledged
that is particularly inspiring.
Working with these two artists, Ernest
Pignon-Ernest and Peter Clarke, influenced
the concept and approach of Any Given
Sunday. While studying at the University
of Witwatersrand in Johannesburg I was
inspired by the likes of the Mexican Muralists,
Socialist Realism, Chinese field painting,

James Baldwin, “Down at the Cross: Letter from a Region in My Mind” in The Fire Next
Time. New York: The Dial Press, 1963, p. 35.
2.
Ernest Pignon-Ernest website: https://pignon-ernest.com/ > “Nice-Le Cap”.
3.
Art against Apartheid Collection, Centre for Humanities Research, University of
Western Cape, https://www.chrflagship.uwc.ac.za/media/galleries/art-againstapartheid-collection/
4.
Ibid.
5.
Guy Brett’s book discusses five popular art movements “the protest patchworks
1.

popular painting from Zaire and the
Chilean embroiderers. Frantz Fanon’s (1961)
Wretched of the Earth, Zahar Renate’s (1974)
Frantz Fanon - Colonialism and Alienation —
which was an interpretation of Fanon’s text
— and Guy Brett’s (1986) Through Our Own
Eyes: Popular Art and Modern History were
all very influential in my thinking at the time⁵.
My own earlier practice as an artist dealt
with similar issues of community and
audience. I did not want to alienate the very
audience I was referring to and of which I
was a part.
The working class
Cameroonian historian and philosopher
Achille Mbembe renders a poetic and
insightful analysis, using the analogy of the
supernatural evoked in the fictional work
The Palm-Wine Drinkard (1952) by Nigerian
author Amos Tutuola, in likeness to the
daily realities of the oppressed slave. In life,
as in the protagonist’s path in the novel,
the slave’s capacity for metamorphosis is
crucial. The slave must from time to time be
capable of “deserting this being”, of “hiding
it, repeating it, fissuring it, recovering it”, and
at times it is required of him when “in spite
of his insatiable hunger to exist, the living
is condemned to don, not its individual,
singular figure, but the identity of a dead
man …”⁶
The “slave” in Mbembe’s analogy is also
the modern-day working class, compelled
to do whatever and however they can in
order to survive. Like the slave, the working
class have to give up their dignity and be
able to transform and adapt themselves to
provide for themselves and their families.
Mbembe refers to Tutuola’s novel: “First he
[the master] turns him [his captive] into a
monkey, and he starts climbing fruit trees
and picking fruit for them. Shortly after that,
he is transformed into a lion, then a horse,
then a camel, then a cow and then a zebu,
its head adorned with horns. Finally he is
brought back to his original form.”⁷ The
slave (working classes) is thus portrayed as
a malleable object transformed to fulfil the
desire of his master.
As much as possible, the intention was to
take the project to areas of the predominantly

black working class, using the city of
Cape Town and its townships as a canvas.
Any Given Sunday was an opportunity to
reflect on the social, economic and political
tensions of the city across various sites
from Elsie’s River to Muizenberg, from
Company’s Garden to Langa, from Bo-Kaap
to Khayelitsha. Each site added a specific
layer of meaning to its respective artistic
intervention. As important as the sites was
the audience that the art works would speak
to.
With the idea to extend to audiences
beyond the regular art-going publics, I
envisaged anonymous and random public
artistic interventions. That the audience
was not invited in the conventional sense
intensified the concept that the public
encountered the interventions as chance
occurrences. This was part of the intention
of the covert and random approach.
The success of each intervention could
be measured as the degree to which it
engaged their audiences — in that there was
something in it that the public could relate
to, question and reflect on. In this way the
art works had to be relevant to the average
person on the street on their way to or from
work, passing through the taxi stations, on
the train, at the factory, etcetera.
Sundays
At the time in 2015 there were not too many
cultural happenings on Sundays in Cape
Town. Tagore’s, the iconic bar and live jazz
venue in Observatory, had just closed down,
so there was a lack of spaces where people
could meet. And so, I thought, why not
Sundays? It opens up possibilities for things
to happen and does not compete with other
events.
This guerrilla approach, of random and
covert interventions, underscored the
central intention of the series: a gentle and
submerged way of foregrounding contested
notions of visibility and acceptance in the
city’s racially segregated spaces. The work
of participating visual artists Buhlebezwe
Siwani, Zanele Muholi, Gabrielle Goliath,
Gerald Machona, Sethembile Msezane,
Burning Museum, Hasan and Husain Essop,
poet Koleka Putuma and veteran musician

(arpillera of Chile); agricultural commune paintings of Huxian, China; popular art in
Zaire’s Shaba province; the visual testimony of Hiroshima and Nagasaki survivors; and
art produced by the women protesters at Greenham Common in Great Britain.”
6.
Achille Mbembe, “Requim for the Slave” in The Divine Comedy: Heaven, Purgatory and
Hell Revisited by Contemporary African Artists, ed. by Simon Njami (Bielefeld: Kerber
Verlag/ Berlin: MMK Museum für Moderne Kunst Frankfurt am Main/ Washington:
Smithsonian National Museum of African Art, 2014) p. 102.
7.
Achille Mbembe, Ibid, p. 101.
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A socially engaged public art project in Cape Town

French activist artist Ernest Pignon-Ernest’s installation in Warwick Junction, Durban as part of his project entitled Soweto-Warwick (2002).
Photo: Ernest Pignon-Ernest

Madosini all centered, in various ways, on
questions of power and prejudice, be they
structural, institutional or personal, or a
combination of these elements.
Although the idea was to have the
interventions on certain Sundays — only
the artists and I knew where they would
take place and when — some artistic events
took place on public holidays. For example
Sethembile Msezane’s The Charter took
place on Thursday June 16, a public holiday.
Hasan and Husain Essop’s Sighting of the
New Moon was on Tuesday 5 July—at the
end of Ramadan — and while not officially
a public holiday, it was a day of celebration
for Muslims. Gerald Machona and Pak
Ndjamena’s INFLUX III was on Friday 10
June at Romatex Home Textiles factory
during the workers’ lunch hour.
While the project was inspired by the
2015 student-led university protests across
South Africa and their sense of urgency of
the now, the artists, via their socially
engaged artistic practice, contributed
to a dynamic and interactive communal
undertaking. As the project evolved
from concept to realisation the
consultations with the artists informed
the project.
A Culture of Resistance
Coming out of decades of apartheid
(1948-1994), a great deal of South African
art was deeply interwoven with resistance
politics that chronicled the day-to-day
realities under the fascist and oppressive
National Party government.
After Sharpeville, in the 1960s and 1970s,
many black visual artists and photographers,
such as Ernest Cole, Dumile Feni, Pitika
Ntuli, Azaria Mbatha, Albert Adams, Gavin
Jantjes, Lalitha Jawahirilal, George Hallett,
Louis Maqhubela and Rashid Lombard left
South Africa on a one-way ticket into exile.
This same period saw the emergence
of informal black art schools and art
associations in the country. The Bantu, Indian
and Coloured Arts (BICA) organisation was
formed in Durban in 1951, the Community
Arts Project (CAP) was established in Cape
Town in 1977, the Federated Union of Black
Artists (FUBA) Arts Centre was created
in Johannesburg in 1978 and the FUNDA
Community College was founded in Soweto
in 1984. All these centres trained black artists
who could not study art more formally.
Photographers from the Afrapix collective,
for example, comprising amateur and
professional photographers, made it their
mission to document the politics and state
brutalities in the 1980s. David Goldblatt
and Santu Mofokeng were two other
notable photographers who have left us a
considerable archive of life under apartheid.
Many artists such as Lucas Sithole, George
Pemba, Peter Clarke, Lionel Davis, David
Koloane, Durant Sihlali, Willie Bester, Gavin

Younge, Andries Botha, Sue WiIliamson,
Paul Grendon, Jane Alexander, William
Kentridge, Vedant Nanackchand, Harold
Rubin, Manfred Zylla, Sam Nhlengethwa,
Sophie Peters, Pat Mautloa, Bongiwe
Dhlomo-Mautloa, Roger Meintjes, Paul
Stopforth and a long list of others, used
their art to highlight the injustices of the
day. Under the popular slogan “Culture as a
Weapon of the Struggle”, art was seen as a
means to bring attention to the atrocities in
an unjust society.
This culture of activism under apartheid
has been carried forward into the democracy
by a new generation of artists who have
taken up individual and personal struggles.
The artists who participated in Any Given
Sunday, mainly from Cape Town, highlight
diverse concerns: “corrective rape”
against black lesbians
in the

the issues.
Zanele Muholi’s activism for more visibility
for black lesbian and non-binary gender
types has received international attention for
the human rights issues they highlight. The
photographer simultaneously contributes
a new rich body of images for current and
future generations. Somnyama Ngonyama is
a significant addition to issues of self-love,
beauty and gender equality.
Gabrielle Goliath’s focus on honouring the
life of Ipeleng Christine Moholane, who was
raped and murdered and whose body was
discovered in an open field, highlights the
ongoing sexual violence against women and
the tireless perceived inequality between
black and white lives in Elegy, the poetic
memorial
to Moholane’s life.
Sethembile Msezane
addresses
the
absence of the black
female body in the
monumentalisation
of
public
spaces.

Peter Clarke,
Fisherwoman
and Child (1960).
Courtesy: Revisions
Collection
(subsequently
acquired by
the Homestead
Collection, Cape
Town)

townships,
sexual
violence against women, xenophobia
against black Africans, the dominant
white patriarchy of public monuments,
the invisibility of religious minorities,
marginalised histories, the ambiguous
role of traditional healers, the dying art of
indigenous music forms, the disillusionment
with the new government, to name a few of

Her
work
The
Charter
performed
in
the Company’s
Garden speaks
equally
of
the disparity
between
the
ideals
of the 1955
Freedom
Charter
—
seen
by
many
as
the
blueprint
of
the
new Constitution —
and the realities of 2016, where “the
doors or learning and culture are open to
all” but at a price that is unaffordable to the
poor majority.
Koleka Putuma’s anthology of poetry
Collective
Amnesia
also
expresses
disillusionment with the status quo, where
the material conditions for most of the
country’s black majority has remained
unchanged in the new order. The “born free”
poet is perhaps the youngest of the artists

included in the project and her verses on
politics, gender identity, abuse, trauma, love
and happiness echo many of the challenges
and mixed emotions facing us as a “new”
nation in both the private and public spheres.
INFLUX III by Gerald Machona and Pak
Ndjamena evokes the xenophobic riots
and deaths against black Africans in the
country since 2008, when 62 people were
reported dead and several hundred injured.
Machona previously used decommissioned
Zimbabwean dollars for a space suit
highlighting the notion of the African
“Other” as an alien being. Our use of the
Romatex Textile factory as the site for the
performance, with an audience of factory
workers, places a value on the workers’
thoughts and reception of a work dealing
with textiles and garment workers.
Burning Museum’s Straatpraatjies, an
interdisciplinary performance in Bo-Kaap,
centred on their characteristic wheat-paste
technique, underlines Cape Town’s legacy
of diverse cultures from different continents
at the tip of the African continent — a very
strategic halfway point between Europe and
Asia. The city is also the home of the creole
language of Afrikaans. Arabic Afrikaans was
a form of the language written in Arabic
script, which reportedly began in the 1830s
in a madrasa in Cape Town. Those who were
also under Dutch colonial rule at the time
brought the Arabic script and language to
the African city. Burning Museum use their
intervention to highlight the fact that the
Afrikaans language is often only seen via
a European lens, marginalising the other
cultures and histories that are associated
with it.
Twins Hasan and Husain Essop reflect on
how the city’s historic Muslim community
and its festivals and traditions are an
important fabric of the city’s heritage. The
annual fasting during Ramadan, and the
sighting of the new moon that follows,
reveals moments when the community claim
important spaces in the city, historically
reserved for the affluent populations.
Buhlebezwe Siwani spoke of her own
pressing concerns, investigating public
sentiment to sangomas, with which
she identifies herself, in an interactive
performance at the Khayelitsha Meat Market.
Any Given Sunday embraces ideas of
a holistic and inclusive artistic approach,
in which clear lines between disciplines
dissolve into interdisciplinary performances.
Among the artistic creations there is
visual art, photography, performance,
etcetera. Three interventions involve music.
Machona’s INFLUX III is a combination of
dance, performance, visual art and sound.
Burning Museum’s presentation included
poster prints of jazz saxophonist McCoy
Mrubata’s composition Bo Kaap, which
celebrates the “goema” style jazz, made
internationally famous by celebrated pianist
Abdullah Ibrahim, a Cape Town local.
Madosini creates the most profound
sounds from the traditional instruments
of the uhadi (bow), umrhubhe (mouth
bow) and isitolotolo (jaw harp). In times of
decolonial thinking, the elder’s music reveals
the beauty, richness and wisdom of local
indigenous cultures. Madosini’s music is a
link to a rich, ancient and dignified past.
As an extension of the idea of the city and its
townships as the gallery, the Facebook page
became another form of visibility, a virtual
gallery if you wish, important for recording
the interventions for the archive, during and
after the events that took place. Posting and
archiving each of the interventions on social
media was another way to independently
reflect on the performances and reactions
of the audiences, while recording the overall
project. This was also part of the intention:
a self-sustaining, independent public art
project that covertly operates outside
of the traditional structures of art, while
simultaneously appealing to new audiences.
The Facebook page is thus an interactive
virtual gallery, catalogue and archive.
___________________________________
Riason Naidoo is an independent curator,
writer and researcher based in Paris. He
was director of the South African National
Gallery from 2009-2015. Trained as an
artist, he has curated exhibitions shown
in South Africa, Mali, Senegal, Reunion
Island, Austria, Spain, England and France.
He writes on modern and contemporary
African art.
___________________________________
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Everyday humanism on
any given Sunday
The #FeesMustFall protests were the backdrop from which
Any Given Sunday emerged, and both demanded dignity

Students converge around the Louis Botha statue outside parliament in Cape Town during the FeesMustFall protests in 2015. Photo: Wandile Kasibe.

A

RICHARD PITHOUSE
ny Given Sunday unfolded
in Cape Town in 2016. The
city was still charged by the
electric events on the campus
of the University of Cape Town
(UCT) the previous year. The broad outline
of these events is well known. On 9 March
2015 a student, Chumani Maxwele, threw a
container of faeces onto the statue of Cecil
John Rhodes, a sociopathic English colonist
who wrought destruction across southern
Africa on a massive scale, and laid many
of the structural foundations for the forms
of racial domination and exclusion that
continue to structure the present.
This act of political theatre swiftly ignited
wider forms of mobilisation on the campus,
often focusing on colonial names and
symbols and the curriculum (there was
a significant influence from Black Lives
Matter, the movement that had emerged
in the United States following the police
murder of Michael Brown in Ferguson,
Missouri, on 9 August 2014). A building used
for the administration of the university was
occupied and became a site of collective
discussion and deliberation.
On 9 April 2015 the statue of Rhodes was
removed, amid scenes of jubilation. As the
statue was lifted off its plinth Sethembile
Msezane, a fine arts student, performed a
visually and politically compelling work,

Chapungu — The Day Rhodes Fell, during
which she was attired to evoke the statue
of the Zimbabwe bird, a stone sculpture
appropriated from Great Zimbabwe by
Rhodes. These events in Cape Town had
national and international resonance and
incited organisation and protest elsewhere.
By 14 October the political energy
moved to Johannesburg, to the University
of the Witwatersrand (Wits), where
students began to protest in response to
the announcement of an increase in fees.
Protests quickly moved to other campuses
before reaching a climax when, now at the
centre of rapt national attention, a large
number of students protested at the Union
Buildings, the seat of government, on 23
October.
UCT and Wits are the two great universities
in South Africa, and the sequences of
protests that began on these two campuses
captivated national attention. There was a
strong sense of a new generation taking
an insurgent place in a political space long
dominated by the idea and iconography
of the struggles against apartheid and the
participants in those struggles.
Maxwele’s gesture of throwing faeces
onto the statue of Rhodes had brought an
earlier political gesture from the periphery
into an elite space. On 15 October 2011
Ayanda Kota, a local activist and leader of
the Unemployed People’s Movement in the
small, decaying and largely impoverished

Mill, John Stuart (1972) Utilitarianism; Liberty; Representative government, London: J.M.
Dent.
2.
Rhyback, T. (2020) ‘Black Lives Matter: the rejection of Rhodes and coloniality’,
International Bar Association, https://www.ibanet.org/article/b8d84589-59d3-40689d72-3173abf23e23
3.
Buacom, I. (2005) Specters of the Atlantic: Finance Capital, Slavery, and the Philosophy
of History. Duke University Press, p. 313.
4.
Vincent L, Steyn-Kotze J, Hamilton L. (2012) Puzzles in Contemporary Political
Philosophy: An introduction for South African students. Pretoria: Van Schaik Publishers.
1.

university town of Grahamstown, since
renamed as Makhanda, threw a container of
faeces into the foyer of the town hall. The
point of Kota’s gesture, one later repeated
elsewhere, including by Maxwele, was that
the container of faeces had been brought
from a part of the town where people
were still using what is termed the “bucket
system” for sanitation.
The protests around fees that began
at Wits were not a new development and
also had links back into struggles on the
periphery. There had been struggles around
fees and university access, often bitterly
fought, at historically black universities
since the end of apartheid. These struggles
had been largely ignored or read as noise
rather than speech in the elite public
sphere. The initial moments of rupture at
UCT and Wits both marked the entry into
elite spaces, and national and international
attention, of forms of protest with roots
among impoverished people.
What was new was the focus on the
enduring coloniality of universities, in terms
of symbols, names, curricula and more. The
formerly white English-speaking universities
have liberal origins and liberalism remained
the dominant ideology after apartheid. In
1859 John Stuart Mill, the great philosopher
of English liberalism, declared, in his famous
essay On Liberty, that “Despotism is a
legitimate mode of dealing with barbarians”.¹
The rights affirmed by liberalism were not,

in theory or practice, intended to apply to
all.
In 1887 Rhodes, speaking in parliament
in Cape Town, echoed these sentiments
when he declared: “We must adopt a
system of despotism in our relations with
the barbarians of South Africa”.² The result
was devastation across Southern Africa,
devastation that continued to structure the
present; devastation that had, to a significant
extent, been masked by overstating the
extent of the rupture with the past achieved
with the transition to liberal democracy in
1994. “Time,” Ian Baucum famously argued,
“does not pass or progress, it accumulates,
even in the work of forgetting or ending.”³
Yet in 2015, in a society still fundamentally
shaped by the historical weight of the liberal
project of freedom for some and despotism
for others, a textbook for first-year politics
students, written and prescribed in South
African universities, confidently declared
that “Most discussions of freedom begin with
John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty”.⁴ The protests
that began in Cape Town tore, spectacularly
and rapidly, into the consensus that had
enabled liberal ideas to remain hegemonic
in many university spaces after the end of
apartheid.
Along with raising the banner of a
generational challenge to the once firm hold
on the national political imagination by the
surviving protagonists of the anti-apartheid
struggles, the students also mounted an

Pithouse, R. (2016) ‘The turn to book burning in South Africa’ in Africa is a Country,
https://africasacountry.com/2016/09/the-turn-to-burning-in-south-africa
6.
Fanon, Frantz (1976) The Wretched of the Earth, London: Penguin
7.
Sekyi-Otu, Ato (1996) Fanon’s dialectic of experience: Cambridge, Mass: Harvard
University Press
8.
Mbembe, A. (2011) ‘Democracy as Community of Life’, The Salon, 4 (1), Johannesburg:
Johannesburg Workshop in Theory and Criticism, pp. 5-10.
9.
Ibid
5.
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effective challenge to some of the symbolic
and conceptual forms of meaning at the heart
of the post-apartheid order. For instance,
the long-brewing desire to challenge the
deification of Nelson Mandela, whose name
and history had been used, in a co-opted
version, to discipline the political desires
and expression of some of the students
in formerly white universities suddenly
exploded into the mainstream. The facile
South African version of multiculturalism,
termed “rainbowism” following a famous
statement by Desmond Tutu, that had
both replaced and co-opted the much
more radical emancipatory horizon of nonracialism came under sustained attack.
Moving the question of access to the
university to the centre of the national stage
went some way towards putting the crisis
of impoverished youth, impoverished in the
context of mass unemployment, on that
stage. And, importantly, the march on the
Union Buildings, which was accompanied by
a striking presence in public spaces, brought
street politics — a constant presence on the
urban peripheries since 2004 — into the
centre of the cities and the national public
sphere.
There was no doubt that there had been a
moment of rupture, a profoundly important
moment of rupture. But a range of troubling
incidents and currents accompanied it. At
Wits Mcebo Dlamini, who emerged from the
ferment as a charismatic leader, proved to
be both dishonest and a professed admirer
of Hitler with grotesque anti-Semitic views.
Questions were raised about masculinist
modes of leadership. In some instances,
claims were made of a deep and violent
sexism with regard to that leadership.
There were moments of authoritarianism
resembling the populist politics occurring
simultaneously in several countries around
the world from India to Russia, the US
and Brazil. Ahistorical statements were
not uncommon, along with conceptual
messiness such as the confusion of
rainbowism with the idea of non-racialism.
Moreover, protests were penetrated by
intelligence agents and propagandists
for Jacob Zuma’s repressive kleptocracy,
some of whom took a leading role. There
was a considerable degree of bad faith as
university vice-chancellors were vilified
for the failures of the ruling ANC. On the
UCT campus art was burned, including
seminal work by Keresemose Richard
Baholo, a black artist. In Durban, there
were expressions of crude anti-Indian
sentiment and an important law library was
partially burnt.⁵ To the disappointment of
the left, broadly understood, the struggles
on the campuses did not — unlike student
movements from the late 1960s until the end
of the 1980s — make serious or sustained
attempts to connect to the struggles of the
impoverished majority in wider society.
In this complex situation some intellectuals
responded with panic, condemning the
mobilisations in their entirety. Others
responded with a paternalism rooted in
the assumption that they should be able
to give direction to the struggles of a
new generation. There was also uncritical
affirmation. Sloganeering and simplification
became endemic. Excessive statements
were common.
In The Wretched of the Earth Frantz
Fanon had warned against the intellectual
who becomes an “uncritical mouthpiece”,
“a kind of yes-man (sic) who nods assent at
every word coming from the people, which
he interprets as considered judgments …
Objectively, the intellectual behaves in this
phase like a common opportunist”.⁶ Against
this simplification Fanon affirmed the
imperative of reason, of collaborative and
emancipatory reason.
The Ghanaian intellectual Ato Sekyi-Otu
is arguably the most brilliant and careful
reader yet of The Wretched of the Earth.
After a meticulously close reading of the
text he concludes that, writing against the
Manichaeism of both colonial ideology
and the immediate opposition to it, which
can mirror its crude simplifications, Fanon
insisted on the imperative to cultivate “the
upsurge of richer modes of reasoning,
judging and acting”. For Sekyi-Otu a
Fanonion politics is rooted, precisely, in “new
social relations” that can restore “dignity to
all citizens … and create a prospect that is
human because conscious and sovereign
persons dwell therein”.⁷
Conceived and enacted in the aftermath
of the sort of events with the power to
mark time as before and after, Any Given
Sunday moved from conceptualisation to
enactment with an unequivocal fidelity to

A socially engaged public art project in Cape Town

The dethroning of Cecil John Rhodes, after the throwing of human faeces on the statue and the agreement of the university to the demands of
students for its removal, the University of Cape Town, 9 April 2015. Photograph by David Goldblatt. Courtesy The David Goldblatt Legacy Trust and
the Goodman Gallery.

The day Rhodes fell: The statue of Cecil John
Rhodes (right) is removed from public display
at the University of Cape Town (UCT) on 9 April
2015. Photo: Wandile Kasibe

the anti-colonial impulse that had animated
the best of the organisation, intellectual
work and protest following the defacement
of the statue of Rhodes. At the same time,
it also sought to reach towards humanism,
a universal humanism, of the everyday.
Disrupting the ordinary flow of life in a
range of ordinary spaces — a train station, a
train, a factory, a neighbourhood, a church,
a meat market, the Sea Point promenade,
etcetera — with artistic interventions of
different kinds (poetry, photographs, music,
performance) — there was an implicit
affirmation of people and experiences that,
if acknowledged at all, are usually at the
far periphery of dominant ways of seeing,
listening and understanding.
In so far as it aimed, via unanticipated
encounters in public spaces, to reorient
perception, it was not entirely unlike that
of Stolpersteine, the brass plaques set
into the pavements of many German cities
outside the homes where people who were
murdered by fascism had lived. They carry
the names of the dead and the dates of their
birth, deportation and death.
An invitation to recall this family that lived
in this house in that street offers the concrete
in place of abstraction. It presents the kind
of particularity that offers an opening into
an apprehension of the universal. There is
something deeply humane about this way
of inserting a memory of historical trauma
into the everyday flow of life.
Four years before the ruptures of 2015
Achille Mbembe wrote that, “the human
has consistently taken on the form of waste
within the peculiar trajectory race and
capitalism espoused in South Africa”.⁸ The
insurgent challenge to the liberal status quo
on campuses in 2015 was a direct challenge
to the rendering of people, experience and
ideas as waste. At its best it affirmed the
value of people and life-worlds that had
been rendered invisible or unworthy of
investment in terms of money, social and
institutional support or serious intellectual
attention.
Mbembe argued that for the democratic
project to have a meaningful future in South
Africa “it should necessarily take the form
of a conscious attempt to retrieve life and
‘the human’ from a history of waste”.⁹ This
is a radical project, and one that resonates
powerfully with the forms of radical
humanism that often animate the struggles

Students hold up placards demanding free tertiary education for all, 2015, Cape Town. Photo:
Wandile Kasibe

of the most disposessed and oppressed in
society. For instance, Abahlali baseMjondolo,
the movement of shack dwellers that
emerged in Durban 10 years before the
ruptures on the campuses in Cape Town
and Johannesburg, often speaks in the
language of a vandalised humanity requiring
both restoration and recognition. For this
movement, and for many participants in
the ongoing smaller ruptures from which it
emerged and continues to intersect, this is
often expressed in the language of dignity
— dignity denied, dignity asserted and a
demand for dignity to be recognised.
Any Given Sunday sought, in every
intervention, to affirm the dignity of people

excluded for the count of the fully human
by the enduring coloniality of much of the
circuits of formal power in South Africa.
___________________________________
Richard Pithouse is the editor of New
Frame, the director of The Forge and a
visiting fellow at the Wits Institute for
Social & Economic Research (WiSER) at
the University of the Witwatersrand in
Johannesburg. His academic work has
focussed on Frantz Fanon and popular
politics in contemporary South Africa.
___________________________________
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Restless Infections: Three examples of
shifting public art practice in
Cape Town
The exhibition created
spontaneous mingling
of audiences, many of
whom have historically
been denied access to
art

I

JAY PATHER
n 2015 artist Sandile Radebe created a
work Colour Me In for the Infecting the
City public art festival in Cape Town.
Radebe presented a large-scale version
of an old city map with all the lines
of racial segregation. He asked visitors to
the festival and passersby to re-imagine
and then draw and colour in the city they
wanted to see. The work was enthusiastically
received, and yet barely three years later it
would appear quite innocent, out of place
even, in these contemporary times. Give the
wide-scale eruptions and protests around
land appropriation, land occupation and the
ruptures this has created in a society built
on the narrative of reconciliation from 1994,
the work would need to look and interact
quite differently. This essay addresses the
constantly shifting concerns and reinventions
of public art initiatives in a society caught up
in political, social and economic transition.
The discursive interface between public art
and monuments on the one hand and the
society they purport to speak to on the other
is no more evident than in the discourse on
the redundancy of concrete colonial statues
and monuments in societies in the throes of
decolonisation. It is not just that a concrete
Cecil John Rhodes or Jan Smuts, colonial
and apartheid champions, are vexing to a
postcolonial society. The act of erecting
anything concrete — statues or permanent
artworks — is itself becoming more remote, as
even the grandiose ideas of reconciliation and
social cohesion proposed by luminaries such
as Nelson Mandela and Desmond Tutu are
routinely interrogated and dismantled. There
seems to be difficulty in isolating a symbol of
memorialisation that carries and holds true
the necessary gravitas in this society. So little
has been resolved in meeting the ferocity and
pervasiveness of colonialism and apartheid.
So little material equity that was promised in
the wake of democracy has been delivered.
To go back to the subject of Radebe’s work,
addressing and attempting to resolve the
issue of a racially inscribed topography has
now become more than gentle conjecture, it
has become pressing. The persistence of widescale poverty and the lack of opportunity and
future prospects make a restless and unhinged
society.
In this context, how does public art become
part of this era — how does it find relevance
and meaning? Given increased migration
and globalisation, contemporary societies
are by nature complex and evolving entities.
But South African society is marked also
by a kind of schizophrenia — transition and
inertia, modern development and a retention
of deeply embedded colonial and apartheid
values, the promise of change and the lack of
delivery.
In an essay titled “Motion Sickness” I cited
Achille Mbembe and Sarah Nuttall, who
wrote in Writing the World from an African
Metropolis:
“The conceptual categories with which to

Anthi-Patra Ruga, Ilulwane (2012) for Infecting the City, produced by Africa Centre. Courtesy: Institute for Creative Arts

account for social velocity, the power of the
unforeseen and of the unfolding, are in need of
refinement. So too is the language with which
to describe people’s relentless determination
to negotiate conditions of turbulence and to
introduce order and predictability into their
lives”.¹
I asked: “Might that refinement in language
exist in some form in contemporary public art
practice?”² The challenges for public art and
public sphere programming initiated within
societies in transition are about language. This
language of necessity eschews the concrete,
static object that has historically taken pride
of place in the interpretation and expression
of singular perspectives on societal concerns.
The concrete monument, often of a person
or an event, was also the result of attempts
at universalising colonial subjectivities. This
language has over time become thoroughly
embedded,
as
societies
attempting
decolonisation discover in encountering the
arduousness of the decolonisation project.
The challenge is therefore to consider more
than simply changing the subject of the
monument but the veracity of the language
of monument itself. I want to briefly consider
three projects that attempt different kinds of
engagement in public spheres in an effort to
shift the conception and reception of public
art practice: the Infecting the City public art
festival, LAND, a project that commemorated
the 1913 Land Act, and Any Given Sunday.
Infecting the City
Infecting the City is a public art festival
that began in 2007. It developed out of an
annual performance art festival held on the
Spier wine farm in Stellenbosch that played
to middle and upper-class audiences. The
producers of the festival expressed a need to
move it out of these narrow confines and from
that impulse Infecting the City was born. The
various iterations have sometimes included

themes and then, growing in size and scope,
the programme began to include both visual
and performance artworks without any
overarching theme, although works were
curated in conversation with each other.
During my tenure as curator, I introduced
the idea of viewing works on specific routes.
So an afternoon programme may comprise
six large-scale works that one would watch
consecutively, moving from one location to
the other, often led by a performer and helped
by ushers and traffic controllers. This format
of viewing works allowed for festivalgoers and
passersby to intermingle. The audiences grew
incrementally as a result, as this large group
of viewers moved from one work to another,
picking up curious passersby along the way.
Curated in this way, leading people into areas
of Cape Town that they might not ordinarily go
to created a rare and unforced intermingling of
audiences. In one instance, audiences moved
from watching several episodes of an opera
performance staged in the Company’s Garden
to the pavements of the inner city, where the
work resolved itself. They then proceeded to
watch another work in front of the Cape Town
Station, the main terminal for trains travelling
in and out of the city. In yet another instance,
audiences moved at night from a performance
on Long Street, a busy thoroughfare of people
from various walks of life, into the Long
Street Baths to watch a work by performance
artist Athi-Patra Ruga. Six hundred people
filed in through the narrow turnstiles of this
historic bathhouse, the majority of whom
had not visited the space before. Carried by
this momentum, audiences on yet another
night streamed into the Centre for the Book,
rarely visited by people who work in the city,
despite passing by the Centre every day. In
encouraging these unexpected interactions,
artists were challenged to create work
that met the demands of an unpredictable
heterogenous audience.
In yet another example, theatre director

Mandla Mbothwe created Uvuko! The
Resurrection that was performed in front of
the Cape Town Bus and Train Station, which
predominantly services the transportation of
workers who live in townships on the outskirts
of the city. Drawing from classical Xhosa ritual,
Mbothwe made extensive use of isiXhosa text.
Members of the public using the station that
day stopped and settled down to watch. The
sense of empowerment that this recognition
afforded was palpable. This was all the more
so given that audiences led to the work were
primarily English speakers, who were at a loss
for making meaning. There were some very
visible conversations as the public became
rowdier in this exchange.
The challenges that both the artist and
curator face lie in the diversity of rules of
engagement. The audiences that this festival
interacts with are made up of people with a
variety of experiences, who engage with the
performances via a range of entry points. There
is no telling how a work may be received. If one
wishes to go beyond “safe” works that occupy
some kind of middle ground of accessibility
and comprehension, the assumptions that
plague these decisions and choices need a
great deal of rigorous interrogation. Whatever
the successes and failures, the encounter
that a performance invites with the sheer
complexity of public engagement in a city
such as Cape Town paves the way for rich and
surprising developments.
Choreographer Mamela Nyamza created a
work called 19 Born 76 Rebels for the Infecting
the City festival in 2014, which was performed
on Strand Street, a busy thoroughfare in Cape
Town. This work was originally commissioned
in 2013 by France’s Festival d’Avignon, a festival
predominantly of conceptual performance
work, and there was a sense of trepidation in
bringing the work to a public art context with
a diverse audience of varied experiences of
contemporary performance. The reception
of this work, especially by passersby, was

Achille Mbembe and Sarah Nuttall quoted in Jay Pather, “Motion Sickness”, in Movement Cape Town (Cape Town: The City Agency, 2015), p. 109
Pather, “Motion Sickness”, p. 109.
3.
Valerie Geselev, “My place or yours? Cape Town art scene,” in New African, 28 February 2017,
https://newafricanmagazine.com/news-analysis/arts-culture/place-cape-town-art-scene/
1.

2.
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A socially engaged public art project in Cape Town

unexpected. The high levels of engagement
and participation made this experience a
good case study in the dangers of assuming
who audiences are, and what kinds of works
they may be curious to engage with.
LAND
LAND was an event comprising performances,
visual art installations, public lectures and
panels about land, territory and ownership.
One hundred years after the passing of the
infamous Native Land Act of 1913, there was
an upsurge in the national focus on land as
a vessel of trade, trauma, and restitution.
The material inscription of colonisation, with
the Land Act as its formalisation, remains
performative — still determining where
people live and intersect, and how people
move through space. It results in diverse
and opposing ideas, values and dreams that
constantly disrupt the country’s present. That
such distension still exists and threatens to
unhinge a fragile society 25 years into our
democracy foregrounds the complexities of
the subject.
LAND also probed the nuances and
paradoxes of the subject as taken on by
visual and performance artists, composers,
musicians and filmmakers. There was
consideration of broad overarching themes
such as restitution, but also self-reflective
public discussions around the processes and
display of a range of artworks, as well as affect
and impact. Site responsive performances,
visual art installations, film screenings and
exhibitions punctuated these theoretical
conversations. In focusing on the traumas
and the hauntedness that manifest as a result
of this condition, the event created “routes”,
as discussed above, in the Infecting the City
festival, that took audiences to various spaces
of historical significance and contemporary
contestation in the city.
The controversial Prestwich Memorial
hosted the opening night, which began with
a performance on the pavements surrounding
the memorial. The history of the memorial
is layered and fraught. During an attempt to
construct upscale apartment blocks in 2003
on Prestwich Street, skeletons were uncovered
that were found to be from the unmarked
graves of slaves killed by Dutch settlers in
the 17th and 18th centuries. Bones from 2 500
graves were exhumed, and a decision was
taken by the city to create the Prestwich
Memorial building and park, which includes an
ossuary where the exhumed bones are stored.
The performance by Jackie Manyaapelo
evoked this hauntedness in the work she
choreographed, while Tebogho Munyai
erected several shacks that housed solo and
duet performances. Audiences were invited to
catch a glimpse through holes in the walls that
resembled bullet holes, foregrounding the
current and persistent inequity in this space of
memory.
The performances were followed by
keynote addresses by Professors Lungisile
Ntsebeza (Research Chair in Land Reform
and Democracy in South Africa, National
Research Foundation) and Nick Shepherd
(Centre for African Studies, University of Cape
Town). Audiences were then led into a church
hall that housed the screening of two short
films — Bones Don’t Lie and Don’t Forget and
Where Time Stands Still — by Kim Munsamy
and Guatemalan filmmaker Sebástian Porras
respectively. The evening ended with the
first panel discussion that included art critic
Athi Mongezeleli Joja and architect Kevin
Fellingham. This migration of audiences from
one space to another, falling into experiences
of art and discourse, developed a kind of
complexity that attempted to mirror the
complexity and layered histories of the sites
that housed these events.
Revisiting sites of trauma and distension
also allowed for a mixture of audiences
between those who had come specifically
to view the work and people who passed
by, became curious and stayed. At the Cape
Town Grand Parade and the Castle of Good
Hope, busy thoroughfares for commuters and
pedestrians, unnoticed underground tunnels
were revealed and became sites for a work
by Guerrilla Gallery’s Kim Gurney and opera
singer Pauline Theart. The work comprised
several arias that were sung inside the
tunnels, attracting people to listen at specific
points above ground, where the covers to
the manholes were strategically removed.
The work brought together site, audiences
and immersive experience in a powerful and
evocative way.
In a similar way, Haroon Gunn-Salie created
minimal installations in newly-built homes that
stand empty in District Six, the site of forced
removals during apartheid. He used seminal
objects such as a prayer mat, a lifeless porcelain

Haroon Gunn-Salie, One day my kittens will return – sculptures in collaboration with Ms Faisa
Adams (2012) - Witness project - for LAND (2013). Photo: The artist

when and how these works appeared. In
the conception of this collection of work,
there was an expressed need to language
the occurrence of these works differently.
How could the performances take place as
happenstance, as meditation on the ordinary,
evoking the pleasures and illumination in
everyday rhythm rather than a spectacular,
grand announcement of its presence? Further,
why would this be of particular significance to
the communities in which these works were
located?
Most South Africans have very little access
to art objects, theatres and galleries. One of
the most damning features of apartheid was
the scarcity of centres for art and culture inside
of the segregated areas for black people — it
seemed to be a deliberate attempt to create an
impoverished psyche in addition to economic
devastation. This lack of access continues to
this day, given that the topography of the
country has barely shifted, and with this, a
sense of abandonment pervades many such
areas.
The attempt to build cultural centres in
these spaces has been recognised as a
national failure. Community centres and halls
in many parts of the country remain unused
and empty with crumbling infrastructure and
without consistent economic investment by
government. There have been some attempts
at amelioration through some initiatives,
such as the Infecting the City festival and
Mandisi Sindo’s Kasi2Kasi festival, to create
programmes of site-specific works in
townships. These are widely advertised and
announced as such.
Any Given Sunday went a step further
than ameliorating this lack. Unheralded,
and unadvertised, the works appeared
and disappeared mysteriously. As a quiet
intervention, the works became more than the
various artists such as Msezane and Putuma
intended. In the form of their exhibition and
the rich encounter and relationship with a
spontaneous passing-by public, the works
were happenings in and of themselves. They
signalled a means of encounter with the
artworks that required no special codes of
behaviour to deconstruct or access the work.
Valerie Geselev wrote in the New African
magazine of Any Given Sunday:

Jackie Manyaapelo, Waiting For Rain (2013) part of LAND – Prestwich Memorial, Strand Street,
Cape Town. Photo: Ashley Walters, courtesy: ICA

cat and an evening dress that yearned to
be worn to reference the life of a vibrant
community that was obliterated and can
never be revived simply by rebuilding houses
that were demolished five decades ago. The
minimalism of the installations ironically and
powerfully evoked the irrevocable loss of
community in these clinical, freshly painted
buildings. In between these was a panel
discussion at the Homecoming Centre in
District Six titled Displacements. Amie Soudien
performed her work Trajectories behind the
Slave Lodge, built in 1679 by the Dutch East
India Company to house slaves, convicts
and the mentally ill and restored in 1960 as
a museum. Using stencils with the names of
her own ancestry, Soudien filled the spaces
of the letters with sand and documented the
life of the text, which lasted between a few
seconds and a couple of hours. The work
again combined site, audience intervention
and intimate watching that evoked transience
and notions of memory that, given the current
emergencies and their recurrence due to the
results of apartheid and colonialism, were
disturbingly real and contemporary.
Any Given Sunday
In the initial discussions leading up to the
public art series Any Given Sunday, the impact
of the #FeesMustFall movement that was
taking place at the time was heavily present.
While an untransformed South Africa is hardly
invisible to any curator working in South Africa
today, in going beyond the immediate issue of
fees and foregrounding economic inequities
on an alarming scale throughout the country,
the #FeesMustFall movement ignited an
urgency and made visible and palpable what
was submerged but no less felt throughout
the country. In considering the placement
and context for public art intervention, how
are such realities made manifest? Not just in
the subject, but the languages and forms that
may meet the intensities of the era?
The engagement began with artists such
as Sethembile Msezane, one of the voices

in the #FeesMustFall movement. Msezane
recreated a telling component of her Public
Holiday Series. The series comprises live
sculptures, often ironically celebrating and
commenting on national public holidays.
In the series Msezane appears on a plinth in
appropriate costumes and wielding relevant
objects, standing silently for several hours. For
Any Given Sunday she recreated The Charter,
in which she stood with her face covered in
black and holding across her shoulders a
large pole on which were draped large sheets
resembling paper scrolls: printed extracts of
the Freedom Charter, created in 1955. “The
Charter” was adopted by the Congress of the
People as an inscription of some of the most
shining examples of democracy and right to
freedoms that continue to be invoked today
in any challenge or aberration of the nation’s
Constitution. Given the intense context of this
performance, this particular rendition evoked
a sad and disturbing irony.
The perniciousness of a troubled and
violent society is revealed most starkly in its
treatment of black women. The statistics of
violent crime against black women in South
Africa are among the highest in the world.
Gabrielle Goliath’s Elegy was a powerful
starting point for these discussions. In Elegy
Goliath built a work, each iteration different,
that responded to the murder of a young
woman. Seven opera singers were presented
with the circumstances surrounding a recent
death, often in their midst. After a process of
reflection and discussion initiated by Goliath,
they performed only one note, one singer at
a time, held with one breath. This sequence
of voices continued for as long as the
singers were able, usually lasting 45 minutes.
This stark, ritualistic and remarkable work
performed in a public space resounded with
power as these moments of intimacy — each
woman dealt with her own response to an act
of extreme violence — bled into the public
realm with import, dignity and gravity.
Perhaps the most significant feature of
the Any Given Sunday series was where,

“What kind of art does not want to invite an
audience to come specially and see it? The
kind of art that decides to come towards
its audience, uninvited, ‘occurring as if
randomly’.”³
Geselev honed in on a way of operating in
Any Given Sunday that was quite profound
— happenstance, evoking a kind of random
but familiar logic in the encounter with the
works that was refreshing. Most especially,
these unheralded acts brought with them an
experience of artwork that was immersive
and intimate, if only for a short period, in an
abnormal, turbulent environment.
The continued presence of the brutality and
pervasiveness of colonialism and apartheid
in South African society is slowly being
more broadly acknowledged in the country.
Although the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission, launched as we entered
democracy, was a laudable and valiant effort
at some form of healing, the stark reality of a
lack of restitution has quickly and vehemently
resurged. In turn, public art interventions
have developed that seem to be more
explorative than definitive. This restlessness
is characteristic of a society that is only now
coming to terms with how much needs to
happen to repair the chasms and alienation
wrought on the country’s majority. While art
of any sort can hardly be charged with this
task, the effects of this inertia on the creation
of work in public spheres has created space
for work that can be speculative, self-critical
and evolving.
We hope that our society, in tending to
sorely neglected areas of the collective psyche
will, with the necessary urgency, continue
accelerating its evolution to a space of justice
that goes much deeper than superficial
reconciliation.
___________________________________
Jay Pather is a choreographer, curator,
writer and teacher. A professor at the
University of Cape Town, he directs the
Institute for Creative Arts (ICA), curates
the Infecting the City Festival; the ICA Live
Art Festival, Spier Light Art, the Afrovibes
Festival (Netherlands) and co-curated for
Saison Africa 20/21.
___________________________________
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An art for whom? The public art of
Any Given Sunday in post-apartheid
South Africa
Taking art outside of the white cube gallery is an act of curatorial activism that raises issues of
audience engagement

D

ANTHONY BOGUES
uring the decolonisation era in
Africa and the Caribbean, as
well as in the Civil Rights and
Black Power period in AfricanAmerican history, there were two
deep preoccupations in the fields of art and
culture. The first was around representation
of the black figure and the second was
about the relationship between the ordinary
population and artistic practices¹. In Paris
in 1935 Aimé Césaire published his article
“Negreries, Jeunesse Noire et Assimilation”
(Negro-ness, Black Youth and Assimilation),
in the student newspaper L’Etudiant Noir,
edited by himself, Leopold Senghor and Leon
Damas. The article opened a long debate
about Négritude. In his essay, Césaire not only
reclaimed blackness as a sign, which negated
anti-black racism and French colonialism,
he posited the idea that African art was
about the “humanisation of humanity”. This
idea about the humanisation of humanity
became a central claim of African and African
diasporic art.
Thirty-odd years later in Algiers within
the tumult of political decolonisation, the
Pan African Cultural Manifesto (1969) was
promulgated. Deeply influenced by the
national liberation struggle in Algiers, the
political independence of Ghana in 1957,
the proceedings of the All African People’s
Congress in Ghana in 1958, and by the
writings of Frantz Fanon and Amilcar Cabral,
the manifesto posited that: “Culture, in its
widest sense and almost complete sense,
enables [in the language of the day] men to
give shape to their lives.”² From this definition
the manifesto argued that the African artist
and intellectual: “must integrate [again in the
language of the day] himself into his people
… the people must be the first to benefit
from … their cultural riches.”³ The core of this
postulation was not just about culture writ
large but about the several ingredients which
constitute culture itself. For sure, art in all its
multifaceted complexities — music, dance,
performance — was one such ingredient.
Posited as well was the decolonisation of
culture as an act of anti-colonial liberation.
However, two other issues were posed: who
was the art for, and what was to be the
relationship between art practices and the
population? This question of who art was/
is for and the relationship of and between
the population, art and artists was always
a vexed one and has never been quite
resolved. Additionally there was another
issue: when one assumes that art needs to be
reconnected to a population, where does this
locate popular art, which itself is deployed
within the popular. In other words, when
there is a visual or musical language, which
is created by the popular, often in opposition
to what is considered high art forms, what
is the relationship between art and the
people? Here I am thinking specifically about
various Congolese musical forms and the
remarkable explosion in Congolese historical
paintings deploying the figure of Patrice
Lumumba.⁴ Within African diaspora art forms

Paul Stopforth, Elegy (1981), Graphite & wax paper on board (149 x 240 cm). Collection: Durban Art Gallery

I am thinking about Haitian art and of course
reggae music.⁵
This preoccupation of the relationship
between art and the people drove curator
and artist Riason Naidoo’s 2016 project, Any
Given Sunday. Occurring between May and
July 2016, the project consisted of a random
series of public artistic interventions in the
city of Cape Town. Its randomness combined
with anonymity was a deliberate move to
disturb dominant ways in which the showing
of art in the post-apartheid moment had
become over-determined by gallery spaces
and an elite public. In the midst of the deep
inequities of South Africa, and the ways in
which the afterlives of whiteness continues
to be an element shaping post-apartheid life,
this project, in Naidoo’s words, was about the
“disruption of power and one in which the
specificity of the site gave both meaning and
aesthetics to the project”.⁶
Cape Town is a city of deep contrasts.
Settled by the Dutch on the land of the
Khoikhoi in 1652, it was the gateway for
racial slavery and European colonialism
in South Africa. The Cape has a history of
racial slavery, colonialism and apartheid. It
is a site marked by historical catastrophes.
It is a place of the stunning Table Mountain
and its extensive and unusual flora, 70%
of which can only be found in the Cape.
This rich geological history resides within a
social history of racial domination and deep
inequalities, where communities like Langa

For a discussion about these ideas within African American cultural history, see Verner
Mitchell & Cynthia Davis (eds) Encyclopedia of The Black Arts Movement, (Lanham:
Rowman and Littlefield, 2019 )
2.
See “Pan African Cultural Manifesto” (1969) in Why are We Artists? 100 World Art
Manifestos (ed.) Jessica Lack (London: Penguin, 2017) p. 129.
3.
Ibid, p. 131.
4.
For a discussion of these paintings and their historical and contemporary significance
see Bogumil Jewsiewicki, A Congo Chronicle: Patrice Lumumba in Urban Art (Museum
of African Art, 1999) and Johannes Fabian, Remembering The Present: Painting and
Popular Art in Zaire (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996).
5.
For a discussion of the popular in Haitian art see, Anthony Bogues, “Loas, Histoire
1.

and Khayelitsha remain on the margins of the
city and of life. These communities and others
reflect the unfinished character of the social
and political struggles against apartheid and
its afterlives. In a city with many museums
and galleries, the racial/ class fissures restrict
museum publics. Many museum spaces are
perceived as only for the elite.⁷ To therefore
do a project of public art in such a city as
Cape Town is to open up a debate about
the institutional structures of contemporary
museums and galleries in the Cape as well
as the question of publics.⁸ In many ways it
is a return to some of the haunting issues of
the Pan African Cultural conference of 1969
about the relationship of art to the ordinary
population.
Naidoo notes in an interview that he grew
up in Chatsworth, an Indian township outside
the city of Durban, and that his “parents
never went into a gallery space until he did
his first solo exhibition of paintings”.⁹ This
was not unusual and continues today. It is
not because, as some would argue, that art
in all its complexities is not taught in South
African public schools. Rather it is, I would
suggest, how art has become a chic or
niche experience for some, understood as
an activity for a few. This was not always so.
From the late 1960s onwards there was in
South Africa an artistic/cultural phenomena
called “resistance art”.¹⁰ In the 1980s many
South African artists of all genres formed the
Medu Art Ensemble. At its 1982 Culture and

Resistance Symposium and Festival of Arts,
held in Gaborone, Botswana, the symposium/
conference did a major exhibition, Art
Toward Social Development. The exhibition
showed over 160 works by 58 artists and 165
photographs by 29 photographers. Wally
Serote, who was the founding co-ordinator of
the ensemble, wrote later that the ensemble
was conceived as an “art training centre
… and to oppose apartheid and nurture
democratic culture”.¹¹ Serote was writing with
hindsight and engaged with lines of thought
around publics, art and culture and the role of
the artist. These and similar issues animated
the 1969 conference in Algiers.
To put the matter differently, when Naidoo
decided to curate Any Given Sunday, he
was doing so against the background of
two things. The first was historical, with the
long history of debates about the role of
the artist and that of art within the radical
anti-colonial and anti-apartheid movements.
Secondly, he did so within a context in which
political equality had ended juridical and
formal structural apartheid. Within these
contexts, the discourse about art and the
role of artists had dramatically shifted. There
were now efforts to normalise art and cultural
spaces, to make the white cube spaces the
apex of one’s artistic dreams. Alongside this
normalisation was the entrance of South
Africa into a global African art market. All
this was necessary and opened new spaces
for talented artists and curators, both on

et Esthétique de l’Art Populaire” in Haiti: Deux Siècles de Création Artistique (Paris:
Réunion des musées nationaux - Grand Palais, 2014).
6.
Interview with Riason Naidoo, April 2020, by author.
7.
Of course there are many museums which are not seen in this way, see for example,
District Six Museum, the Slave Lodge and the Lwandle Migrant Labor Museum. It
should be noted that these might be considered historical museums, where they strive
to tell a different historical narrative about South Africa, one that does not elide the
stories of slavery, forced removal and migrant labor in the making of the Cape and
South Africa.
8.
This is not the only public art project in Cape Town; the remarkable choreographer
Jay Pather heads Infecting the City, a public art festival in Cape Town.
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A socially engaged public art project in Cape Town

Gabrielle Goliath, Elegy/ Eunice Ntombifuthi Dube (2018). One-hour performance, Centre for the Less Good Idea, Johannesburg. Photo: Stella Tate

the continent and globally. Yet a question
remains: what should be the role of public
art in this new juridical space called postapartheid? Naidoo was one of the few black
students to study fine arts at the University
of the Witwatersrand in the early 1990s. As
a student he was influenced by the debates
around resistance art, the writings of Fanon
and then later by the French Situationist
artist, Ernest Pignon-Ernest, famous for his
curation of Art Against Apartheid, in which
many renowned international artists made
works against apartheid in South Africa.
Naidoo also worked with Pignon-Ernest
in 2002 on a public art project (later titled
Soweto-Warwick) in Warwick Junction
in the inner city of Durban and in the old
neighborhood of Kliptown in Johannesburg.
With the Any Given Sunday project he was
making an attempt to answer what seemed
like an old question, but one that still has
deep resonances in contemporary South
Africa.
Any Given Sunday was a project of curatorial
activism; a project where the city and its
townships became sites of engagement.
Its challenges were how to engage new
publics. How to work with surprise? How
to intervene in the most unusual spaces?
It sought to do so with some of the most
troubling questions haunting South Africa:
violent deaths, corrective rape, xenophobia,
the powerful presence of white patriarchal
monuments on the public landscape;
traditional healers in communities, sexuality
and of course ancestral music. Thirtyone artists were involved in the project.
Collectives like Burning Museum, whose work
circle around the reimagining of space itself,
found themselves on familiar terrain in Cape
Town, enacting their work around combined
Arabic and Afrikaans heritages. Madosini,
the musician in a series of performances
titled Bow Conversations, performed at
scheduled spots including at the public
square opposite the Langa taxi rank. Zanele
Muholi did conversations with school kids as
well as a series of reimagined self-portraits
in public spaces in the proximity of the city’s
Metro rail station. Koleka Putuma performed
poetry on a 45-minute train ride, while there
was a dance and sound performance by
artist Gerald Machona and choreographer
Pak Ndjamena at the Romatex Home Textiles
Factory. All these various performances

and others overturned the idea that art,
in whatever its genre, must be seen in a
white cube museum or that music needs to
be played in a certain space.¹² The varied
plethora of acts, of genres, re-conceptualised
curatorial practice and marked a decolonial
shift.
Yet surprise and randomness does
not work every time.
There are moments
in which the weight,
character and form of
a subject and the work
of the artist demands
and calls for a different
kind of curatorial care.
Gabrielle Goliath’s sonic
performance Elegy was
one such work. The work
carries the similar title of
Paul Stopforth’s work, Elegy
(1981), in graphite and acrylic,
done after the murder of Steve
Biko, by the perpetrators of
sustained spectacular violence
of the apartheid regime. It
remains a marker in 20th century
South African art. If Stopforth
attempted to bring recognition, to
create facial visibility to apartheid’s
violence, Goliath’s work is on a
different register. Reimagining the
operatic form, she hauntingly wants
to pay homage to individual persons w h o
are subjected to fatal acts of racialised,
gendered and sexualized violence. She notes
in an interview: “This is historical recuperative
work.” It is a work of commemoration in
which there is the “absent presence of the
person”.¹³ Simultaneously, she does not wish
to reproduce any form of violence in her
work. Each time the work is performed there
is a single woman or non-gender conforming
individual who is commemorated, who
is mourned to be remembered. This is
deliberate. While violent rape and murder
occurs on a wide scale in South Africa,¹⁴ the
artist does not want us to lose the sense of
the individual, she wants us to see gender
and sexualised violence as names, as bodies
raped and murdered. These bodies, whether
female or LBGTQIA+, are persons with names
and families, with friends. To do this the artist
takes time to script a text about the specific
individual. That text becomes part of the

Interview with Riason Naidoo, April 2020 by author.
For a discussion of this period in South African art see: Sue Williamson, Resistance
Art in South Africa (NY: St. Martin Press, 1990).
11.
Mongane Wally Serote, “ Medu Art Ensemble and Revolution,” in Clive Kellner &
Sergio-Albio Gonzalez (eds.) Thami Mnyele & Medu Art Ensemble Retrospective
(Johannesburg: Jacana, 2009) p. 193.
12.
In a conversation with Naidoo, he makes the point that while conceptualizing Any
Given Sunday, he saw a photo in a newspaper of the famous South African pianist
Abdullah Ibrahim playing in a public square in Cape Town. The performance was
not intended for the public; it was a promotional image for a documentary. He
wondered what would happen if the renowned musician was to randomly play for
9.

10.

performance. Integral to the performance, the
text names the body. In a spare and complex
work the artist demands that the space of
the performance becomes sacred. This is
something she insists on. Here sacred means
rituals
of
respect and reverence,
not veneration for the
dead, but rather a form
of mourning that never
forgets and hopefully
draws the viewer to
action. To perform
such a work requires
a different kind of
curatorial activism.
The artist herself
admits
that
when the work
is
performed
in the gallery
white
cube
space
there
are challenges.
H oweve r
when
the
work
was
performed

Cover of the special issue Présence
Africaine journal on the 1st International
Conference of Negro Writers and Artists (Paris
– Sorbonne – 19-22 September, 1956)

in the church in Langa, even with a mixed
choral group, the absence of the text framing
the work seems to have left the audience
baffled. So here we have a situation in which
one of the most acute problems of human
relations in South Africa, from at least the
artist perspective, did not resonate with a
designated public.
It also raises a difficulty with public art,
one that we need to be attentive to. In
doing public art, what is the dialogical
process within the artist/public dialectic?
While overturning the conventional white
cube curatorial practices and engaging new
publics, should there be dialogue with these
publics? The project did not seek to answer
these questions, but I would suggest that as
it opened new horizons of curatorial practice,

then it might need to be attentive to them.
Asked how he would judge the success of
his project, Naidoo said that for him it was
when a member of the public stopped to look
at a performance, such as that of Sethembile
Msezane in the Company’s Gardens, or to
look, for example, at the reimagined selfportraits of Zanele Muholi which he/she
would never encounter because they would
never enter a museum. Naidoo’s curatorial
activism is about breaking down the barriers
between different genres of art and publics.
It recognises that there is a great distance
between galleries and museums and publics.
It is a different practice than what is called
public engagement. This curatorial practice
raises two unanswered questions. How does
one create a different public for conceptual
art? In other words, under what conditions
can different publics grapple with conceptual
art? The second issue relates to the popular.
What are the ways, when the popular itself
produces different genres of art, and how
do curators present these in public spaces?
In this regard it is not just that, as Naidoo
notes, people do not need an art training
to understand art, but also that ordinary
people themselves produce various genres
of art. They do this because in the words of
the 1969 Algerian manifesto: “Culture starts
with the people as creators of themselves
and transformers of their environment.” In
1984, the Senegalese group, Laboratoire
AGIT’Art, in conflict with the then Senegalese
government about their public art practices,
wrote that, “something else is also emerging”.
This “something” is what Riason Naidoo was
experimenting with in Any Given Sunday in
Cape Town.
___________________________________
Born in Jamaica, Anthony Bogues
is Professor of Humanities at Brown
University and a visiting professor at
the University of Johannesburg. His
major research and writing interests are
intellectual, literary and cultural history,
radical political thought, political theory,
critical theory, Caribbean and African
politics as well as Haitian, Caribbean and
African art. He is the author/editor of eight
books and is also a curator.
___________________________________

the public in that square. The idea of just playing for the public, occurred in Jamaica
in the late 1970’s when in the middle of deep political violence, Bob Marley and the
grassroots political factions who were engaged in political war decided to create a
peace movement, to stop the war, and if possible to try to create new grounds for
the development of poor communities. The event, which became known as the Peace
Concert, remains a historic one in the history of modern Jamaican reggae music and
Rastafari. It is an example of how the popular returns to its source and tries to make a
difference.
13.
Interview with Gabrielle Goliath, April 2020, by the author.
14.
See for a discussion of rape and gender violence in South Africa, Pumla Dineo Goola,
Rape: A South African Nightmare (Johannesburg: Jacana, 2016).
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sunday: the glitch in capitalist time
‘To sunday’ is to
reimagine the
usual break in the
capitalist week, and
is a commitment to
addressing what has
gone wrong
THULI GAMEDZE
The coming reflections of this writing — on
possible visualities of coloniality, on escape
strategies, and on the particular textures of the
historical containments characterising South
African life — find their way at some point, to
talking about a series of artistic interventions
in Cape Town, which took place in 2016. The
work of Any Given Sunday seems to propose a
particular mode of outside—practice, and it is
this curious, scattered, social processing that
informs my style of unfolding here, as I write¹.
The various interventions/ immersions into
city social landscapes, by artists Buhlebezwe
Siwani, Zanele Muholi, Gabrielle Goliath,
Gerald Machona, Sethembile Msezane,
Burning Museum, Hasan and Husain Essop,
poet Koleka Putuma and musician Madosini
took place largely without announcement,
offering the public who happened to exist
around them the right of viewership or
audience, without the pseudo-intellectual preconditions often associated with art-gazing.
Any Given Sunday asked what the easiest
ways would be for us all to converse, and
converge, and realised that there’s no rush on
a Sunday ...
Coloniality as containers and containment
Let’s begin by imagining the colonial condition
as an administrative force and infrastructure
creating multiple insides — this is to propose
that for now, our image of coloniality situates
itself primarily in its various languages of
containment — entrapment, imprisonment,
policing, classification-obsession, and perhaps
most fundamentally, the parameterisation of
our social lives. Now, this is not a conceptual
departure from Walter Mignolo’s/ Quijano’s
ideas about coloniality — as the underbellied
system of a perpetually reproducing,
modernising, capitalist world — but is rather
just a particular diagramming of it². My
intention is to move away from an image of
coloniality as a well-oiled, all-encompassing
machine, and towards an image of it as a
frantic web of insides on insides, overlapping,
trapping and creating an absolute-chaos
visual.
There is a purpose to undoing the picture
from the outset. If we think through coloniality
as a series of containments, or a series of
containers held inside each other, I have a
feeling that we are better placed to begin
asking good questions, like, what is already
existing on the outside of here? In this
way, curiosity, close listening, and attentive
movement become the dominant methods
for finding the way to the living outside. A
diagram of coloniality as a smooth-running,
nefarious — and consistent (!) — system
seems to breed something different. In being
faced with this resolved and overwhelmingly
huge image, we disregard the idea of listening
(for the outside) because our senses, and
our sense of self, seems far too small for a
touch-based response. Instead of listening,
we are left to our shifty imaginations of largescale, resolved Decolonial Futurities™, whose
applicability is difficult to imagine outside of
funding proposals and panel discussions³. We
are particularly over-zealous with this kind of
distanced but grand intellectual talkshopping
in the visual arts, and the result is The South
African Contemporary Art World ™ (again)
whose guiding principle is the containment
of its practices within a particular circulation
of white cubes, white investment, and that
ancient, predatory whiteness whose language
sits in the depths of the historical violence
associated with ideas of acquisition, collection
and display.
Now, this trajectory of African art world
critique is already smoothly on course, and

Koleka Putuma, Collective Amnesia, performance on the train to Muizenberg. Photo: Riason Naidoo

Sethembile Msezane, The Charter, the pedestal of inscriptions. Photo: Riason Naidoo

I’ll leave that undisrupted for now, because
I wish to situate the reflections here away
from the centre. I am concerned primarily
with engaging the approaches people have
taken lately to escape, if only temporarily,
the restrictive nature of colonial knowledge
circulation — how colonial containers have
become porous, when they have been broken,
and when they have co-existed alongside
revolutionary practices.
In October
2015, the University of
Witwatersrand was captured by student
FeesMustFall student activists, beginning a
wave of university “shutdowns” across the
country⁴. I have found meditations on the
notion of shutdown to be endlessly useful,
invoking as it does the actual physicalised
practice of bodies in space (within a reactive
and violence dynamic towards breaking
down a border) as well as invoking an image
or metaphor for reflection. The shutdown,
a simple pressure tactic, functions like any
resistance work that involves the refusal
to partake in, or allow the routine labour
operations of a given institution/company
to take place. University operations, through
blockading, disruption and protest are

halted, and the university is occupied by
the “mustfall” or “fallist” protestors. It is
important to insist that there are no political
consistencies to identify fallist ideology itself
— these activists identify with politics from
black feminism, to pan-Africanism, South
African Black Consciousness, Afro-pessimism,
and so on — but, that fallism, between
2015 and 2017, has been characterised by
repeated methods of protest action, primarily
disruption, occupation and shutdown. While
these approaches are certainly not unique by
any stretch, their appearance here and now
has particular contextual significance, and,
21 years into democracy, could be read as an
effort to open up university spaces criticised
for still being stifling, stiff, containing,
segregated, oppressive, restrictive (and other
words of inside).
The focus, in shutdown, was an insistence
on complete overhaul of the university’s
administrative methodology, intervening
in its rigid modes of time and space
management, and in effect, attempting to
free the institutional resources up for other
activity, and alternative sets of politics to play
out. Thus, shutting down the operation of

the university was not only a way to halt its
mechanism of colonial reproduction, but was
also a process of setting the space free, of unorganising, and of chaos-creation.
In each case of shutdown, protestors had
to assess the insides they faced within their
universities, in order to figure out how best
to shut the space down (and open it up in a
new way). What are the insides created within
“previously black” universities, where poverty
is more widespread, staff and students are
black, and the institution is less-represented
as part of the South African national image?
What are the insides created through the
administrative processing of African students
from nations outside of South Africa — higher
fees, stringent visa limits, and xenophobic
policing — who wish to protest too? What
are the insides created through the desire to
protest, while being faced with the violence
involved in mobilising alongside sexual
abusers, who roam free within academic
space? What are the insides created in white
universities, where the institutional culture
attempts to breed a sense of gratefulness
and respectability among its black students?
The insides created through gender binaries,
inaccessible architecture, language policing?
How do we get outside together, and further,
how do we learn to listen to, and immerse
ourselves within what’s already happening
outside?
These are the necessary questions
forming the beginnings of shutting down
and occupying, and informing the political
guidelines
of
various
manifestations
of institutional resistance, because the
relationships that hold a shutdown together
are vastly different to those that keep a
university in operation. These are anti-capitalist
relationships of solidarity and recognition
of one another, queer family, relationships
towards
belonging,
humour,
creative
production, collective conscientisation and
collective reading, and generally, holding freer
and more open space for functionality that the
apartheid-colonial university was not created
for. Shutdown produced new time and spacescapes at the university — a political time of
untime, a political space of outside, moments
of anti-productivity and bonding, chaos, and
ultimately, something very potently normal.
Any Given Sunday as deep listening
I believe that Any Given Sunday followed this
impulse to exist in, and be part of creating
temporary collective outsides, or unlocked
spaces … from the outset, the project was
simple, disregarding the grand diagram of
a resolved, overwhelmingly large, uniform
coloniality in South Africa, and instead
considering the specific containers and insides
that continually re-manifest in the Cape Town
colonial project.
Choosing not to start with the question,
“what is art’s role in decolonisation/ protest/
struggle/education?” a question presupposing
that art practices are contingent on some form
of containment within colonial art schemes,
Any Given Sunday kept with the textures of
contemporary university protest discourse in
South Africa — makeshift, occupy-oriented
politics of collectivity — focusing on shifting
the character of audience-engagement with
art, and rejecting the limiting domains of
fake-deep interaction usually designated
to “public” art events. South Africa as a
whole, and Cape Town particularly, was
defined in apartheid through the physical
containment of blackness. In regards to the
city, to the township, black existences are
contained, historically by the Group Areas
Act, and in contemporary society, these
existent parameters are policed through any
means, whether neighbourhood WhatsApp
groups,
the
onslaught
of
privatised
Democratic Alliance (a predominantly white
ruling political party in Cape Town since
2009) security measures, or even in the
fundamentally exclusionist dialectic of “The
City of Cape Town”, or “The City”, for short.
What exists in that shorthanded description
of The City is an array of containment — for
whiteness and money, these can be voluntary
securitised containments, and for blackness
and poverty, these are historical (and
contemporary gentrification-style) forced
removals. Any Given Sunday stepped back
from the unwieldy grandness of art having
to act as a resolved answer or theoretical
solution, and proceeded to involve itself in
this traumatised and contained public space
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without announcement.
Gerald Machona and Pak Ndjamena
performed during the lunch break for the
workers at Romatex Home Textiles factory in
Elsie’s River, whereas Hasan and Husain Essop
performed around the specific time landscape
of Eid 2016, governed as it is through the first
lunar sighting following Ramadan. Madosini, an
internationally acclaimed isiXhosa traditional
musician, working with uhadi and mhrubhe
bows, played once, completely impromptu,
in a public square in Langa. Buhlebezwe
Siwani performed Qunusa! at the Khayelitsha
meat market, a work in which her still body
became subject to audience intervention,
in some poetic attempt to describe the
betweenesses of the urban township, and its
parallel liminalities with black spirituality, and
ubuNgoma (the beliefs of iSangoma).
In functioning time and site specifically,
all these works prioritised the alreadyoperational social lives that pre- (and post-)
exist the “art moment”, positioning themselves
only as possible sites of immersion for their
audiences, rather than as isolated incidences
for intentional art consumption. The
conceptualisation of the project as a whole,
curated by Riason Naidoo, began from the
observation that Cape Town Sundays were
host to very few art events, and, significantly
for these explorations, that Sundays constitute
a closer thing to a pause in the collective
weekly programme of black working class
labour than any other time zone of the week.
Contained, as things are, in capitalist time and
space frameworks, the Cape Town art world’s
mid-week practices — exhibition openings on
Wednesday and Thursday evenings, “free”
midweek museum mornings — form an
extended exclusionary strategy, where black
working class people are largely unable to
occupy these outsides (of alleged art culture)
due to more heavily routined time schedules,
and the further distance of black homes from
the city.
So on the one hand, the curatorial
intervention forming the centre of Any Given
Sunday — its existence in Sunday, and its
approach to art as necessarily functioning
within already-existent social space —
communicated its resistance to the city’s
colonial insides, and on the other, the specific
artistic projects of the series spoke in content
to these very same issues.
The colonially-built and still-standing
Company’s Garden became the space from
which passersby could explore (and, to a large
extent, mourn) the notion of black freedom,
written, as it is, in the Freedom Charter,
along with artist Sethembile Msezane. In The
Charter, Msezane stands — nearly as still as
the nearby statues of Jan Smuts, Cecil John
Rhodes, and George Grey — balancing the
heaviness of the Charter on her shoulders,
the canvas drenched from its bottom edges
in buckets of wine. The plinth on which she
stands becomes a space of public writing,
public intervention, where the audience might
write and acknowledge missing pieces, and
the starkness of the missing future the nation
was promised. The inner city taxi rank, a
different kind of living monument, itself telling
histories of black labour, and stories about the
capture of the working class through capitalist
time, became a site for the immersion of
queer narratives into the mundanity of daily —
hetero — life. Muholi’s Somnyama Ngonyama
series entered the motion-heavy busyness of
the space as a guerilla project, the artist’s selfportraits exhibited in large scale on outside
walls. The work ended up in conversation
with more intimate colonial containments,
like the socialised rejections of LGBTQIA+
communities in South Africa. The danger of
social policing forms the most pervasive and
dangerous manifestation of this constructed
closedness to supposed difference, posing
threat of death to less-resourced queered
people. This ability to create militant
soldiers from its subjects, is perhaps at
the root of coloniality — its immersion, its
shapeshiftiness, and its ability to dress up in
ways that so smoothly fit into our ways of
thinking, feeling and managing relationships
with people, drives us to defend its unfailingly

nefarious cause. Colonial containment keeps
landscapes divided, assigning restrictive roles
in families and relationships, and administering
itself through internalised violence and nasty
policing of the self. Zanele Muholi’s insertion
of portraits into the Cape Town taxi ranks is
a re-situation of her own privacy, or intimacy,
locating her body in the public space,
where the queered subject is freed into the
mundane chaos of everyday. Queerness
outside becomes an un-phenomenal thing —
unmoved by identity containment exercises
one confronts in the everyday.
Burning Museum, a black collective
formed in Cape Town, worked in Bo-Kaap,
on the edge of the inner city. Theirs was an
intervention and meditation on spatiality that
spanned both the physical and the epistemic.
Reflecting on the intersections and histories
of Afrikaans and Arabic among so-called
coloured communities in the Cape, the work
situates itself in a play between language,
music and image, collaborating with historian
Saarah Jaapie, DJ Attiyah Khan, and musicians
Rheza Khota and Garth Erasmus. The BoKaap — a coloured, Muslim area — itself
invokes a questioning around contemporary
manifestations of forced removal, in the
form of gentrification. The intervention
Straatpraatjies, a wheat-paste of song
notation referencing the culturally intertwined
histories of Arabic and Afrikaans alongside
improvised jazz, brings into focus colonialities
in whitewashed language and the parallels
reflected in the policing of racialised bodies
through gentrification in the neighbourhood.
On Sunday
So the works, embedded as they were in
Sundays, and Sunday-like times (public
holidays, religious days and lunchbreak hours)
were all interested in embodying a kind of
sensory attentiveness to what was already
in existence around them — a deep listening
to available materials, available spaces, and
available people. Perhaps we can regard this
as a “sunday practice”, where Sunday, as a
symbolic ending and beginning, is a limbo
moment to catch up with oneself, and one’s
chosen family, a time to spend time, and a
time to rediscover the social lives otherwise
contained and policed within the parameters
of an apartheid city. Sunday, in this light, might
provide the best social texture, and unlikely
social rupture, for an embedded creative
practice..
“To sunday”, then, might be this: to
participate in social processes that rupture
forms of segregationist containment. Fred
Moten describes, in conversation with Saadiya
Haartman about “the black outside” that the
academic/theoretical impulse has serious
limitations on black knowledge production.
In reflecting on what kind of space might
create the possibility for outside, Moten
describes “... a new set of kind of moral and
ethical dispositions about how we treat one
another and how we talk to one another.
And it goes against the grain of any kind of a
sense of somebody being able to achieve an
adequate theoretical perspective on things by
themselves …”
My sense here is that Sunday contains the
seeds of what Moten talks about as a (new)
set of moral and ethical dispositions about
how we treat one another and how we talk to
one another. And, while he infers the “new”,
the social reference he invokes seems to be to
something ancient — something very normal
— which itself, surely lingers in Sunday.
Sunday, in ignorance of efficiency
Through various modes, Any Given Sunday
absorbed itself in the social ethics and moral
dispositions of the end/beginning of the
week — the lost-ness and unaccountability of
Sunday. Repurposing mechanisms of wealth
production, and claiming back working-class
time, Sundays offer alternative uses of things.
The transport of the working week — the train,
or the taxi — becomes the vehicle of family
ocean-time, the space of views and of no
time. Sunday renders everything ineffectual,
particularly people, allowing respite from the

I think it could be useful to note that this interest in “inside” and “outside” arose from
a very popular talk from 2016, between Fred Moten and Saadiya Haartman, called “the
black outdoors”, that was later partially transcribed in a 2018 Chimurenga Chronic.
Although contextually very different, the visual cues littering this conversation
lead to some of the ways I am choosing to think and write about coloniality and its
manifestations in South Africa.
2.
Walter Mignolo, an Argentinian scholar, discusses the sustained cycle of violence and
exploitation in service of continued western totality as the ‘coloniality of power’.
Drawing from the work of Peruvian scholar Anibal Quijano, Mignolo and a collective
of other decolonial scholars, believe, firstly that “there is no modernity without
coloniality”, meaning that modernity and the western conception of capitalist, linear
1.
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Onlookers take photos of the Burning Museum installation in Bo-Kaap. Photo: Riason Naidoo

pressure of producing, and freeing up social
moments. Shops close, the places people
need to get to — church, the beach, a braai, a
cup of tea — are places primarily of collective
economy, and there is an overall loss of senses
of efficiency.
Ultimately, Sunday is a kind of glitch, just
small enough to notice, but not quite large
enough to send the rest of the week off-kilter.
Any Given Sunday’s intervention rode off of
the “uncuratedness” of “sunday—texture”,
inserting itself as part of the existent social
fabric. Instead of imagining itself as “public
art” project, the series of performances and
artworks became part of public processes,
themselves swallowed by the context in which
they existed.
Koleka Putuma, like a train preacher,
became a train poet, recounting verse from
her collection, Collective Amnesia. The
unsuspecting audience, passengers headed
from somewhere and to somewhere else, may
have attempted to reposition themselves,
facing away, not catching an eye, or putting
headphones on to block the sound. They
would have had no idea that this was about
to happen, but they also had no obligation
to engage with the work. If they did take
an interest, it could only mean they were
interested, and thinking: “Why not take a listen
during this in-between here, why not open the
space between insides, moving me between
one place and the next?” Perhaps they would
have taken out their phones, made videos, and
had something to talk about over dinner. All
we know is that however they responded was
the way they wanted to respond — because
no one gets on the train to bear witness to
art. The train, usually carrying and returning
workers to and from their various places of
labour, became a potentially revolutionary inbetween where Putuma offered poetry, and
stories around the condition of contemporary
post-apartheid-apartheid South Africa; and
at the same time, the train just remained a
Sunday train.
Similarly, although taking place within the
Christian Sunday service of Langa Methodist
Church, Gabrielle Goliath’s Elegy did not
prevent the service from taking place. The
work, tapping into song modality, entered the
usual church programme. Forefronting the
kind of spiritual pain manifesting as a result
of perpetual violence against particularly
black, queer and trans women’s bodies,
Elegy is constructed as a commemorative
mourning piece. The congregation became
an audience in this collective social unfolding,
whose far-reaching implications leave no one
out. How does this kind of enacted mourning
sit in the Sunday service? Simultaneously an
immersed gesture, and a gentle disruption,
Elegy forms a collective (and revolutionary!)
externalisation of suffering whose coloniality
attempts to enclose itself on the inside of

vulnerable bodies. This outside then is a
place of resistance, which the work reaches in
collectivity, through listening to the insides of
bodies less listened to.
Any Given Sunday produced its own
audience through these unannounced
happenings. What all of these interventions
have in common is a collective moment of
something becoming something else — the
church becomes the end-space for mourning,
the train becomes a vehicle of poetry, taxi
ranks are bedroom walls, and neighbourhood
walls, political archives of language and
memory. The methods through which
containment takes place —the structure and
organisation of “public” spaces, whose design
is towards the efficiency of working-class
labour — is disrupted, and what is planned
becomes
unplanned,
impromptu,
and
disorganised. These locked-in systems enter
into an outside that we might call “sunday”
(moving from Sunday, a day in the week, to
“sunday” in reference to a praxis), a time for
belonging, a moment to recreate the universe,
again, temporarily. Things happened where
they were and with whoever was around,
immersed already in their own sunday
practices, and ended up doubling up as some
kind of audience. Similar to Fees shutdowns,
the work was an investment into perpetual
sunday practice — a commitment to sitting
together at both an end and a beginning, a
commitment to addressing what has gone
wrong and trying make plans for getting it
right this time, and perhaps most crucially,
a commitment to the spontaneity of sunday
where something unpredictable never fails to
come up, and this spontaneity almost always
breeds participation (sunday as a reason, and
sunday as a practice). I feel that these styles of
spending time, creating time and disrupting
time sit as the portal of social transformations
(and I don’t mean Transformation™) taking
seriously the possibility of Sunday (and “to
sunday”) as a glitch in the capitalist week,
unconfined in productivity, clock-time, and
usefulness.
However brief these moments outside are,
they provide some kind of radical rupture
from many insides, and create unpredictable,
improvised moments, perhaps of mundanity
or perhaps much more. I’m not even quite
talking about revolution here; I’m just talking
about the social possibilities of, say, sunday.
___________________________________
Thulile Gamedze is a Johannesburgbased writer and otherwise undisciplined
practitioner working between images,
text and history. Her work is moved by the
pedagogical, social and creative potential
of radical queer positions and Black
Consciousness politics.
___________________________________

“progress” relies on an underbelly of exploitation and underdevelopment of colonised
nations and people.
3.
Mignolo, following Quijano, believes that decoloniality means a practice of ‘delinking’
from this coloniality of power and its imposed western cultural totality. They believe
this might happen in a multitude of different ways, as opposed to the systemic
consistency of coloniality’s violence.
4.
Fallism, briefly: Fallism describes a movement of what might be suggested to be
student decolonial work, at its genesis originating with the RhodesMustFall movement
at the University of Cape Town in 2015, who demanded the decolonisation of the
university, addressing issues from outsourced workers’ rights, to curricular change, the
removal of colonial symbolism, and the culture of institutional racism and patriarchy.
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Public art as politics in Cape Town

A crowd gathers around Madosini playing impromptu in a square in Langa on Sunday 24 July 2016. Photo: Johnny Miller

Through iconic,
sonic and visceral
engagement, these
artists engage and
create discursive
publics in public
through their artistic,
conceptual and
corporeal form

C

UZMA Z RIZVI

ited as the impetus for Any Given
Sunday, the student protests that
started in October 2015 across
South Africa (#FeesMustFall),
find historical space within an
important genealogy of student activism
emerging from a long history of such direct
action. In contrast, Riason Naidoo’s public
curatorial intervention is a critical call for a new
kind of art and activism to take to the streets,
or perhaps more precisely, to be and become
in the everydayness of the street. He draws
attention to issues of class, demonstrating the
inextricable link of capitalism to colonialism.
Naidoo enables the artists and performers
to evoke, provoke, and inspire a different
way of thinking about what we all do in the
everyday: how politics are imbued in our
ways of becoming in the quotidian. In that
sense, Naidoo brilliantly calls into question the
foundations of neo-colonial (read as capitalist/
white/hetero/patriarchal) museum conditions
in Cape Town. Although not contextualised as
such, this shift to find art in/with/within the
public, in this place and at this time, becomes
a radical and political move out of the colonial
whitewashed structures of museum curatorial
practice and in a very real way, becomes a
decolonial gesture.
A series of artistic interventions, songs,
music, movements and events among other
strategies, encountered the everyday life of a
1.

cityscape still reeling from racial, ethnic and
economic segregation. For each artist and
artist collective working in this space, the
recognition of a heteropatriarchal colonial
infrastructure that had maintained itself
continued to be at the centre of their practice.
Embedded within that same critique is also
one of authorised spaces of art; by moving
the location of the performance into the
quotidian, the resistance to neocolonialism
becomes embedded in public life and each
artist makes visible the consciousness of
those not willing to be whitewashed by the
authorised discourses of art or the sovereign.
The body as testimony, witness, and
memorial
We see them at the train stations, meat
markets, the Company’s Garden and in the
church: these women carry the weight of our
gaze and yet are usually rendered unseen or
unheard. The visual artists Gabrielle Goliath,
Sethembile Msezane, Zanele Muholi and
Buhlebezwe Siwani reject this invisibility and
silence. They are not interested in our possible
gaze; they demand we look, hear, and think
about what sorts of places society places
them in: they look back, challenging us to look
away, forcing us to contend with the politics of
their bodies. Through iconic, sonic and visceral
engagement, these artists engage and create
discursive publics in public through their
artistic, conceptual and corporeal form.
Any Given Sunday began with an intimately
public performance by Buhlebezwe Siwani
that centered and held at its core purity
and spiritual power, particularly in relation
to ubuNgoma, which ontologically holds
divinity and its power in place, contending
with liminality both as conceptual form and
reality. There is a strength and stability that
is readily apparent in the stillness of Siwani’s
body, as she sits with four bowls containing
water, a bar of soap, cow dung and holy ash.
This is the body of a sangoma, and she sits in
the liminality of what is the transit space and
a meat market, Khayelitsha, between the rural
and urban. Her stance invites this particular
public to either wipe or wash her body, using
what is present in the enamel bowls at her feet.
Through a performance in which the artist/
sangoma utilises her own body, Siwani forces
us to contend with the paradox of divinity
in the everyday, simultaneously allowing
those bodies in liminal spaces of transit and

In the early 1950s, struggles for freedom in South Africa intensified and the African
National Congress initiated a public statement, eventually known as The Freedom
Charter. In order to produce this document, the ANC invited the people of South
Africa to record their demands, outlining what everyone wanted as a future for South
Africa. With thousands of people participating in the development of a common
document, presented and subsequently accepted at the Congress of the People at

corporeality the capacity to engage in acts or
prayers of belonging in a body that otherwise
is “othered” in the city.
At another such space of transit, the
Cape Town Station, Zanele Muholi presents
reimagined self-portraits from the Somnyama
Ngonyama series plastered on the walls. This
public intervention was bookended by two
public talks — one for the larger community,
and the second for final year school learners
at Silikamva High, Hout Bay. Transforming
the visual landscape, publics moving through
the station interact with the striking images,
caressing them, and taking images of
themselves with the images of the series as
a backdrop. Queering public space through
the subject matter of the re-presented body, a
body outside the racial and sexual mainstream,
Muholi transforms the visual codes of bodies
and beauty. Through the accentuated black
queerness against the contrast of white sheets
or the white of the eyes, Muholi presents an
important intervention that acts as witness
and testimony to the queer black bodies in
the in-between places in spaces of transit that
amplify performance, survival and activism.
Elegy, performed in the Langa Methodist
Church, Cape Town, is a haunting sound
performance that enacts ritual mourning.
Directly following the Sunday church service
Gabrielle Goliath and seven female vocalists
publically mourn the rape and strangling of
Ipeleng Christine Moholane, a young woman
who was an active member of the Seventh Day
Adventist Church. In bringing her unjust death
back to the space of the church, Goliath’s
performance simultaneously brings all the
churchgoers in as witness to Ipeleng’s violent,
untimely and gruesome death. The tenor, pitch
and range of the vocalists’ laments, replicating
Moholane’s father’s letter about his daughter
and her death to Goliath testify to the depth
of solemnity of that moment, honouring a life
taken, while affectively bringing everyone to a
place where they must take stock of gendered
and sexualised violence.
Given these conditions of violence,
memorials of women tend to be overlooked,
silenced or forgotten. This is precisely
what artist Sethembile Msezane set out to
challenge. Standing atop a plinth with her
arms continuously outstretched on a long
wooden pole extending to either side of
her body, and canvases with the Freedom
Charter¹ flowing down from the pole

supported behind her neck, Msezane stood
in the Company’s Garden as people walked
by, stopping, looking, lingering and watching.
Her body stood in the garden, a space where
what seems to be memorialised is white
patriarchy; her body stood as a memorial to all
the “promises” of a new South Africa, and the
continued erasure of black women’s bodies in
the narratives of state memory. In her enduring
stance, she exemplified the role of women in
attaining freedom, and the betrayal of history
in refusing to memorialise those same bodies.
Whereas these artists utilised bodies to
directly and unabashedly confront gendered
violence in South Africa, other artists in Any
Given Sunday indexed structural violence
and brought attention to the everyday forms
of resistance that utilised play, music and
performance in the quotidian.
The performance of multimodal vernacular
Naidoo’s curatorial genius is most explicit in
the ways by which his programme Any Given
Sunday becomes a mirror of a multicultural/
ethnic/lingual South Africa. The many
performances, events, happenings and sonic
interventions are found throughout the
everyday spaces of lived experience. The
significance of these quotidian experiences is
recognising that these are precisely the spaces
of violence in which peoples’ experience and
legibility as human are erased — whether
that be due to issues around blackness, class,
ethnicity, language or the slow violence of
infrastructural oppression.
In Collective Amnesia, Koleka Putuma
utilises those spaces of the everyday in transit
to remember the promise of the nation, as
she recites in the spaces between passengers
on a metro between Cape Town Station and
Muizenburg Beach. Reading her poetry and
reflecting on the state of the nation, she
is sometimes heard, sometimes ignored,
sometimes silenced by the roar of the
movement of labour in service of the state.
In spite of all the various ways she is heard,
not heard and silenced, she continues to read
in the public space of those working, those
in transit, those tired and sleeping with their
heads against the glass, and those working
longer hours than they should in order to
make ends meet.
And in yet another space occurring
between times of labour at machines,
Gerald Machona and Pak Ndjamena perform

Kliptown, outside Johannesburg on 25 and 26 June, 1955. Three thousand delegates
had gathered to ratify the charter, including, “workers, peasants, intellectuals, women,
youth and students of all races and colours… The Freedom Charter became the
common programme enshrining the hopes and aspirations of all the progressive
people of South Africa.” (South African History Online, accessed July 2, 2019, https://
www.sahistory.org.za/article/congress-people-and-freedom-charter)
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Gerald Machona and Pak Ndjamena perform for factory workers in Elsie’s River as part of INFLUX III. Photo: Johnny Miller

INFLUX III at Romatex Home Textiles, Elsie’s
River. In contrast to the spaces of transit,
the audience at the factory was engaged as
the performance, which centered on fabric
and issues of xenophobia, was smartly
orchestrated during their lunch hour. This
performance includes sound, dance and
sitting down to sew at a machine as a sonic
act. The duo primarily utilise a small space set
up in front of tables where the factory sewers
and workers would lunch, while also moving
into their spaces, interacting with them and
involving the audience in the performance
itself. At the end of the performance, the
group took questions from the audience
and shared the impulse of the piece as well
as the significance of performing in front of
this particular audience. Such performances
draw attention to a key curatorial concern of
Naidoo’s: for whom do we create art?
As artists who may otherwise only show
their work within gallery spaces, Naidoo’s
prompt to look beyond the white cube,
enables them to imagine their work within
different and arguably more relevant publics.
In much the same manner, Hasan and Husain
Essop, in their work Sighting of the New Moon
(2016), bring visibility to the affective and
community-based practices that make up a
multi-South African present. Held at the end
of the month of Ramadhan, this practice of
everyone gathering to see the moon in order
to celebrate Eid, becomes a radical form of
public art. During this event, there is rain and
cloudy skies; given the impossibility of sighting
the new moon during such conditions, a
community still comes together to celebrate
the end of the month of Ramadhan. There is
a particularly poignant poetic aesthetic to the
coming together in the face of impossibility,
huddling together to stay warm and dry,
amplified by the event situated at the coast:
at the Sea Point Promenade, outward facing,
sea facing, facing the many old homes of
generations ago, thus also indexing the many
ways diasporas find their homes in between.
Any Given Sunday provides for the many
communities within Cape Town a visibility, a
new space and form of expression without
the artists being relegated to identitybased exhibitions — they are then simply
contemporary
artists,
performers
and
collectives; they are part of a recognisable
public. This gesture is part of the radical
shifting of how art may be understood or
contexualised within South Africa. Naidoo
is not immune to the realities of what Cape

Town is; he does not approach it as a blank
slate. He acknowledges the city as a world
divided, heightened by the history and ongoing segregation that is also exemplified in
neighbourhoods.
Addressing these multiple histories and
the erasure of such mixed communities in
South Africa, Burning Museum reinterpreted
the relationship between Arab and Afrikaans
heritage through a simultaneous art and music
performance in the gentrifying neighbourhood
of Bo-Kaap, entitled Straatpraatjies. Plastering
the sides of walls along the slopes of Signal
Hill, Burning Museum uses music, musical
notes, Arabic calligraphy and Afrikaans
written on music sheets, and silhouettes of old
Malay figures, calling attention to the history
of the Malay quarters.
The culmination of Any Given Sunday is
one of resilience, of survivance; a high note,
or more precisely the notes of umrubhe and
uhadi. In Bow Conversations, Madosini and
her band perform in four spaces, one notably
being a public square. Singing in Xhosa,
blowing into and strumming the umrubhe,
Madosini reminds us of the decolonial
spirit — the one that refuses in joy, one that
continues to sing in spite of the structural
and gendered violence around us, one that
resists categorisation, English, Afrikaans, and
all other forms of take-over. Her genius is one
that is a simple truth of self and expression.
And this is precisely the strength and
success of Any Given Sunday: the seemingly
simple acts of resistance in the everyday that
bring visibility to struggles through the work
of artists, performers and collectives that
draw our attention to violent, erased, silenced,
and segregated histories (and presents) of
South Africa.
___________________________________
Uzma Z Rizvi is Associate Professor of
Anthropology and Urban Studies at Pratt
Institute, Brooklyn, New York; and Visiting
Faculty in the Department of Archaeology,
Shah Abdul Latif University, Khairpur,
Pakistan. She has nearly two decades of
work on decolonising methodologies,
intersectional and feminist strategies, and
trans-disciplinary approaches.
___________________________________

Hasan and Husain Essop, Feeding Scheme (2009) that relates to their Sighting of the New Moon
(2016) for Any Given Sunday. Courtesy: the artists

Zanele Muholi’s Phindile I, Paris, 2014 from the Somnyama Ngonyama series, seen around the
Cape Town Railway Station in May 2016 as part of Any Given Sunday. Photo: Riason Naidoo
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Gabrielle Goliath: ‘Elegy’
‘Durational and physically taxing, the performance sustains a kind of sung cry, evoking the
presence of an absent individual’
Sunday 19 June 2016, Langa Methodist
Church, 1pm-2pm.
GABRIELLE GOLIATH
“We gathered into the now darkened
gallery space, usually brightly lit,
highlighting one or another featured
artist’s work. There was the sound of
chattering voices, students catching
up on recent events. They were told to
hush, several times. It quietened down.
Then one by one the young women
— of different backgrounds — who
were standing in a queue facing the
audience behind the small wood and
steel square platform situated in the
middle of the room, slowly stepped
up onto it, and projected their voices
for as long as their breaths could hold.
There were no words to this — just
abstract sound — like when one is
trying-out for a musical audition.
And it was continuous. Each vocalist
gradually picked up their own voice,
getting onto the platform just as the
previous vocalist was about to end
and descend off the stage, to join the
back of the row again, resulting in an
incessant chant of undulating pitch
and tone arising from each vocalist.
Still, the performance carried on, the
sound of it harrowing but in chorus
somehow comforting, carrying with
it a cosy, melancholic echo that filled
up the room. I was not sure when or
if it would end and for how long we
would have to stay. I felt trapped in
it. As the minutes ebbed by, slowly,
something transformed inside me,
and the busyness and noise turned to
calmness, like the continual sound of
a Tibetan gong bell. I had surrendered
to it. The meditative noise composed
through the regular repetition of
these performers, getting on and off
the stage in the clockwork fashion of
a factory assembly line, became for
me an abstract background, a white
canvas. I found myself drifting and
projecting many different thoughts
onto it … thoughts from my day that
occupied my mind, and funerals — the
wails of women weeping. It reminded
me of a recent family funeral I had
attended in which a clinical and empty
Johannesburg municipal cremation
hall soon filled with the warmth of
the comforting traditional songs by
women elders. It was a meditation, a
ceremony, a requiem … It was entitled
Elegy, I would find out later. The
abstraction became more and more
beautiful the longer it went on — the
kind of quiet cleansing that funeral
hymns carry — and I found myself
drifting deeper and deeper into it.”
		
– Riason Naidoo, 2016

Elegy is a long-term commemorative
performance project. Staged in various
locations and contexts, each performance
calls together a group of female vocal
performers who collectively enact a ritual
of mourning. Durational and physically
taxing, the performance sustains a kind
of sung cry, evoking the presence of an
absent individual.
Elegy performances respond to the
physical, ontological and structural
outworkings of rape culture in South
Africa,
recalling
the
identity
of
individuals whose subjectivities have
been fundamentally violated, and who
are, as such, all too easily consigned to
a generic, all-encompassing victimhood.
Each performance commemorates a
specific woman or LGBTQI+ individual

Gabrielle Goliath, Elegy/Eunice Ntombifuthi Dube (2018). One-hour performance, Centre for the Less Good Idea, Johannesburg.
Photo: Stella Tate

subjected to fatal acts of gendered and
sexualised violence. Significant to the
work is how loss becomes a site for
community, and for empathic, crosscultural and cross-national encounters.
This is not a project of spectacle or
horror, but an attempt to work around
the kinds of symbolic violence through
which
traumatised
black,
brown,
feminine and queer bodies are routinely
objectified. Elegy performances open
an alternative intersectional space, a
commemorative gathering in which
mourning is presented as a social and
politically productive work — not in the
sense of healing or “closure”, but as a
necessary and sustained irresolution.
Elegy was first performed at the
Goodman Gallery in Cape Town on 15
October 2015, in memory of Ipeleng
Moholane, a young journalism student
who was violently raped and murdered
on 15 May 2015 in a veld [open field]
in Tembisa, outside Johannesburg. In
preparing for this inaugural performance,
I interacted closely with Ipeleng’s family.
In support of the work and as a way of
sharing a more personal evocation of
Ipeleng’s person and character, her father
shared a letter with me, to be shared with
those attending the performance.

“Dear Gabrielle,
Ipeleng Moholane was the first born of
Mr and Mrs Moholane. Ipeleng was a
member of the Seventh Day Adventist
Church. She attended the Seventh
Day Adventist School called Blue Hills
College. At the time of her death she
had enrolled at the Midrand Graduate
Institute as a journalism student. She
was very positive and hard working.
A friend of everyone and most of all

a friend of God, she was so spiritual
and full of respect for the elderly
and her parents. Ipeleng was brave
and I personally, as her father, had a
very special relationship with her. We
spoke about everything in life. We
spoke about careers, relationships,
sex, spiritual matters and life at large.
She admitted her mistakes and worked
on rectifying them and making things
right with everyone. Never did I ever
think one day that I would bury her.
Her killers today are walking around
free, perhaps planning who to rape
and strangle again. People who did
what they did to Ipeleng will never
rest in their lives because they killed
a very rare character, and I believe
that during their act of raping and
strangling her she pleaded and prayed.
But because of demon possession
they went ahead, raped and strangled
[her]. But the prayers of the Saint will
not go to the Father above without
an answer. I am looking forward to
meeting my daughter when the Lord
shall come again … She was my first
born, my pride, and the excellency of
my strength, and half of me died with
her … my heart is bleeding. I have to
stop here.”
– Isaac Sello Moholane, October
2015

Elegy was performed as a part of Any
Given Sunday in a second and somewhat
more public enactment. Whereas the first
performance was realised in a commercial
gallery, the second iteration was enacted
at Langa Methodist Church. Working
with a group of opera singers, as well as
with members of the church’s choir, the
resulting performance was incorporated

within the context of a Sunday service
and was directed towards the absent
presence of Sinoxolo Mafevuka, who
was brutally raped and murdered in May
that year [2016]. Mafevuka’s body was
discovered in a communal toilet in the
outlying township of Khayelitsha. Police
response to the crime was slow, throwing
into sharp relief the unequal distribution
of resources within the social landscape
of Cape Town, made all the more
apparent by the rapid and thorough
response of police to the concurrent
case of Franziska Blochliger, a schoolgirl
raped and murdered in the affluent area
of Tokai.
The attention, or lack thereof, to
Sinoxolo’s case spoke volumes, pointing
to a structural violence of inscription and
defacement, wherein rape is reformulated
through political narratives that are
both publicly and privately affirmed.
Reflecting on this disjuncture, Sinoxolo’s
cousin Dan Mtana observed at the time,
“We saw the Tokai murder on television
but it made us realise that no one cares
about us, because we are black.” Echoing
these sentiments, scholar Kylie Thomas
reflects on the ways in which, “certain
lives come to be recognised as valuable,
as lives worth protecting, worth caring
for, and worth grieving, while the lives of
so many come to be expendable. Lives
given over to death.” Responding to the
deathly foreclosure of such violence, and
the re-circulation of normalising tropes
such as that of South Africa being a “rape
capital of the world”, what I hope to
achieve in performances like that realised
in Langa are moments of empathic and
intersectional encounter, of proactive
refusal, wherein mourning is presented as
a social and politically productive work.
Not in the sense of healing or closure, but
as a necessary and sustained irresolution.
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A socially engaged public art project in Cape Town

Hasan & Husain Essop:
‘Sighting of the New Moon’
‘Receiving positive responses and feedback from our community have been great
acknowledgements for us’
Tuesday, 5 July 2016, Sea Point, Cape
Town, sunset.

T

he performance by the twins
Hasan and Husain Essop was
inspired by Cape Town’s ageold festive tradition of new
moon sighting at the end of the
month-long Ramadan. Traditionally, on the
last day of fasting, members of the city’s
Muslim community assemble with food
baskets along the Sea Point promenade
lawns and on Signal Hill, in anticipation of
the new moon that marks the end of the
fast and the celebration of Eid the following
day. The spontaneous and improvised
performance by the twins took us on a
tour to outlying areas, witnessing festive
preparations, finally joining those on the
promenade who braved the treacherous
weather conditions to continue this longstanding tradition that is very much part of
the city’s heritage.
Interview by Riason Naidoo, 9 August
2020
How did the two of you decide on a
career in art?
We didn’t plan for an art career. We knew
we wanted to study art and we chose a
high school in our area that offered it. That
was the first moment we took it seriously.
It was in our matric year that we really fell
in love with the subject and felt that we
would like to learn more. That’s when we
applied to the Michaelis School of Art [at
University of Cape Town]. We didn’t have
a long-term goal, we just wanted to learn
and experience more about art. After our
university graduation the Goodman Gallery
approached us and gave us an opportunity,
and that was the moment when we saw
that we could actually pursue a career in
art, that we were able to produce work and
survive off that income and we gradually
took it from there. Everything else fell into
place.
What has this journey been like so far?
What have been some of the lows and
highs?
It’s been a fantastic journey from a young
age to be represented by one of the top
galleries in South Africa. That’s been
good for us. With the awards, exhibitions,
group shows, solo shows, the sales, the
residencies, have all been great moments
in our career. Winning the Standard Bank
Young Artist Award was one of the key
moments that gave us the confidence
and established us within the art world.
The low points would be inconsistent
sales, which can be a struggle to survive
financially. Sometimes when we put in a lot
of effort into an exhibition and we don’t
get the sales that we hope for, it can be
a disappointing. There have definitely
been more highs than lows in our career
thus far. Receiving positive responses and
feedback from our community have been
great acknowledgements for us.
What is your practice concerned with?
Our
practice
is
concerned
with
contemporary Muslim identity, specifically
our own identity and traditions that we
have been practising and that have been
shared through generations. The Muslim
community has contributed so much to our
society. As artists we feel a responsibility
to share these achievements and stories
with people.
Could you describe the concept
behind the Sighting of the New Moon
performance?
The Islamic calendar is established around
the lunar calendar. Each month begins with
the sighting of the new moon. In Cape Town
it has been an age-old tradition for people

Hasan & Husain Essop, Night before Eid (2009),
which relates to their Sighting of the New Moon
(2016) for Any Given Sunday. Pigment print on
cotton rag paper. The preparation of the Eid
festivities has brought the Muslim community
of Cape Town together for centuries.
Hasan & Husain Essop, Shack Mosque (2009)
which relates to their Sighting of the New Moon
(2016) for Any Given Sunday. Pigment print on
cotton rag paper. Courtesy of the artists

to gather at the Green Point promenade
for the new moon sighting for the month
of Ramadan, which is one of the most
important months in the Islamic calendar.
It’s a practice that brings Muslims from all
over Cape Town to share the experience
together. It’s a joyous time. People also
sight the new moon for the end of the
month of fasting for the Eid celebration.
This is the sighting of the moon for Eid. If
the moon were not sighted then we would
fast for another day; if it were sighted then
the celebration would be the next day. It is
also when people would start to prepare
for the festivities by cooking pots of food
for the poor. People at home would prepare
food for feasting for the next day. It’s really
a special moment capturing this tradition
that happens each year, which has been
passed down through the generations. It
was important to show this because I know
a lot of non-Muslims would drive past Green
Point and wonder what is happening?
Why are so many people gathered there
together on this day? It is an opportunity
to share this tradition with people through
our art. Our work has a documentary
element to it, capturing the important
landscapes, environments, moments in
history. Most of our performances capture
the performative aspects or traditions
within the religion, such as the Thikr
gatherings where there is the reciting
of the Koran [notably the performance

at the Institute for Creative Arts at the
University of Cape Town in 2016], or the
sighting of the new moon and so forth. The
performances are quite instinctive; when
we are on site we follow what is happening,
nothing has been prepared beforehand. It
is spontaneous and the end result is what
has taken place.
Was it what you had hoped?
In our performances we hope that
everything runs smoothly and no one is
going to stop us from recording. In this case
whatever the outcome, that is the artwork
… The weather was unfortunate. It rained
very heavily, so we didn’t have the usual
huge crowds, which was a disappointment,
but it was what we hoped for in that we
were able to experience it, document it and
share it.
Was it different to your other work?
The performances are different to our
other work in photography, which is
planned beforehand, and where we have
an opportunity to edit it the way we want
to. The photograph includes a degree
of performance where we capture the
different elements, constructing and
putting it together, and we have a lot
more control in the final outcome. With
the performances everything is happening
in real time. You can prepare to a certain
extent but once the performance is taking

place, it is being captured and experienced
in the moment. There is no place for editing
or changes. It is a lot more raw and real than
the photographic process, which is clearly
more constructed and conceptualised
beforehand. This is the difference between
performance and photography in our work.
Your work is closely tied with religion
and identity. Have you encountered
any challenges due to the content of
your work? Any objections perhaps?
Censorship, etcetera?
We haven’t encountered any censorship
or difficulties within our work. We both
understand the dos and don’ts. There are
some lines we do not cross out of our own
beliefs, which keeps us respectful, yet we
are still able to challenge and question
certain things within the confines of our
religion. We have had good responses
and feedback from Islamic scholars, which
have given us great comfort. If we were to
make work that was disrespectful, people
closest to us would intervene and warn us.
We share our work with people around us
and they inform the work. For example,
we share our work with our parents, and if
they really did not like what we did, I don’t
think Husain and I would show a specific
image that would be disrespectful and
hurtful. Our intention is to show the beauty
of the religion, and in the best way that is
easy for people to enjoy.
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Any Given Sunday

Madosini: ‘Bow
Conversations’
Her mother said to her, ‘I will teach you how to
play the mouth bow, something that they don’t
know how to play’

F

or the final chapter in the series
of artistic events, the legendary
“Queen of Xhosa music” —
Madosini — performed public
concerts at Moholo LiveHouse,
Institute for Creative Arts (University
of Cape Town), and Straight No Chaser
Jazz Club. In keeping with the random
theme of the series, she also performed
an impromptu performance at the Langa
taxi rank. The Xhosa composer, singer,
storyteller and multi-instrumentalist shares
some of her retro-futuristic compositions
for uhadi (bow), umrhubhe (mouth bow)
and isitolotolo (jaw harp). The events also
featured special guest cameos from multiinstrumental maverick Hilton Schilder
(melodica), award-winning percussionist
Dizu Plaatjies (talking drum), Glen Ahrendse
(mouth bow), Pedro Espi-Sanchis (ixilongo
flute), Mpho Molikeng (sekgankula, lesiba),
Nothembele “Vuma” Maka (“fluit”, mouth
organ), Monwabisi Mzimba (umrhubhe),
in what was a fascinating conversation
between bow roots and beat routes in new
improvised conversations.
Friday 22 July – Moholo LiveHouse, 42
Ncumo Road, Harare Square, Khayelitsha.
8pm.
Saturday 23 July – Institute for Creative
Arts (ICA) UCT. 6pm.
Sunday 24 July – Impromptu performance.
Public square opposite Langa taxi rank. 3pm.
Sunday 24 July – Straight No Chaser Jazz
Club at The Drawing Room, Observatory.
6.30pm.
Interview with Madosini by Riason
Naidoo*, 22 August 2020
* With thanks to Pumza Mpahleni and
Pedro Espi-Sanchis for assistance with the
interview with Madosini in Xhosa and to
Wandile Kasibe for the translation from
Xhosa to English.
Where was Madosini born?
The name that I was given at birth is
Latozi Mpahleni. The name of the village in
which I was born is called KwaDlomo and
sometimes it is called eMpekwe. When you
take a taxi you would ask for KwaDlomo;
that is the name of the village. I was born
there.
How did Madosini come to be a musician:
how did she learn her instruments and
who were her teachers?
To be the kind of singer that I am, I can say
that I was born for this, because as a child
I grew up heading livestock like cattle and
sheep and never went to school. During the
time of the rite of passage for the young
initiates into manhood we would go hunt
for indigenous medicinal herbal plants
that would be used on the initiates in the
initiation school. As young girls we knew
where to find these medicinal plants.
I was taught how to play these instruments
by other girls. Ordinarily you would learn
such instruments from your older sisters.
You would pick up the instrument and learn
from them as they play and that is how I
learnt from my older sisters, those I come
after. I learnt how to play the mouth bow
[uhadi] from my mother. Since I grew up as
a sickly child, I would sometimes cry when
other children left me behind to go to social
gatherings and my mother, whose clan
name is MaNzuza and name is NoTshakazi,
would comfort me and say don’t cry over
them, let them go to social gatherings
[eMtshotshweni]; I will teach you how
to play the mouth bow, something that
they don’t know how to play. My mother
taught me how to play the mouth bow.
Traditionally, mouth bow is only played
by either the mother or the father, not
by young girls. Young girls who were still

attending umtshotsho, as well as boys who
had not gone into initiation school, were
not allowed to play mouth bow.
Storytelling is a unique aspect of your
concerts. Between your songs you tell
stories of your childhood and your life.
Is this (storytelling) part of a longer
tradition?
The storytelling that I do, speak about us,
they are a lesson and a warning: particularly
the one of the little turtle and the dove. It
teaches you to be cautious of your close
friend because sometimes your best friend
can destroy your marriage and kick you
out of it. All this time you are with your
friend you think that she/he loves you to
an extent that you even tell your friend all
your wonderful things, until one day when
your friend becomes jealous of your good
fortune. The good things become the basis
upon which your friend will become jealous
of you and kick you out. And you will be
surprised because you would not expect
it to come from the friend you love. This is
precisely the lesson behind the story of the
dove and the little turtle.
As you know, the dove flies and the turtle
crawls on the ground; the meaning behind
this story is that you may have a friend who
is different from you. In this context the
dove has many family members and friends
who are jealous of the fact that the dove is
about to take a journey with the little turtle
and leave other family members and friends
behind. The dove’s friend becomes jealous
and tells others not to cry over the dove
as she/he will come back and she/he will
not be able to fly. And indeed it happened
that the dove could not fly, because of the
friend; that is the meaning that story.
Madosini’s instruments and music are a
link with an ancient past that continues to
exist into the present day. How do you see
your contribution to Xhosa culture and to
South African music?
My contribution to South Africa is our
Xhosa tradition. It is a fact that Xhosa
cultural tradition was created long before
we were born, before even our mothers
were born. Likewise the mouth bow and
the harp were there even before our
mothers were born, and today I contribute
with the understanding that young people
should be taught mouth bow in schools.

Madosini (Latozi Mpahleni) playing the uhadi (bow) for an Any Given Sunday concert at the
Institute for Creative Arts on Saturday 23 July 2016. Photo: Riason Naidoo

My contribution is with the mouth bow and
harp to the youth, so that they can continue
with it.
As a part of the Any Given Sunday
series of public art events in 2016, you
performed with jazz musicians. How did
this collaboration first come about?
Because of my being a yellow ochre person
or uneducated, I don’t know how many
years [exactly], and it has been quite a while
since my connection to the spirits, but Pedro
[Espi-Sanchis] is the first one I collaborated
with. When he arrived I was still living at
my flat at E location [Langa township in
Cape Town]; he was accompanied by Vuyo
Khatsha and it was the first time Pedro
and I met. I told Vuyo that I needed to go
back home [to the Eastern Cape] because

I didn’t have money and as an outcome of
that I could not put food on the table, and
it was at that point that Vuyo promised that
he would come around and when he came,
he brought Pedro along and it was the first
time I met Pedro. When they arrived, I was
in tears with no money and Pedro arranged
work for me and I was on my way to Pretoria
with Pedro and Vuyo.
What are some of the highlights that
stand out in Madosini’s career?
Because of my being uneducated I don’t
know how many countries I have visited,
but the one I visited more than once is
London. I have attended many festivals in
London, probably four times. I have also
attended festivals in France.

Madosini (extreme left) playing an impromptu concert for passersby at a square opposite the Langa taxi rank on Sunday afternoon 24 July 2016 for
Any Given Sunday. Photo: Johnny Miller
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A socially engaged public art project in Cape Town

Sethembile Msezane: ‘The Charter’
The artist’s work addresses the paucity of the female black body in memorialised public spaces

Sethembile Msezane performs The Charter at the Company’s Garden, evoking mixed reactions from the members of the crowd that gathered to watch. Photo: Riason Naidoo

The Charter, Thursday, 16 June 2016.
Company’s Garden. 11am-1pm.
With this performance, Sethembile
Msezane aimed to draw attention to
the lack of visibility of black women in
memorialised spaces, as well as, broken
promises in the “new” South Africa. The
artist maps out how popular culture
informs constructions of history, myth
making, and ultimately addresses the
absence of the black female body in public
monuments. Performed in the Company’s
Garden, The Charter emerges at a time in
the “new” South Africa when the ideals
of the 1955 Freedom Charter are recalled.
The performance is part of a reflection
of recent events of renewed activism
in the democracy in the face of broken
promises. Performed on Youth Day, 16
June, a public holiday that honours the
young people who lost their lives in the
struggle against apartheid and “Bantu
Education” during the Soweto Uprising
of June 1976.
Interview with Sethembile Msezane by
Riason Naidoo, 1 September 2020
How did you find yourself in art? When
did it start for you?
I think I have always been in art so to
speak, I just did not have the terminology
for it when I was younger. I grew up being
creative and wanting to explore more of
it in different ways. My formal education
in art only began when I began my
Bachelors in Fine Art in 2009.
Was there anyone in particular who
influenced you: family members,
mentors, artists?
My aunt saw my creativity as a talent and
simply gave me more online information
on what I could do with it when I was
in matric. It was a gentle nudge, which
I appreciated because I was confused
about what career path to take and did
not know that being an artist could be a
career, and a fulfilling one at that.
What is your practice generally
concerned with?
My work encapsulates women’s histories,
African knowledge systems, spirituality
and issues around land.

Untitled (Heritage Day), 2013 is a
beautifully captured photograph of the
contrast between you (in traditional dress
on a pedestal as a living statue) in the
foreground and the statue of Louis Botha
on his horse (at the Plein Street entrance to
parliament) in the background. How would
you describe your Public Holiday Series?
The Public Holiday Series (2013-2014)
became a platform from which to challenge
institutions and the structural systems of a
colonial legacy, highlighting the discontent
of the youth under neo-colonialism that far
exceeds our democratic condition in South
Africa.
The body of work reacts to the overly
masculine public architecture and public
statuary that continues to celebrate colonial
and Afrikaner histories, while highlighting
the paucity of the black female body in
memorialised public spaces.
In addition, my aim in the series was to
highlight the significance of black women
in the South African (political) landscape by
asserting my body in public space as a living
sculpture through a process of temporary
monumentalisation. This further alludes to
the appreciation of women’s participation in
the liberation struggle of this country.
You participated in the FeesMustFall
protests of 2015. Can you speak of that
moment?
I honestly don’t remember the period of
FeesMustFall in 2015. It was a long, eventful
year. I had started my master’s that year and
had a lot of personal difficulties, and then
the RhodesMustFall movement occurred
around March.
I remember thinking about my positionality
in that period: do I process that time as
an artist or do I relate and participate as
a student and citizen? I did a bit of both,
but mostly I focused on the work that was
brewing inside me.
Chapungu — The Day Rhodes Fell (2015)
is probably the most well known of your
work due to the media coverage. Could
you tell me about the meaning of your
performance and how it related to or
played off the removal of the Rhodes
statue at that moment?
My first encounter with Chapungu, a
soapstone bird that was taken from Great
Zimbabwe and was eventually sold to [Cecil

All passersby, including children, who saw The Charter were curious about what was occurring.
Photo: Riason Naidoo

John] Rhodes by Willie Posselt, was through
a dream. At the time there was a growing
discussion around the Rhodes statue. Upon
more research I found the link between
my dreams and the two figures. Chapungu
therefore became a way of evoking the
symbolism of Great Zimbabwe and thereby
animating the counter-narratives against
colonial histories.
The day in itself was a bit of a mystery
as I had not intended to “perform” nor did
I know that subconsciously I was preparing
for it. When I found out by chance that the
removal would be that day, I knew what the
dreams meant. I had to be there to allow
Chapungu to be present before the Rhodes
statue came down and continue to embody
her there, even temporarily so, after the
statue was removed. Our existence does
not always have to be in relation to colonial
rule, her being there after Rhodes had fallen
was a reminder that we have to continue
to see ourselves, even in the spaces where
systemically we never were meant to be.
The Charter, done as part of Any Given
Sunday in the Company’s Garden,
represents the disillusionment with the
status quo. Broken promises 22 years [then

2016] after the first democratic elections.
Could you describe your intentions with
the work and the public response to it?
The Freedom Charter, a monument in
itself, although deeply flawed, has been a
symbol of hope. In the face of uncertainties,
student movements and political changes
in the contemporary, The Charter asks that
not only ordinary citizens but authorities
who wear the black robe such as priests,
academics, lawyers and judges be a part
of the change-makers who restore dignity
to the historically disenfranchised in South
Africa.
The work drew different responses from
people. Little children asked their guardians
questions on what was happening, what
the words on the scrolls I was carrying
were saying. They asked what the Freedom
Charter is. Some wrote their thoughts on
the white plinth I was standing on with the
markers that were placed on the floor.
There was a man who was upset by the
work and continued to insult people around
me. He made homophobic statements as
well as referred to the work as sex slavery.
Everyone just watched him shouting; he
eventually left.
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Any Given Sunday

Zanele Muholi:
‘Somnyama Ngonyama’
The artist exaggerated the darkness of their skin tone in the self-portraits
to reclaim their blackness
Sunday, 22 May 2016, Cape Town Train
Station

W
RIASON NAIDOO

hen Zanele Muholi received
the invitation to participate
in Any Given Sunday in
early 2016 they were out
of the country. They were
at a museum, about to give a presentation
on their work, and called me with only a
few minutes to chat. Muholi sounded out
the public art project and they agreed to
participate. The artist presented six photos
from the series Somnyama Ngonyama: Hail,
The Dark Lioness, which was installed around
the Cape Town train and taxi station on
Sunday afternoon, 22 May 2016. They also
gave a talk to grade 12 learners at Silikamva
High School in Hout Bay on Monday 23 May.
Muholi arrived in Cape Town from
Johannesburg on Friday, 20 May and
arranged to have their photos printed. That
same evening the artist gave a public talk
entitled Bathini (What are they saying)? on
their recent bodies of work at the Institute for
Creative Arts (ICA) at the University of Cape
Town. The hall was full and well attended by
arts students, from all years of study, and
members of the public.
On Saturday afternoon, 21 May, I met Muholi
at the printers and picked up the prints for the
following day’s installation. When I got home
I excitedly unrolled them out on the floor.
The selected photos were Bester I, Mayotte,
2015/Thembeka II, London, 2014/Somnyama
IV, Oslo, 2015/Ndivile II, Malmo, 2015/Thulani
I, Paris, 2014/ and Phindile I, Paris, 2014. The
photo titles described a name, followed by
the city and the year. It associates someone
the artist Muholi was travelling with or
someone that they had met in each of the
different cities on that particular visit. A visual
diary if you will, acknowledging the people,
the sites, the particular moment.
“These self-portraits have been captured
in different continents: America, Africa
and Europe; in the cities of Amsterdam,
Charlottesville, Oslo, Umbria, Syracuse, New
York, Malmo, Gothenburg, Johannesburg,
Paris, Durban, London, Mayotte, Florence and
Gaborone. My aim is to mark memories and
connections I made with those places and
through my interactions with people there …”
Muholi notes in their artist’s statement.¹
Travelling widely internationally to
museums, galleries, biennales and festivals,
the artist is always on a very tight schedule
and spends most of their time away from
home. They turn this precious time of transit
into an opportunity to create a new body of
work. Muholi’s self-portraits, often with found
objects, taken in these everyday, ordinary,
leisurely situations — playful moments in the
hotel room, on the bed, in front of a mirror
— recall genres of fashion photography and
historical European paintings. But this is not a
simple evocation, it simultaneously critiques
this history of representation: that is, the
controlling white male lens and the absence
of the black (lesbian) body. In this instance
the artist takes total control of their own
narrative; they are both photographer and
subject.
“Throughout the series, the dark complexion
of Muholi’s skin becomes the focal point of
profound visual interrogations into matters of
beauty, pride, desire, self-care and the many
interlinked phobias, and isms navigated

Zanele Muholi takes a selfie with Mhlanguli George in front of their photo entitled Bester I, Mayotte 2015, from the Somnyama Ngonyama series.
Photo: Johnny Miller

daily such as homophobia, transphobia,
xenophobia, racism and sexism,” observes
Renée Mussai, curator of the Autograph ABP
(London) exhibition on the same series that
travelled to the Cooper Gallery at Harvard
University in the United States in 2020.²
The artist places an emphasis on their
black skin, which is in stark contrast to the
white props in these black and white photos,
thereby drawing attention to this visual
feature and re-appropriating their blackness.
“By exaggerating the darkness of my skin
tone, I’m reclaiming my blackness, which I feel
is continuously performed by the privileged
other. My reality is that I do not mimic being
black; it is my skin, and the experience of
being black is deeply entrenched in me. Just
like our ancestors, we live as black people
365 days a year, and we should speak without
fear …”³
That weekend, the artist attended a march
in Khayelitsha, to protest the previous year’s
(2015) Gay Pride Parade in Cape Town, which
was criticised for promoting bourgeois white
gay men at the expense of the many other
black non-conforming gender groups from
the townships.⁴
This exclusion and invisibility touches at
the very core of Muholi’s activism over the
past two decades. Among several initiatives
they founded Inkanyiso in 2009, a forum for
queer and visual (activist) media and in 2002
co-founded the Forum for Empowerment
of Women (FEW). “They facilitate access to
art spaces for youth practitioners through
projects such as Ikhono LaseNatali and
continue to provide photography workshops
for young women and in the townships
through PhotoXP,” reads the artist’s bio.⁵

¹ Zanele Muholi, “Artist’s Statement”, SOMNYAMA NGONYAMA 2012 – 2018,” Stevenson
Gallery: https://www.stevenson.info/exhibition/1440
² Renée Mussai (2020) “SOMNYAMA NGONYAMA: HAIL THE DARK LIONESS”,
Exhibition text, An Autograph Traveling Exhibition, Cooper Gallery, Harvard University:
https://coopergallery.fas.harvard.edu/somnyama-ngonyama
³ Zanele Muholi, “Artist’s Statement”, Ibid.
⁴ Chelsea Haith, “Enough is KWANELE! for Gay Pride”, 13 May 2015 in the journalist,
https://www.thejournalist.org.za/spotlight/enough-is-kwanele-for-gay-pride/

Their earlier work is precisely about
bringing visibility to black lesbian women
from the townships. The Faces and Phases
series that commenced in 2006 now has
portraits of more than 500 individuals who
have participated in the project, drawn from
the black queer communities (who among
them occupy various diverse professions
such as are soccer players, scholars, activists,
artists, etcetera). ‘‘It is important to mark,
map and preserve our mo(ve)ments through
visual histories for reference and posterity
so that future generations will note that we
were here … Faces expresses the persons,
and Phases signifies the transition from one
stage of sexuality or gender expression and
experience to another,” explains Muholi.⁶
Thus this exclusion from the Cape Town
Gay Pride was not to be treated lightly. It
perpetuates the long exclusion of black
lives that has favoured “the privileged, the
powerful, the political, military and religious.
Vast areas of social life and huge numbers of
people hardly exist, according to the archive…
[which] is over-determined by facts of class,
race, gender, sexuality and above all power”,
according to researcher Kylie Thomas.⁷
Within this narrative Muholi highlights
the appalling and despicable violent crime
of “corrective rape” in South Africa. That is,
how rape is used to punish and “correct”
lesbians. ‘‘Curative rapes, as they are called,
are perpetrated against us in order to make
us into ‘real’ and ‘true’ African women—
appropriately feminine, mothers, men’s
property,’’ elaborates the artist.⁸
While preparing for Any Given Sunday in
2016 several incidents of corrective rape were
reported in the media. The crime is intended

to makes black lesbians ashamed of who
they are in challenging traditional societal
gender norms. While drawing attention to
“curative rapes” more overtly in Faces and
Phases, Muholi turns the camera on their self
in Somnyama Ngonyama — shifting from
photographing members of the black LGBTI
community — to create strikingly beautiful
self-portraits, thereby fashioning a new body
of more affirmative handsome images of
black non-conforming gender types.
“Experimenting with different characters
and archetypes, I have portrayed myself in
highly stylised fashion using the performative
and expressive language of theatre. The
black face and its details become the focal
point, forcing the viewer to question their
desire to gaze at images of my black figure,”
they clarify.⁹
The street reactions to Muholi’s images
were overwhelming. People stopped and
stared and reflected on them, wanting to be
photographed with the images. This was a
very rewarding experience not only for me as
curator, but for the artist too.
On Monday I fetched Muholi and their
team from the hotel on Orange Street and
we headed over Kloof Nek Road for their
talk at Silikamva High School in Hout Bay.
The learners received Muholi’s presentation
with open minds and enthusiasm, clearly
considering them as a role model. The artist
was equally moved by the learners’ responses
and wanted to continue the discussion with
these eager young minds going into the
future.

⁵ Zanele Muholi biography, Stevenson Gallery: https://www.stevenson.info/artist/zanelemuholi/biography
⁶ Kylie Thomas (2010) “Zanele Muholi’s Intimate Archive: Photography and Postapartheid Lesbian Lives”, Safundi: The Journal of South African and American Studies,
11:4, 421-436, DOI: 10.1080/17533171.2010.511792
⁷ Kylie Thomas (2010) Ibid.
⁸ Kylie Thomas (2010) Ibid.
9
Zanele Muholi, “Artist’s Statement”, Ibid.
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A socially engaged public art project in Cape Town

Burning Museum:
‘Straatpraatjies – ‘Djou ma se Taal’’
‘I guess we saw ourselves as lighting little fires around the city through our work’
Bo-Kaap, Sunday 26 June 2016, 2pm4pm.

S

traatpraatjies
is
Burning
Museum’s take on Cape Town’s
entangled history of its Arabic
and Afrikaans languages and
scripts in a synchronistic street
art and music collaboration. The collective
(Justin Davy, Tazneem Mononoke Wentzel,
Jarrett James Erasmus and Grant Jurius)
is a collaborative interdisciplinary in Cape
Town that engages with themes such as
history, identity, space and structures.
“We are interested in the seen and unseen,
the stories that linger as ghosts on
gentrified street corners,” they say. In this
intervention the collective collaborated
with historian Dr Saarah Jappie, journalist
and writer Atiyyah Khan, guitarist Reza
Khota and multi-instrumentalist musician
Garth Erasmus.
Tazneem Mononoke Wentzel and Justin
Davy interviewed by Riason Naidoo,
September 2020.
Tell me a little bit about the Burning
Museum collective and how it came
about.
Tazneem Wentzel: Burning Museum was
an organic coming together of individuals
from different disciplines who shared the
same concern and critique of the spatial
divisions of the city. We all knew each
other from around. However, I think the
more we talked, the more we realised that
we shared many ideas as well as critiques.
It was refreshing because we each had our
own area of interest. Justin for example
was completing his curatorship course at
UCT and was a resident artist at Greatmore
Studios. Jarrett was a practicing artist
and also a resident at Greatmore. Grant
was doing his graffitti and Scott Eric
Williams was a photographer [Williams
was a founding member of Burning
Museum (2012-2015)]. I was completing
my heritage courses at UWC and interning
at District 6. I had met Scott and Grant
through prior collaborations.
Justin Davy: The District Six Museum
was the initial meeting point for our
creative sessions. It’s also where the story
behind our name comes from. One day, as
we were cooking the glue for our wheatpastes on a portable stove, someone
joked that we should not leave the stove
unattended for fear that we might burn
down the museum. From that point on the
name stuck. The idea of a burn or burning
became central to the way we described
what we were doing. For example, once a
wheat-paste was up on a wall we called it a
“burn”. I guess we saw ourselves as lighting
little fires around the city through our
work. We were trying to illuminate some
of the hidden structures of the city but
also light some fires up some backsides.
By invoking the idea of a Burning Museum
we were also asking questions about the
role of museums and largely Westernbased collecting practices in our society.
A guiding question which we sometimes
asked was who/what would we try and
rescue if museum X were to catch on fire.
How did the four of you land up in art?
Tazneem Wentzel: I think we all kind of
clicked with one another and had the
desire to make things happen. Grant was
the one who was doing “wheat-pastes”.
That became our common language in
which we could collectively communicate
our critiques of apartheid spatial planning.
It was also the most cost-effective medium.
We would all chip in for printing and for
the supplies to make glue. I think it was
also encouraging when we went out and
when we would be putting up work; people
would engage us on what we were doing.
Justin Davy: While we each came to art
from a different perspective, I think the

Members of Burning Museum – Grant Jurius,
Tazneem Mononoke Wentzel and Justin Davy
– busy with their characteristic wheat-paste
installation of Straatpraatjies in Bo-Kaap
(above).
Members and associates gather around to
watch the finishing touches of the last image
paste on Sunday, 26 June 2016 (right). Photos:
Riason Naidoo

District Six Museum as well as Greatmore
Studios had an influence in the kind of
sensitivities we had as a collective towards
the art that we made. As Greatmore was
another central meeting point and hub for
artists of all kinds, we eventually became
resident artists there. This helped us
become established within a community of
artists.
What is Burning Museum’s practice
concerned with?
Tazneem Wentzel: I think firstly our practice
is concerned with the archive as a site of
liberating representations from the colonial
grasp. At the centre of the colonial museum
in South Africa is the black subjectivity
and how it has been manipulated into the
primitive and the grotesque in the creation
of racist agendas. Our practice is concerned
with creating dignified representations
so that people who don’t/won’t go to the
museum have the chance to see these on the
route to work or passing by. It is a matter of
taking people back into the places that they
come from. It is about making visible the
contributions of people of colour in the city.
Perhaps you could elaborate on some of
Burning Museum’s highlights thus far?
Justin Davy: The Mission and the Message
was a performance from the show Boundary
Objects at the Kunsthaus in Dresden. South
Africa and Germany share a colonial and
missionary history. As a collective, we
have engaged with the specific missionary
archives housed at the Moravian missionary
station of Genadendal, South Africa and
the Moravian headquarters at Herrnhut,
Germany. Through researching these
archives and the history that they purport
to have documented in relation to our
lived experiences through this history,
we have come to recognise our position
as products of missionary positions. We
are not practicing Moravians nor do we
subscribe to a missionary morality, but we
acknowledge our ancestry is embedded
in it. As such, we are a sort of “boundary
object”, neither insider nor able to escape.
Historically, the archive has occupied

a central position in history making. The
reliance on text, documents, referencing
and citation constitute a Eurocentric legacy
of, and fetish for objectivity, facts and
“truth”. It is a positivist methodology that
lingers like an epistemological shadow.
Arriving in Dresden with the baggage of
colonial discourse, we blend the archive in
a “boundary practise” of connecting and
disconnecting personal narratives with
historical narratives, to arrive at a place
where we can ask questions differently. We
cut out, reframe ourselves in images as well
as reframing the images themselves. The
images are collages of photographs from
the Herrnhut archive about the mission
stations of Genadendal and Elim, South
Africa and our own personal visual archives.
The installation seeks to invert the binary
of missionary and native, subject and
object, both visually and textually, to the
extent that we assume the position of neomissionary, returning “The Message”.
As a subset of the larger installation we
present a performance, #colonialproblems,
which
attempts
to
address
this
objectification. The recording of the hymm
God be with you till we meet again comes from
the farewell service of Justin Davy’s greatgrandfather, a former Moravian minister.
[burningmuseum.wordpress.com]

Kaap to the Cape. The natural connection
to make was the development of a unique
creole language, Afrikaans. From here, other
connections were made to food and music.
We chose to enlarge Afrikaans-Arabic
calligraphy as a way of acknowledging
the contribution of the Muslim community
who are central to Bo-Kaap’s history and
present.

What was the idea behind ‘Straatpraatjies
- Djou ma se Taal’?
Tazneem Wentzel: At the time there was
a lot of community unrest regarding the
gentrification of the area. We wanted to
make visible the historical relation of Bo-

RN: What was the relevance of Bo-Kaap
to the performance? I’m thinking here
also of the musical score.
Justin Davy: The musical score is of the
Cape Jazz standard Bo Kaap by McCoy
Mrubata.

Could you talk about the relationship
between visual art, music and text in this
work? How did these elements eventually
come together?
Tazneem Wentzel: We always work
collaboratively and organically. Generally
when we worked together these elements
were always at play. Music has always
been quite central to our process. Again,
it seemed only natural that we would
bring these elements to the fore in our
intervention in the space. The categories
of music, the visual, taste etcetera are
archival passageways into the past. We
also collaborated as we usually do with
musicians and academics. In this case
musicians Reza Khota and Garth Erasmus,
historian Dr Sarah Jappie and journalist and
writer Atiyyah Khan.
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Gerald Machona and Pak Ndjamena:
‘INFLUX III’
Machona uses African masks and Zim dollar
prints to convey the sense of being an African
‘alien’ in South Africa
Friday 10 June 2016, Romatex Home
Textiles, Elsie’s River, 1pm-2pm.

C

RIASON NAIDOO
rucial to INFLUX III (2016), is an
attempt to disrupt the 55-minute
hour scheme used by Cape Town
garment factories, during which an
assembly line of seamstresses are
governed by 55 minutes of production and
five minutes of recess every hour. Rather than
rely on a clock to keep time and metronome,
the two artists have drawn rhythm from a
sewing machine to stitch together dance and
installation.
When we initially discussed collaborating
on Any Given Sunday, Machona and I floated
several ideas. Then the artist mentioned that
Mozambican choreographer and dancer Pak
Ndjamena was coming to Cape Town for a
performance of INFLUX — first commissioned
by Off Plan International, an interdisciplinary
curatorial
collective
comprising
Mary
Corrigall, Amy Watson and Nelisiwe Xaba, and
programmed in Cape Town Artweek earlier
that year. INFLUX was going to be performed
at the Institute of Creative Arts (ICA) and my
challenge was, if it were to be included, how
to show it differently within the spirit of Any
Given Sunday, outside of the elite and usual
spaces of art.
As INFLUX also concerned the plight of
foreign African tailors in South Africa during
times of xenophobia, textiles and factories
were all critical elements in its meaning.
I envisaged involving textile workers at a
factory, since the city is known for its clothing
factories such as Rex Trueform, established in
1937, situated in its iconic modernist building
in Victoria Street in Salt River.
Ndjamena’s stay in Cape Town was only
for a few nights before heading back to
Mozambique, so there was a very short
window to make this collaboration possible. I
set about trying to find a textile factory that
could host the INFLUX performance. This
search was not easy but thanks to Dr Siona
O’ Connell and Jade Nair, from the Centre for
Curating the Archive at the University of Cape
Town, I was put in touch with Nazmia Leite at
the South African Clothing & Textile Workers
Union (SACTWU), who was instrumental in
identifying a fabric factory that would be open
to the idea. Machona and Ndjamena were
performing at ICA on Thursday 9 June and on
the same morning Leite put me in touch with a
factory site located in the “coloured” township
of Elsie’s River. I called the factory and made
an appointment to go and view it that same
afternoon. It was made up of large spaces,
illuminated by impersonal luminescent white
tube factory lighting, reams of textiles, huge
rolls of cottons and rows of sewing machines.
Other areas of the factory had locker rooms
for the workers’ change of clothing and offices
for the administration on the opposite side of
the building. I was told that the Romatex could
host the presentation for the workers if it was
held during the lunch break. That way the
factory would not lose production time and
the workers would be entertained. We agreed
on a performance for the next day, Friday, at
lunchtime.
That same evening Machona and Ndjamena
performed at ICA under dramatic spot-lit
theatre conditions. I missed the performance
due to my visit to the factory but the images
on social media looked captivating. Meanwhile
I communicated to Machona the details for
the next day via WhatsApp. We assembled
on Friday morning at 11am in the Hiddingh
campus car park and left for Elsie’s River in
1

2

my old 1973 green car, with the props sticking
out of the boot. On arrival at Romatex at noon
Machona and Ndjamena selected an open
corner space with enough room to move and
started setting up.
The workers were already informed that
there would be a lunchtime performance at
the factory and our presence there was cause
for excitement, different perhaps from their
everyday routine.
At 1pm the factory workers and some of
the management staff I had met the previous
day gathered curiously around us with their
lunchboxes in hand, eagerly anticipating
the entertainment that was going to be
performed especially for them. Machona sat
at a makeshift table in the corner on which
he placed his own sewing machine — working
on the same patterned fabric that Ndjamena
wore — leaving the floor to the dancer for
his movement. Ndjamena wore a traditional
African mask over his head, and was clothed
from the waist down in one of Machona’s
original costumes — an overall printed with
the trademark Zimbabwean dollars — folded
down and tied across his waist to reveal his
bare torso.
Machona’s
use
of
decommisioned
Zimbabwean currency has been a consistent
signature in his work since his studies at
the Michaelis School of Fine Arts in Cape
Town. “In some of my sculptures I have used
decommissioned currency as a material.
Initially I started using the material in an
attempt to convey the difficulties of the hyperinflationary environment that Zimbabweans
were living under from 2000–2009. In 2008,
when the service delivery protests in South
Africa turned xenophobic, the material
became a very interesting way to speak
to some of the underlying issues of class,
migration and nationalism,” the artist told
Jessica Hunkin.¹
Machona’s Ndiri Afronaut (I am an Afronaut),
created in 2012 — made from decommissioned
Zimbabwean dollars, foam padding, fabric,
wood, perspex, rubber, plastic tubing, nylon
thread and gold leaf — is probably his most
well-known work, highlighting the combined
issues of Zimbabwe’s dismal economic
situation and being seen as an African
foreigner in South Africa. Inspired by the
Nyau — a masked masquerade performed
by the Chewa people, who are synonymous
with Malawi but are found throughout
Southern Africa — the artist has often used the
traditional African mask in his work to convey
the same effect of being “alien” and “foreign”.²
Xenophobia is a dire issue in South Africa.
In May 2008, locals attacked migrants from
neighbouring Mozambique, Malawi and
Zimbabwe in the township of Alexandra.³
In the following weeks the violence spread
to other parts of the country. At the end of
this carnage 62 people were reported dead
and several hundred injured. One year later
1 500-2 500 Zimbabwean farm workers
were forcibly evicted from their homes in
the informal settlements of De Doorns, a
grape-farming town in the Western Cape.
Other isolated xenophobic attacks and riots
have been reported almost very year since.
Many of these xenophobic incidents were
politically motivated, allegedly incited by local
ward councillors looking to gain votes with
unemployed native workers and finding easy
targets in foreign African workers.⁴
“As South Africa reckons with post-apartheid
equity, urban areas such as Johannesburg
with large immigrant populations from
other parts of Africa are suffering a surge of
reactionary xenophobia, which has spilled
over into violence. Machona’s exotic flora
and tentative Afronauts speak to a sense

“FNB Joburg Art Fair: Gerald Machona | Experiencing Foreignness”, Gerald Machona
interview by Jessica Hunkin, Between10and5, 20 August 2014, https://10and5.
com/2014/08/20/fnb-joburg-art-fair-gerald-machona-experiencing-foreignness/
Ibid

Pak Ndjamena performs to workers during their lunch break at Romatex Home Textiles in Elsie’s
River. Photo: Riason Naidoo

Gerald Machona plays the ‘African’ tailor and generates sound beats using his own sewing machine
during INFLUX III. Photo: Riason Naidoo

of danger and alienation, even among
communities that share a colonial history and
whose fates have long been intertwined,”
writes Ian Bourland.⁵ As the decommissioned
Zimbabwean currency became more difficult
to find in South Africa, Machona resorted to
printing them onto fabric. The Zimbabwean
dollar printed onto textile carries this same
symbolism of the African foreigner in the
country.
Back at the corner desk Machona mixed
live sound, his own pre-recorded composition
from his computer, overlaid with the sounds
generated by his hands on the machine. In this
two-man show, he also brought on the props
for Ndjamena at crucial moments, including a
mobile metal hanging device on which hung
an umbrella (made of the same Zimbabwean
dollar print fabric that the dancer wore) and a
black coat and hat. Ndjamena’s choreography
was synchronised with the sounds that
3
4
5

emanated from Machona’s corner. Later in
the sequence the dancer wore the printed
overall costume full, covering up his torso,
over which he wore the black jacket and
hat, and like the archetypical colonial English
gentleman, walked through the rows of
sewing machines and workers with the
umbrella in hand and nose in the air, much to
the amusement and delight of the workers.
The last 15 minutes of the hour was reserved
for a Q&A with the audience, many of whom
were very forthcoming with observations
and questions (a Mozambican friend from
Cape Town accompanied Ndjamena who
translated for him). Machona responded to
one of the comments with the following, “It
was important for us to share this with you,
people who work with [sewing] machines, so
that we can improve our work before taking it
elsewhere.”

“South Africa attacks reach Durban”. BBC. 21 May 2008.
Ibid, BBC
Ian Bourland, “Gerald Machona’s Afrophilia” in Profiles, Frieze, 15 November 2018,
https://www.frieze.com/article/gerald-machonas-afrophilia
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A socially engaged public art project in Cape Town

Koleka Putuma: ‘Collective Amnesia’
This fearless and unwavering collection of poems has now been translated into eight languages
Sunday, 12 June 2016 – Koleka Putuma
performs excerpts from her new body of
poetry entitled Collective Amnesia on
the 12h23 train ride from the Cape Town
Railway Station to Simon’s Town.

T

RIASON NAIDOO
he poet, playwright, performer
and writer took us on a 45-minute
journey of performance poetry
on a moving train, getting off
at Muizenberg station. Her
inspiration is drawn from her personal
experiences and reflections on the country’s
broader sociopolitical events in the wake of
the the 2015 and 2016 student movements
(RhodesMustFall and FeesMustFall) and
current state of the nation, presented to an
audience of Sunday train commuters.
Invited to her performance at the
theatre in Alexander Bar in Strand Street, I
observed from the back row in the intimate
and darkened playhouse, how the poet
captivated her audience with her spoken
word performance. It was 2016 and she was
only 23 years old. A few days later we were
on the platform of the Cape Town metro
station. This was a starkly different setting:
bright daylight, a moving train carriage,
competing buskers, and a very different
public. The performance had to contend
with several moving and unpredictable parts
and this could not have been easy for the
poet who is used to the fixed certainties of
the stage format.
Collective Amnesia was a work in progress
at that stage and not yet published. Fast
forward several months, and Putuma’s
anthology of poems was published by
uHlanga Press in April 2017. Several
promotional book tours around the country
followed, which the poet fundraised for and
organised herself.
“This highly-anticipated debut collection
from one of the country’s most acclaimed
young voices marks a massive shift in
South African poetry. Koleka Putuma’s
exploration of blackness, womxnhood and
history in Collective Amnesia is fearless
and unwavering. Her incendiary poems
demand justice, insist on visibility and offer
healing. In them, Putuma explodes the idea
of authority in various spaces — academia,
religion, politics, relationships — to ask what
has been learnt and what must be unlearnt.
Through grief and memory, pain and joy,
sex and self-care, Collective Amnesia is a
powerful appraisal, reminder and revelation
of all that has been forgotten and ignored,
both in South African society, and within
ourselves,” reads the uHlanga website.¹
The publication has won several awards
including the 2018 Glenna Luschei Prize for
African Poetry, City Press Book of the Year
2017 and Sunday Times Book of the Year
2017, to mention only a few.
In more recent times Collective Amnesia
and other titles by the poet are now
published by Koleka Putuma, with the
artist now owning the means (and fruits)
of production, a revolutionary step that
many artists would rather not grapple with.
This year in 2021, Putuma announced that
Collective Amnesia sold 10 000 copies,
an incredible milestone in South African
publishing: 2 000 copies is a bestseller.
It has since been translated into Spanish
(Flores Rara, 2019), German (Wunderhorn
Publishing House, 2019), Danish (Rebel with a
Cause, 2019), Dutch (Poeziecentrum, 2020),
Swedish (Rámus förlag) with forthcoming
translations in Portuguese (Editora Trinta
Zero Nove), Italian (Arcipelago itaca) and
French (éditions LansKine).²
“It has been a long journey with this work.
It has come with more question marks than
answers, more fears than affirmations, and
more insights than regrets. This collection
has opened the world so widely for me.

Koleka Putuma performs on a train to Simon’s Town as part of Any Given Sunday. Photo: Riason Naidoo

Being a black queer woman is to be seen
to be “in a continuous state of shame or
trauma or struggle”, the poet told Elisabeth
Hjorth in Gothenburg, Sweden in 2018.⁵
Much of the poet’s work contests patriarchy,
both white and black, in society and in
religion. “Now, more than ever, it has become
imperative that we cultivate methods,
systems and expressions that insist on black
queer women being seen in expressions of
love, joy, inspiration, creativity, life — living —
alive,” she insists.⁶
Some of the highlights in the Collective
Amnesia anthology include When you are
Drunk, Graduation and Teaching. Below is an
excerpt from 1994: A love poem.
“I want someone who is going to look at me
and love me
the way that white people look at
and love
Mandela.
Someone who is going to hold onto my
memory
the way white people hold onto Mandela’s
legacy.
Train passengers listen attentively to Koleka Putuma reciting her poems. Photo: Riason Naidoo

It has given me the gift of self-belief and
imagination and business instincts. It
has brought me closer to communities
of readers, scholars and writers I never
imagined I would find or would find me.
It has made me an author who has been
translated into eight languages,” writes the
poet on her blog.³
Born in 1993, a year before the first
democratic elections in South Africa, and
one of the so-called “born-free generation”,
Putuma questions the general willingness
to overlook the indignities suffered by
the black majority under apartheid in the
current status quo, where little has changed

COLLECTIVE AMNESIA: Koleka Putuma, uHlanga Press website, http://uhlangapress.
co.za/koleka-putuma-collective-amnesia
2
Koleka Putuma: About me, https://www.kolekaputuma.com/about
3
Koleka Putuma, “Collective Amnesia sells 10,000 copies”, 14 December 2021, https://
www.kolekaputuma.com/post/collective-amnesia-sells-10-000-copies
4
Collective Amnesia – a conversation with Koleka Putuma, Elisabeth Hjorth & Koleka

and the ruling party has not delivered on its
promises.
The collection of poetry is a personal
reflection on grappling with the past,
on memory and grieving. Growing up
with the “rainbow nation” narrative, the
multicultural
university
environment
offered a new awareness of apartheid and
issues of decolonisation highlighted by
the RhodesMustFall movement, says the
poet.⁴ Writing poetry is a tool to “unlearn”
and challenge her early education, she
elaborates, not only in terms of politics but
also as a means of expression in dealing with
personal history.

A lover who will build Robben Island in my
backyard
and convince me that I have a garden
and fresh air, a rainbow and freedom.
A TRC kind of lover.
You don’t know love
until you have been loved like Mandela.
You don’t know betrayal
until you have been loved like Mandela
You don’t know fuckery
until you have been loved like Mandela.
You don’t know msunery
until you have been loved like Mandela.
And this is one of the many residues of
slavery: being loved like Mandela.”

Putuma, Studion, The Museum of World Culture, 29 September 2018. PARSE (Platform

1

for Artistic Research Sweden) in collaboration with Göteborgs Litteraturhus, https://
parsejournal.com/media/collective-amnesia/
5

Collective Amnesia – a conversation with Koleka Putuma, Ibid.

6

Koleka Putuma, Back Girl Live: https://www.kolekaputuma.com/blackgirllive

24 Advertising supplement to the Mail & Guardian January 21 to 27 2022

Any Given Sunday

Buhlebezwe Siwani:
‘Qunusa! Buhle’
‘I was seated with four bowls in front of me.
Each of the enamel bowls had materials
with which to cleanse, either spiritually or
superficially’
Sunday 15 May 2016, Khayelitsha Meat
Market, 1pm-3pm.

P

rovoking public engagement
via an interactive performance
on the ambiguous relationship
of traditional healers in black
African society, Buhlebezwe
Siwani chose the meat market in
Khayelitsha as a site to explore contested
notions on the ancestral calling of
ubungoma — the ancient African healing
tradition. The surrounding public, first
tentative and curious, gradually engaged
and intervened, encouraged by friends
and acquaintances of Siwani, who were
the first to interact with the available
materials placed on the ground in four
separate bowls and with the artist’s static
seated body. Each container separately
held one of these items: holy ash, cow
dung, a washcloth and water, and soap
and water. As the clock ticked on during
the two hours, individuals became more
courageous and the interventions more
fluid. Some members of the public
engaged with Siwani and the materials
more than once, either smearing or
cleaning her with them, or both.

thought of this particular black woman’s
body [mine] being still [and passive]
in a space around which there is a lot
of movement [and chaos or energy].
For the performance I sat down in the
middle of a meat market, where braai-ed
[barbequed] meat is sold — all types of
meat: pork, beef, lamb … being braai-ed
and sold, by women! The women selling
the meat use their clan names for the
names of their shops. The choice of the
site was also an interesting relationship
to the body, meaning I’m seated in the
middle of a meat market and I’m like a
piece of meat and you can do anything
you want with me. I was seated with four
bowls in front of me. Each of the enamel
bowls had materials with which to

Onlookers take a moment to take in Qunusa! Buhle on Sunday 15 May 2016. Photo: Riason Naidoo

Interview by Riason Naidoo, 22 May
2020
Tell me a bit about your artistic practice?
My work centres on spirituality, but we
know that spirituality is very complex,
especially in Southern Africa, given the
presence of Christianity and different
modes of African spirituality, because
there are many different types. As a
black female how do I traverse living in
a post-colonial, post-apartheid, pseudofree South Africa while practising African
forms of spirituality and divination,
etcetera? Christianity and Western forms
of prayer and spirituality have dominated
the landscape. So, my work is deeply
rooted in these issues. It all stems from
performance. I let the works speak for
themselves. If the work speaks as a video
more than a performance then I turn into
a performance video, or I’ll turn into a
photograph from the performance, or an
installation, or it’ll stay purely as a live
performance.
Do you practice as a healer, healing
others? Do people come to you for help?
Yes they do. It’s changed a bit since I now
live between Amsterdam and Cape Town.
So, it takes place online these days, if it
is something I can help with on that type
of platform, otherwise I tend to postpone
until I return to South Africa.
Could you briefly describe for me your
performance as part of Any Given
Sunday?
I began thinking of Qunusa! Buhle
about a year before I did the actual
performance for Any Given Sunday. It
is rooted in a memory that I have of my
aunt washing me, as a pre-adolescent in
Port Elizabeth, in a big enamel bath, with
a bar of Preem soap. I was told to bend
over in particular way. It got me thinking
of notions of purity and how, in a sense,
the female body is a commodity. Later
as I was training to be an isangoma, as
a woman, you have to cleanse yourself
after menstruation, giving birth, death,
etcetera in ways that men don’t have
to. So, I started thinking of the black
[female] body as a piece of meat, as a
commodity, of being commercialised by
some. It lends itself to the site where the
performance took place. I started building
the performance from that perspective. I

Buhlebezwe Siwani performs the interactive Qunusa! Buhle in the Khayelitsha meat market. Photo: Riason Naidoo

cleanse, either spiritually or superficially.
One bowl was filled with holy ash, one
had cow dung, one had a washcloth and
water and the last one had soap and
water. People could choose to smear the
contents of the bowl onto me, or take it
off if they wanted to, with a cloth, soap
and water. Many people smeared it [the
cow dung] onto me. I think it was an
interesting experience for them. It was
an interesting way to observe what they
were thinking and where they were at
[spiritually].
What was the significance of the holy
ash and the cow dung?
It was about whether one could look
past the idea that one is untouchable in
a sense, because one practices specific
[indigenous] cultural beliefs.
Was this work performed previously? If
so, how was it different in Khayelitsha?
No, it was performed exclusively for Any
Given Sunday, which gave me the freedom
to do this performance in Khayelitsha, in

this community, because this is where
my work comes from. It doesn’t come
out of Garden’s Centre or Zonnebloem
[in Cape Town’s city centre]. It is rooted
in black culture and where black people
are [living].
Is the audience important for your
work?
It’s something that I don’t want to think
about when I make a performance; I don’t
want to create a work in lieu of people
that may or may not pitch up. It must just
exist [irrespective of those who may or
may not engage with it].
In this performance, though, it needed
audience participation for it to work?
Even if no one had showed up, it took
place at a meat market, so people
would’ve engaged with the work. People
are curious. [They would be thinking,]
what are you doing? So, yes and no, they
are integral. Everyone is a participant; an
active or inactive participant. I suppose
they activated the performance.

Were you satisfied with how people
reacted to your performance?
I generally don’t want to pre-empt how
people act with my performance. They
must interact how they want to. You
give it to the world and then it does not
belong to you anymore. It is no longer
mine.
How did the experience leave you
feeling afterwards?
I was initially very tired. Interacting with
the spirits of other people is emotionally
exhausting. When I recovered from this, I
was very calm.
Who are your role models/
influences for this kind of interactive
performance?
I’m influenced by my ancestors and my
dreams. They dictate to the artwork
and me. I must give thanks to Nomusa
Makhubu and Berni Searle, who advised
me a lot when I was a master’s student at
Michaelis [Art School] at the University
of Cape Town.

