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I have produced a series of sculpted cast figures in the medium of cowhide as part of
my Masters degree. This document, titled Locating Me in Order to Sec You serves as an

explication of the practical component.

[nitially T examine the broad context in which my sculpture has been produced, and that
in which it will be presented and likely to be received. In attempting to position myself
within Contemporary Art discourse, I have specifically considered how Contemporary
Art from Africa is often read and comprehended by both those producing work on the
continent and the Diaspora, and those interpreting, critiquing, collecting and marketing

jit, mainly in the West.!

The basic premise for this is a discussion of the inescapable labels of Black Artist and
Black Art and what they imply within the context of Contemporary Art discourse with
reference to Africa and more specifically, South Africa. As an emerging Contemporary
African Artist [ am faced with confronting some of the stereotypes and assumptions
associated with art and artists of the continent and/or the legacy of the Apartheid

regime.

My experiences as a woman existing between two cultural spaces; Western and Nguni?,
and the artwork [ have created and how it may be read as a result is significant in this
regard. Through exploring the art created by a variety of Black South Africans and
other African artists, particularly women artists in South Africa, it is clear that modes of
creating art have shifted and that the reading and interpretation of art created by these
women, including myself can and should be reconsidered without being conditioned by
existing assumptions. In this study [ have sought to uncover some of the reasons thatmay
account for the limited shifting in interpretations, and to identify how engagement

with my own work could be directed and expanded.

1 West: The "Western World’ refers to countries of Western Europe, the United Slates, Canada, Australia
and New Zealand. Within the context of this document I highlight that West is no longer a term used
just lo indicate geographical location, but is used to describe Furopean and Anglo-American hegemony
within the reading and defining of arl, history and cullure.

* Nguni: Nguni refers to both a group of clans and nations living in southeast Africa, and to a group

of Bantu languages (Zulu, Xhosa, Swati, Phuti and Ndebele) spoken in southern Africa. In this paper 1
make reference to Nguni cultural practice as 1 understand my cultural heritage and have experienced it
within my family context. My intenlion is nol lo attempl Lo speak for interpretations of Nguni cultural
practices in other Nguni people’s experience, or from an anthropological or ethnographic position.



{ choose to create work in cowhide, this material is one that has historical associations and
is, linked to my cultural background in various ways but for this body of rescarch, exists
and is considered within a context that is also removed from these aspects. Subjective
views of the significance of this material, drawn from the past but with reference to the
present, impact on both understanding and engagement with the work I create. It has
been suggested, within the context of my research that the way in which I work as well
as the material 1 use could be compared, for example, to the work and materials used
within Inuit® cultural practices.* My use of cowhide, although linked to various cultural
experiences, is not intended to directly reference historical indigenous cultural practices.
My intention is to engage with the physical and tactile properties of hide and aspects
of control that allow or prevent me from manipulating this material in the context of
the female body and Contemporary Art. I have used cowhide as a means to subvert
expected associations with corporeal presence, femininity, sexuality and vulnerability.
By working on a life size scale in this medium through installation in actual space, 1

hope to explore this.

[n this regard T have examined interpretations of material as well as process within art
making in the work created by artists such as Janine Antoni and Yinka Shonibare. I draw
paratlels to the work created by Zanele Muholi and Lolo Veleko as well as Shirin Neshat,
which challenge expected representations of the female body and experience within
particular cultural contexts. Similarly, the work T create seeks to encourage alternative

modes of looking at the female body.

Within the first Chapter I have examined some of the issues impacting on how
Contemporary Art from Africa and African Art is contextualised and understood.
African Art has and continues to be cast into an ambiguous ‘ethnographic” mass, which
denies each picce its history, function and individuality. In this chapter I highlight how
this archaic and romantic view of African Art still influences regard for Contemporary

Art from Africa and the problems that occur when work created by artists from the

continent does not conform to this stercoty pical package or the artist objects to the work

being interpreted in this way.

* Inuit: A member of any of several aboriginal peoples who live in coastal regions of the Canadian Arctic
and in Greenland (Encarta World English Dictionary).

1 Discussion at Michaelis 29 March 2007,



An exarnination of the inescapable labels of Black Artist and Black Art, and associations
with Black practitioners within the context of contemporary South Africa and ihe
Diaspora fallows. Through my reading, it has become clear that the residue of the
country’s history of Apartheid cannot be divorced from the present. This chapter
sheds light on shifts and developments in South Aklrican art, and the necessity for a
questioning of prevailing notions of the nature of Black Art or art made by Black people
and therefore the very definitions of “art’ as we understand it. It is clear that there still
exists a tendency to homogenize Black and African Art, to apply Western criteria o the
analysis and evaluation of art from Africa, and to be dismissive of it when it fails to
conform to those criteria, Through drawing attention to the experiences of various Black
Artists, particularly Black women, [ highlight the diversity and some shifts in recent
production in South Africa, and draw attention 1o the erroneous tendency to associate
an essential Black identity with art production, that Blackness and Black Art be reduced
to a single acceptable set of experiences, and that working in South Africa necessarily
implics 2 historical political significance in the work.

In “Belween Worlds” [ draw attention to the context of the globalized world, migration
and the challenging of culturally specific practices through examples of work created by
shirin Neshat and Yinka Shonibare, Like mvself, both these artists are informed by their
multicultural influences and explore their individual hybrid positions through their
artwork,

‘In Memary’ investigates notions of personal and cultural memory and how these have
influenced my art creation. I draw attention to my experience of existing between two
cultural spaces; Western and Nzuni and how this has influenced the work Thave created
to date. The dialogue between the dichotomies of the conscious and subconscious
is considered, and how this impacts on my art creation is also discussed within this
chapter,

* Within this context T would like to highlight how Thave been stereoty ped and categorised through the
use of words such as Black and African Artist. My fntention i not tu essentialise the experience ur art of
the artists | have used as oexamples. My use of topms such as Black and African Ariist are as a result of
the Language necessary 1o emphisise the problematic nature of these stereotypes,
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tn Chapler Five, representation of the female body is considered with brief reference to
Ferninisir. Alinough Feminism may seem an essential aspect of my producton, Uhave
chasen niot to focuson this area for a number of reasons. This term has most often been
defined and used by middie-class White women and much of the carlier writing on this
subject did not take into account the experience of Black wornen. Black Feminist wrifing
that acknowledyes this position is from the perspective of African American women
and their views on the oppression and marginalisation they have, and to a degree
still encounter. While a feminist reading of my work is not irrelevant, I have instead
highlighted that through the use of my own body as a subject and object, T have taken
contrel of representations of my body and therefore, hopefully influenced how it is seen
by viewers of my installations. It is not my intention to present my work and experience
in the context of oppression and marginalisation, or the female body as abject.

Lastly, T highlight the importance of material and process within my art creation. Within
the final chapter 1 discuss my engagement with cow hide as & material and aspects
of my process that impact on the control | have over my Fnal product. | discuss my
artistic creation, paying particular attention to individual art works created as part of

my degrec.
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The question ofhow Contemporary Art from Africaand African Artis contextualized and
understood is important in locating African Art production within the modern world.
The dichotomy that exists between these interpretations is one that is highlighted by the
corfusion arising between understandings and expectations of ethrwlogy and creative
output. Associate Professor of Art History at Emory University Atlanta, Sidney Littefield
Kasfir, in the article entitled; “African Art and Authenticity: A Text with a Shadow” states
that studies on African Art have been focused on the situation and objects created during
the period before and after colonialism on the continent. The various art forms that have
emerged and been collected from the Continent over this period have been grouped in
the category of “traditional” or pre-colonial. This type of art; *.. exhibited qualities that
mrade it authentic {in the sense of unfainted by Western intervention}. Most crucially,
it was made te be used by the same society that produced it (1999b: 90}, This idea of
authenticity, though noted and questioned by many contemporary scholars, is still a
comsideration of importance to major art museums and some of the most prominent
collectors and dealers across the world ® According to Kasfin, the radition of collecting
art, the process of appropriation, reclassification, and public display does not allow far
the limits of what can be classified “authentic to go far beyond a handful of collected
objects presented out of context.

African Art has and continues to be cast into an ambiguous ‘ethnographic’ mass, which
deries each piece its hisiory, tunction and individuality. This African Art, without
identificd artist, removed from its context or function {in the case of masks for example)
is what most often, in the minds of many, characterizes ‘Authentic African Art’.” The
cemsequence of this all-in-one anonymity isthat one artwork canstand for a whole culture,
the whole culture is then assumed 1o be homogeneous yet at the same time unique. This
archaic and romantic view of African Art still influences regard for Contemporary Art
from Africa and becomes problematic when work created by artists from the continent
does not conform to this stereolypical package or the artist objects to the work being
interpreted in this way,

¢ This view is we-enforced by prominent exhibitions such as “Yoruba: Nine Centuries of African art and
Thougly’, ‘Gold of Africa’ 55 well as the permancnt displays of the National Museum of African Art, the
Metropolitan Museum’s Rockefelfor Wing and the National Museum, Lagos {Kasfir 19993 90},

7In Western museums these objects underwent a double taxanomic shift ~ first from exotida o scientific
specimens whon the earlier ‘eabincis of curiositics” gave way to newly found nwseurms of natual
bestory in the lake nincteenth century; and following their “discovery” by Picasso and his fiends in

the carly decades of the twenticth cenury, they underwent a second promation inte art museums and
gailerics whore they were recontexualised as art obiects” {(Kastir 19599b: 29},



This situation is very apparent when examining responses to art exhibitions aimed at
showecasing contemporary art from Africa. Most recently, “Africa Remix’, curated by
(Cameroonian Simon Njami, is the largest collection of contemporary African art ever
to be shown in the world. This exhibition hosted in Diisseldorf, London, Paris, Tokyo
and South Africa showcases the work of two hundred and twelve African Artists living
and working both on the continent and the Diaspora. Njami’s questioning of what
‘contemporaneity’ represents within Africa as well as the aesthetic and intellectual shifts
of identity that are represented by the artists included in this exhibition, were met with

varying responses. Njami (2005:13) cocments,
Most people think of Africa as being limited to a group of countries south of the Sahara,
with the region that starts in the north as almost a whole other world...It contradicts
the importance of Jslam throughout sub-Saharan Africa, already present well before the
European ‘discoverers’ set foot there. In short, it seeks to negate the cocmon history that
united the destinies of nations colonized by the same powers and their ensuing struggles
for liberation.
This type of thinking makes invalid the exchanges between the countries from the
western parts of Senegal, around the eastern horn of Africa® and their North African
neighbors. Njami emphasizes connections and exchanges that have occurred between
African countries and how this has influenced the history and therefore the art creation
within the continent.” Njami also aimed to assert that Africa is a continent of different
countries and peoples, including the descendents of colonists, not a group of people
south of the Sahara homogenized by the colour of their skin and perceived cocmonalities

in cultural practice.

* Mali, Burkina Faso, Chad, Mauritania and Niger.

? This focus on African art that originates [rom countries south of the Sahara is made evident through art
collections such as “The Contemporary African Arl Collection” (C.A.A.C - The Pigozzi Collection) This
collection, based in Geneva, is the largest private collection of contemporary African arl in the world.

[t was born of the meeting of Jean I"igoz2i, an Italian, Harvard-educated, venture capitalist and André
Magnin, a French independent curator, specializing in art from nen-Western cultures, and especially
sub-Saharan art. The collection includes works from all forms of art including drawing, painting,
sculplure, installations and photography. Although this collection has brought interuational attention

to work of more than eighly artists who work and live both on the continent and the Diaspora, its focus
has only been on the work created by artists in the sub-Saharan region. André Magnin cocments “The
exhibilion proposed for the contemporary section of Arts of Africa is distinguished by the fact that it
shows artists who live and work in black Africa, save for two who divide their time between Cameroon
and Europe.’ (www.caacart.com/html/about_am_cn.htinl) This focus on ‘black Africa” within the
Pigozzi collection allows for the stereotyped view of ‘authentic” Africa being in the region south of the
Sahara to continue. And as a result negates the exchanges and connections between the countries on the
continent as a whole.
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The Evening Stamdard critic Brian Sewell's evaluation of the exhibition was:
in following the West, they mimic it in witless parody, or ape in muodern materials and
sorms what Hithe they know of 2 genuine African past, or embark on tasks that can only be
completed with the obsessive industry of the deranged. Tad we In the Wost, Jeft Africa to
e sttt the Dark Continent and work out of its own purposes, T have ne deubt that an Emil
Torday of today could have brought new ethnic opjerts as beautiful as those he acquired for
the British Museum a century ago (Sewell cited in Donaldson March 13, 2005],
Clearly, Sewell’s appreciation of art from Africa is limited to the ethnic” objects displayed
as part of ethnographic exhibitions that are typical of many European museums. This
critic feels that the work presented, as part of “Africa Remix’ is ‘unauthentic’ tainted by
Western influence and ineptly imitates Western traditions of art creation. The individual
modes of creation of each of the artists included on this show are rendered irrelevant as
a result of this critic’s expectation of a recognisably African uniformity. ‘Sewel! then goes
on to essentially assert that African art must remain the pre-colonial art of the continent
and that the true African artist would thus be one who is still creating the kinds of works
that arn Emil Torday of today {some gruesome puns there} would find beautiful, because
they reiterate cultural practices that were valid 200 years ago’
{Ogbechie, 5. 2005 {online]).

The questionof power’ is central to discussions ofhow African Arthasbeen and continues
lo be distributed globally. Njami cocments on this relationship in “Remembrance of
Things Past -~ Ten years of debate about African Contemporary Art.” He asserts that;
‘Power, and there is no denying it, is in the hands of the international market and
the curators. They are the ones who lay down the rules that all international artists,
particularly African artists, must obey’ (1998:124). According to Njami “power’ is also
“ire the hands” of collectors and the long established cultural tradition of circulating and
marketing art in the West,

The dichotomy that exists between the powerful and the powerless within the ast milieu
can be considered in relation to the theories of French Sociologist, Plerre Bourdieu (1993}
where the notion of various forms of Capital® can be seen to contextualise both positions.
These various forms of Capital are influenced by the power relations that impact on the
functioning of a certain group or society. His theory references French society but

i X . - [ . s 4 - . ..
W Acodemnic Capital: Derives from the formal education and can be teasured by degrees o diplonvas

hetd,
Linngueistic Capital: Concerns an agent’s Linguistic competence,
Symbolic Capital: Refers (o degree of accumulated prestige or celebrity (Bourdien 1393:7}.
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can be used as a model or framework to understand Capital as it relates Lo different
social environments. Bourdieu states: ““Cultural Capital” as a form of knowledge, an
internalised code ona cognitive acquisition which equips the social agent with empathy
towards, appreciation for or competence in deciphering cultural relations and cultural
artefacts. He suggests that a work of art has meaning and interest only for someone who

POSSESSEs the cultural competence that is the code, into which it is encoded’ (1993:7).

Bourdieu believes that in order to gain this code, or Capital, one has to enter into a
Jong process of acquisition or learning through ones family, educated members of ones
social group and learning institutions. According to his theory, family, the social circle
and education impact on the Cultural Capital one will acquire. Cultural Capital can
according to his definition, be seen as the source of power that helps to dictate how

successful an individual will be within a specific society.

In his opinion, the ruling or dominant class dictate the behaviour of the lower classes
through their social, intellectual and cconomic power. He also states that despite the
apparent freedom of choice in the arts in France, people’s attistic preferences strongly
correlate with their position in the social space. He asserts that class or social standing
plays an influeutial role in determining an individual’s idea of taste. His definition
of Capital attempts to incorporate the position of artistic creation within the ‘field of
power’ (the dominant power relations or ruling classes) in a specific society, the position
of each artist competing for legitimacy within that field (the objective position/class
and the objective characteristics of each) and the structured and structuring dispositions
which generate practice (the established and accepted definitions of art practice and
how the individual fits into these categories/characteristics). Within the context of
Africa, the reality is that there is barely an infrastructure to support the production and
circulation of art on the continent, which has obvious consequences for its international
distribution. The contemporary African artist is thus virtually entirely dependent on

Western structures to consume and validate her /his production.
International exhibitions are often curated fromexisting catalogues, journals and websites

and are also informed by recocmendations from key contacts. Lt is very evident that the
ways in which African artists are marketed both locally and internationally, that
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o touch of ‘ethnicity” is often significant, not only in the look of the work they produce
put also in how the arlist is presented o the warld® "These altered realities have
sociological, economic and political, as well as aesthetic dimensions, The frequent lack
of a viable indigenous art market and the resu! ting constant flow of “cultural capital” to
foreign patrons are not only part of a deeply seated post-colonial economic dependency.
More crucially, economic incentives have begun to shape the work produced. .

{Kasfir 1999:65}.

Kasfir uses several case studies to illustrate how patronage acts as cuiltural mediation
hetween artists, their production and their audience. In her research she shows how
satrons and brokers of art act as mediators between the artist and their audience in
arder to promote or sell work created. Through her investigation she exposes how
gconomic incentives began to shape the wark created by various artists. Some artists
were encouraged by their patrons or brokers to create certain types of artwork in order
to increase the work’s marketability.!* Are art patrons and brokers in South Africa
encouraging the promotion of certain types of artwork to the international market?
Qouth African artist and art historian, Thembinkosi Goniwe coments,
Though the West might seem to dictate the terms of entry Into the global art world, artists
are not passive and they develop strategies for manipulaling and subverting the tenmns,
However, most South African artists (and those from many other places) whose art careers
are seductively subjugated by the West must contend with being dominated. They face the

H For example; Moshekwa Langa was advised carly in his career to use the name Moshekwa in favar
of his other name Aavory or his nickname “Blackie” and Codfied Donkor being marketed as a Chenatan
ratber than a British artist, which he once mentioned he identificd with more tinformal conversation.
2004).

2 The most written about of these patrans, Mexican born Frank McEwen was very influenlial withis
Southern Africa in the 1960s and 1970s. He became the Director of the National Gallery in Zimbabwe
and established a workshop aimed at training Zimbabwean artists, As various sculptors were
assimilated into this workshop they abandosed their earlier art ereation styles and heeded McEwen’s
advice o

*.. Jook deep within themwelves to a collective Shora {Indigencus Zimbabwean tribel mythology and to
avoid anything that bore the kint of "alvport art’ ~ a term he colned - including realist representations
of 2l kinds and coomon carving materials such a8 wood and seapstone, .. The sharp distinction which
MeEwen drew belween pure, original arlistic expression and a practics almed at the crafl and souvenis
market was deeply Impressed upon early workshop sculptors’ (Kasflr 1948a:71%

Kasfir explores how hath brokerage and patranage within African countries comtinued to be influenced
and dictaled by Duropoan colonisers until the mid 1990°s (Kasfir 199%:2:88-123},



challenge of being themselves: to enter the West on their own terms, to resist and subvert
e manipulation and cocrcion of Western condescension, whilch makes them palatable as
different, {cited in Yan Wyk {ed} 2004: 37)
Goniwe makes it clear that although the West remains o determining power for entry
into the global art milieu, and in the context ot South Africa, Black artists are stiil at
the mercy of White custodians, artists are continuously confronted with the challenge
of entering this market on their own terms as well as relying on being positioned or
marketed by others, i.e. curators, gallerists, collectors, administrators and so on.

The classification of Conternporary Art from Africa is a highly contested space, which
seerms to be conditioned more by Western reception than artistic intenition. It is clear that
the West has and continues to structure the ‘field of power’, which dictates accepted
definitions of art practice. Kasfir's observation regarding the studies of African Art
inakes it clear that the documentation of art production that has taken place both pre
and post colonisation is not adequate: ... o refer o contemporary art exclusively as
“posteolonial” is to deny it any deeper history and connection to what came before
colonial incursion - colonialism in most African countries only represents about sixty
years out of an art history extending back at least two thousand vears in some places.
{1999a:13) This inadequate documentation of hisiory and more specifically the history
of art creation within Africa, makes it difficult to effectively gain the ‘Cultural Capital’
or code that would facilitate a better understanding of contemporary modes of creation
eraployed by artists from Africa,

Although the chronological period identified by European modernism averlaps with
the period marked by Contemporary African Art, and may suggest a casual connection,
varying stylistic and philosophical differences challenge this connection.””  Within
Africa, the modern came along with colonialism. " A crucial difference belween European
modernism and contemporary art in Africa is that the latter has since its inception
been engaged in political, sogial and hixtorical matters of interest” {(Nzegwu 1998:2),
Contemporary African art, thercfore, often is derived from radically different cultural

¥ Critic Clement Creenberg cocments; “There {in Africa) “the modern” came hand in hand with
colonialistn, and s dosely identified with the impusition of social and economic trans{ormation based
upon colonialist theories of "improving the native™ {cited in Xaslir 19990110},

1 Professor of African Studies and Philosophy, Interpretation and Culture st Binghamton University,
New York.



nd historical realities. Nkiru Nzegwu'', makes it clear thal the majority of African artists
are affected by both colomial and posteolonial circumstances within the continent. She
csserts that an expanded understanding of the relationships between art and historical
memory, artand identity, art and decolonisation as well as the varied forms of modernity
within Africa is sorely needed (1998:2}.

Nzegwu asserts that an understanding of the ‘contemporary’ as it relates to art
from Africa begins with acknowledgement of the modern era and its impact on the
Postmodern.¥ Postmodernism presumes a conscious awareness of modemism and its
success, faihares and limitations. Within the context of Africa, varying ‘“raodernitiss”
were experienced at different times, making interpretations of the postmodem sporadic
and highly individual (1999:13-14). Artistand art historian, Sallah Hassar states that the
urnbrelia term “contemporary’, used loosely, signifies a wide range of artistic forms and
traditions without veal engagement with the theoretical or methodological questions
ravsed through the work ™ Used more strictly, this term refers to paintings, sculptures
and prints of formally trained artists and marks the distinction between, *._educationally
and noreducationally trained artists” {(Nzegwu 1998: 3),

1t is still, however, difficult for Africans as well as the rest of the world to adequately
contextualise Contemporary Alrican Art. It is very clear thot patronage, art history and
theory as well as the general market for art is dictated and dominated by the West and
this has a broad impact on Africans themselves, even when in a position of power. This
difeemna is highlighted in the opinion piece: “Save the Jobannesburg Biennale/ Sao Paulo
and the Africans” by Rasheed Araeen. The second Johannesburg Biennale which was
curated by African art critic, writer and curator, Okuwi Enwezor, was cocmented on;
When Mr. Enwezor was appointed it was hoped that he as an African would understand
this and would pay special attention to South Africa’s achievements, and would provide a

¥ ILis acutely characterised by fragrientation of realities and acknowledges, rejection of the
epistemology of Buny centeism, and the revelation of the pseudo-nature of U positivist concepts of
universabism and objectivity.. Lthat underscored cultural multiplivity, facilitated the comdstence of
musitiple ethoicities, encouraged resistance to hegemonic dominalion, Initlated anti-imperialist strugglos,
supporied frans-culuralisalion of values, and disvupted the notion of histury as progressive amd lincar’
{Necgwu 1998:4),

* Used Joosely, “contemporary art” adumbrates an assortment of styles ranging from realist landscapes,
portraiss and strot seeney, o anythological and spiritual symbolism, and from arabesque, geometric ang
hardedged abstraction. Included in this vibrant eclectic mix are neotraditional sculpbiures, coraniics and
toxtiles” (Nrzegw 1998 3}
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