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THE GRAPES OF WRATH

Sculpture as Socio-Political Critique in South Africa

Preface

The title is borrowed from the classic novel by John Steinbeck published in 1939". It is a
story that ostensibly concemns the Joad family's move from the agricultural hinterland of
America to the promised land of California. Steinbeck’s intention is the sympathetic
portrayal of the human cost of mechanised agricultural revolution. The story plots the
collision of old value systems with new profit driven capitalistic drives (Thompson and
Kutach, 1990: 143). The attendant ramifications see a great shift in the rural population
to the urban areas. Much arable land is bought up by faceless consortiums and banks,
leaving the farm dwellers little choice but to pack up and leave in search of work. In this
manner a way of life for hundreds of thousands of unsophisticated, hard-working
people comes to an end. These people embark on a perilous search for work, the
ultimate futility of which leads them into a life of abject poverty and extreme hardship.
In essence they form an under-class with few rights. Social divisions become entrenched
and the battle lines between the dispossessed and the elite are drawn. Farm managers
and owners are themselves squeezed by market forces beyond their control and
exploit the migrants desperation (Thompson and Kutach, 1990: [44). Inevitably many of
these refugees resort to crime in order to feed their families, and consequently are
further harassed and dehumanised by the authorities. The title of the book is drawn
from a passage where Steinbeck portrays the biting reality of an unjust system that
supports vast wastage of food (Crokett, 1962: 196) while the poor starve. The
sentiment is that the hunger in the people develops into an anger that becomes a wrath
directed at the enforcers of the system. Steinbeck implies that this is the sowing of the
seeds of revolution. The metaphor is a powerful one. It struck me that a similar story is
unfolding in South Africa and the pace of its telling has quickened since political

emancipation.

! Steinbeck, |. 1939. The Grapes of Wrath. London: The Penguin Group.



| have titled this body of work accordingly because the content of each piece is drawn
from the prevailing social and political climate in South Africa, much like vines draw
nutrients from the soil. Naturally my reading of the South African reality is subjective

and often intuitive, rooted in my own lived experience.
October 2008



aware artist is abundant and it is within this context that | create my work. My interest
resides in the production of sculptures that in some way serve to elucidate aspects of a

complex heterogeneous South African culture.

This dissertation will highlight instances where sculptors have explicitly engaged with
socio-political content. | will look into specific examples of sculpture in which the
express intent of the artist is to draw attention to or critique an event, figure or system

of belief.

In Section One | examine a selection of sculptures that fall under the banner of struggle
or protest art in South African art. The investigation will be confined to works produced
during the decade of the 1980's that mirror or critique the fabric of South African
society during the height of apartheid. My focus will be a discussion of the work of
three sculptors, Jane Alexander (b 1959), Gavin Younge (b 1947) and David Brown (b

1951), whose work during the period can be perceived as a register of discontent.

In Section Two | take a closer look at contemporary artists whose work, with regard to
themes and formal decision-making, reflects my own. It is my contention that for socially
aware sculpture to find its mark in a wide context its production values require a slick-
ness akin to advertising. This necessitates a simple, though not simplistic, system of
symbolic encoding. | will examine work by facques Coetzer (b 1968), Daniel Halter (b

1977) and Brett Murray (b 1961) and attempt to uncover a unifying aesthetic sensibility.

Finally in Section Three there is an explication of the working method and thematic

concems that inform my practical body of work.

There were 18 795 cases of attempted murder and | 18 312 cases of robbery with aggravating
circumstances reported during the same period (Mail and Guardian, Nov 20 2008: Onfine).

* Regarding Robert Mugabe see: Blair, D. 2002. Degrees in Violence. Robert Mugabe and the Struggle for
Power in Zimbabwe. London: Continuum and Meredith, M. 2002. Robert Mugabe: Power and Plunder in
Zimbabwe. London: Public Affairs.

See also: Crawford-Browne, The Arms Deal Scandal in Review of African Political Economy, Vol. 31, No. 100,
Two Cheers? South African Democracy's First Decade (Jun., 2004), pp. 329-342. Taylor & Francis, Ltd.
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Introduction

My work attempts to highlight folly within South African society. The content and
themes found in my production reflect the ways in which power is wielded by those
who have it and for the consequences of this display. South Africa is, as a result of its
fractious past and current inequalities, a breeding ground for artists who choose to
make socially conscious work (Coombes, 1997: 110). Many artists working during the
height of apartheid produced a catalogue of artistic response towards issues of
relevance within South African society (Coombes, 1997: 110). Many artists at work in
the townships produced records of the brutality of the regime in traditional media,
while others recorded their responses to the resident inhumanity by employing
installation and conceptualist strategies (Williamson, 1989: 8-10). it was under the
mantle of apartheid that much local art came to hinge on a concem for the plight of
ordinary people under a brutal regime. The struggle spirit was a powerful motivating
force for many artists of the time and could be seen as a defining feature of art
produced during those dark decades in South African history (Clark, 1992). | believe
that this legacy in the creative arts of South Africa is still in evidence since 1994, the
dawning of the new democracy. Contemporary artists in a post cultural boycott era
South Africa enjoy access to the intemational art world (Goldner, 2002: 89). However
there still remains the thread of localised activism prevalent during apartheid (National

museum of African Art, 1999: online).

Of course there is no singular entity for artists to rail against anymore. Today, artists
who make socio-political statements through their art are not acting in unison but direct
their energies towards all manner of social ills, political farces or religious bigotries.
Today our society is wracked with all manner of challenges and it is in this area that
many artists choose to operate. From unacceptably high rates of HIV infection?, through

rampant crime’ to gross failures of leadership®, the ammunition for the new socially

% According to the 2004 study made by Memoona Hasnain (Antenatal HIV Screening and Treatment in
South Africa: Social Norms and Policy Options, 2004, p77) South Africa has one of the highest HIV infection
rates in the world. Similarly Williams and Gouws state that 70% of people infected with HIV live in
Southern Africa. Of the | | countries with the world’s highest HIV infection rates- 7 are in sub-Saharan
Africa- which includes South Africa. (Williams Gouws, 2001: 1077-108).

* Police statistics reported in the Mail and Guardion reveal that although incidence of violent crime is
declining, there were still 18 487 cases of murder reported during the period April 2007 to March 2008,

-



SECTION |

Social Awareness in South African Sculpture in the 1980s

There are certain works that over time have become emblematic of the way in which
artists can respond to overwhelming socio-political forces that affect an entire nation.
These works have been assigned iconic status and have come to function as trenchant
reminders of a tormented past. Monuments of resistance or quiet registers of
awareness of a suffering nation, these works now operate as potent markers within a
broader cuttural history of South Africa. These objects have become important sites for
the ignition of memory and a means by which future generations can vicariously access

the aura of a time thankfully long since past.

Gavin Younge's Botha's Baby (1981), Jane Alexander’s Butcher Boys (1985/6) and David
Brown's Voyages (1987) are pertinent examples. South Africa has been re-bom and the
beast of apartheid slain but these works continue to provoke. Their power is perhaps
enhanced by the privilege of hindsight and the revelations of the Truth and

Reconciliation Commission.

It is possible that only now, aimost a decade and a half after the first democratic
elections in South Africa’s history, that we as South Africans can truly appreciate the
breadth of despair caused by the implemented ideology of apartheid. Perhaps in the
same way that we experience a delay in fright after, for example, a near-accident on the
road. South Africans can, through the re-telling, re-remembering and re-casting of
histories, come to a better understanding of the past and the roles we as individuals

play in forming it.

I have singled out for discussion artists who have for the most part concerned
themselves with sculpture as their prime method of communication. My interest is in
how they convey through form and concept a deep concem for the people of South
Africa, while registering a belligerence towards the political system that corrupted the
distinction between victim and oppressor. The artists selected have employed methods

that do not always conform to pure satire or caricature. The specific context in which






combined in such a way that the play of meaning is contained and direct. The work was
made at a time when the South African armed forces were stretched to a point where
national conscription became necessary to hold various fronts, in particular the
protracted Border War in Angola (Baynham, 1990:425). Boys of |6 were required to
register for two years of National Service that started immediately after completion of
high school. This meant that young men of 18 or |9 were being militarised and sent off
to war. At this tender age these soldiers would have been unlikely to have fully
comprehended the political forces at work in their actions. In any event call-up was not
negotiable, unless study at university was an option. If religious beliefs precluded joining
the army then jail was the conclusion, otherwise exile was the only other route

(Draper, 2001). It is here that Younge's work operates.

The baby in the title comes to represent all youth in South Africa as being the
metaphorical offspring of then president Botha, nurtured on his ideology of violence.
Through conscious exaggeration, the sculptor portrays the President’s progeny as being
raised in cold steel and force-fed a diet of violence as suggested by the inlayed revolver.
Younge asserts that the prevalent political policy in South Africa was in the process of
germinating a generation of young people not only brought up on violence but

normalised to it.

My interest in this work is located in its clarity of conceptual delivery, aided by a
technical proficiency and material integrity. There is a high degree of technical skill
evident in the welded steel construction and though the finish is highly polished, the

artist’s hand is still observable. Thus it remains unapologetically a hand-crafted object.

Possibly the most resonant sculpture to come out of the South African struggle period
is the Butcher Boys (1985) (fig2) by Jane Alexander. Though controversial and
provocative at its completion in the mid 1980s, it strikes me that its reach and aura are
arguably more intense post emancipation (Nicol, [996: 2). It is only now that we have
collectively as a nation been through the TRC hearings that the full atrocity of
Apartheid’'s mandate can be appreciated, conceivably aided through contemplation of
these hideous forms. For when we gaze upon the three figures of plaster and bone we

can almost smell the wounds of the oppressed and the perverse fear of the oppressor.
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personal conversation). Though the express intent of the artist was not to engage with
politics, my decision to discuss it is based on accumulated readings that are always
rooted in the politics of the struggle period in South African history and as a result her
work merited inclusion in Sue Williamson's seminal text on the subject, Resistance Art In
South Africa (Williamson, 1989). The paradox of the Butcher Boys is that they are
contextually entrenched in the South African political landscape of the 1980's, yet their
resonance appears to have a timeless quality. | would argue it is because the work is not
specific in its target, nor pure satire or caricature, that it rests in a formal position of

ambivalence.

In contrast to Alexander and Younge, | will be less specific with David Brown's oeuvre
and engage with a number of works of made during the 1980's. This is because Brown
completed many sculptures around this time that made use of similar strategies to

convey disaffection with features of the South African societal landscape.

Browns oeuvre is characterised by an almost obscene distortion of the human form, his
grotesque figures embedded in equally abstracted scenes incorporating bizarre
contraptions resembling carts or ships. The distortion of the figure is similar to the
Butcher Boys but tends more towards a tragic-comedic exaggeration, especially in the
bronze figures of the latter [980’s. His larger works incorporate various elements and
figures with movement implied either in the title or suggested by the use of wheeled
carts as bases (fig.3). The movement or action is paradoxically frozen in a moment,
while the viewer cannot help but imagine the chaos of the scene that Brown has

managed to suspend (fig. 5).















|

I find similar conceptual and formal threads running through my production and that of
Brett Murray. Much of his work appears to hinge on his investigations into the
machinations of the European mindset in Africa and how this plays itself out
economically, politically and socially in a post-apartheid, post-colonial, post-modem,
post-identity South African landscape. Murray's work falls within the traditions of satire
and parody. He takes on various contradictions, aberrations or farces in the South
African socio-political landscape whilst always conscious of his position as a white South
African male. ((Murray, 2005: 21).

Murray employs various strategies, many straight out of the political satirical cartoonists
arsenal. He will often exaggerate a form or conversely use radical simplification,
normally in conjunction with incongruous combinations of signifiers. The result is
sculpture that is easily decoded and digested by the viewer, clear in its intention but
often controversial in its uncompromising directness. Some of his work does indeed
closely resemble cartoons, consisting of line drawings cut from sheets of steel to
produce sculptural cartoons. His content freely confronts explosive issues of race and
identity, often treading closely the boundaries of political correctness. He is able to do
this as a result of the humour inherent in most his work (Murray, 2005; 22). This
renders much of what he does a one-liner joke with a cutting edge. Much in the same
way as Jonathan Shapiro’s socic-political cartoons function to critique local public life
through laughter and, sometimes, shock. Murray is a master of dark humour, aided by a
piercing understanding and appreciation of the ridiculous contradictions and inequalities
evident in South African society. Much of the humorous sarcasm or irony in Murray's
work is taken directly from extant attitudes or events in the country. Often his work is a
physical manifestation of the adage that when things couldn’t get worse - all you can do

is laugh.



























In the hearts of those still disenfranchised the grapes of wrath are indeed growing heavy
for the vintage. Crime in South Africa is a pervasive daily reality for many people, from
the poorest in the townships to the wealthiest in the green suburbs. It is my opinion

that violence has become a defining feature of the South African societal landscape.

The Grapes of Wrath is an attempt to grapple with and visualise some of these dynamics
at play in a South African context. The work consists of eight balaclava-clad heads
suspended from the ceiling in mimicry of a group of people. These heads become
expressions of the complex nature of criminality and the fertile ground from which it
flourishes in an economically divided country. People sometimes find themselves with
no option but to engage in criminal activity. The hollow shell reflects the face-less,

nameless and unknown criminal entity.

The heads hang from the ceiling in a cluster and through their shape and the deep blue
of the woollen balaclava they resemble a bunch of grapes, and as such reference the
work’s title. The use of the grape as an icon bears special relevance to the Cape where
the wine industry is world renown. The growing of the vine has become more and
more a mechanised process in recent years and thus the reliance on farm labourers has
diminished increasingly (footnote). The desperation of unemployment is nourishment

for all manner of social ills.

Wrath is the vine which draws its strength from the prevailing climate and the layers of
sullied soil within.which it can only thrive. The produce of such a vine is long in the
ripening and sweet with vengeance. This work was conceived and made in the
aftermath of the murder of promising young South African actor Brett Goldin in 2006
(Hofmeyer, 2006: Online). The balaclavas are intended to hang in a cluster to mimic a
group of men. The shell is used to create a sense of emptiness within that hints at the
unthinking and unconscious criminal act. The blue balaclava was selected to avoid racial
associations and for the similarity it affords to the colour of some grape varieties. The

work hangs from the ceiling to create a sense of sinister weightlessness.
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protruding from it while the female heart has been gouged into a furrow that resembles
a vagina.

The work references the widespread sexualised violence against girls and women in
South Africa, which is of staggering proportions (Usdin, Christofides, Malepe and Maker,
2000: 55).

[
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Traditional Weapons

fig. 19 Bird, S. 2008, Troditional Weapons.

This work consists of a grouping of wooden phalluses carved from a range of woods,
from light pine to dark Imbuia. Each phallus is individuated through the type of wood
used and by differences in length, girth and curvature. They are all carved by hand and
thus will be subject to differences in form accordingly. These phalluses taper towards
the base, where they form a rounded end grip. Although the form is not a highly
realistic representation, they are immediately recognisable as penises. However, they
also resemble rudimentary clubs. This resemblance and the inference of the title makes
obvious reference to weapons, and an implied potential violence. Accordingly, the work
not only seeks to re-examine the notion of male violence against females and the
entrenched power of the penis, it seeks to situate the habitualised and normalised
violence firmly within enforced patriarchal hegemonic culture. The work seeks to be
culturally inclusive in its indictment through the tonal range found in the phalluses. Thus
the statement is made cross-culturally. The allusion to the club, or specifically in a South

African context, the knobkerrie, serves to ground the work in the local. The tonal range

28



Is designed to render the works accusation applicable to all cultures and creeds in South
Africa and beyond, as this sort of violence is not peculiar to any one culture or

economic bracket.

The work expresses the idea that culture (and religion) are arbiters of a learned
inequality and bigotry which has its roots in a dogma completely out of touch with the
ideals of the 21 century. It also hints at the notion that patriarchal domination is
entrenched through the performance of masculinities designed to reiterate traditional

hierarchies of oppression.

“[Ours] is a culture in which sexualised violence, sexual violence, and violence-by-sex are so
common that they should be considered normal. Not normal in the sense of healthy or
preferred, but an expression of the sexual norms of the culture, not violations of the norms.
Rape is illegal, but the sexual ethic that underiies rape is woven into the fabric of the

culture."(Jenson in Katz, 2006: 149)
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as a politician. The biscuits become symbolic of the ideas that he expounds and of the

responsibility he as a leader has abused.

Formally the work draws on the pop aesthetic of bright punchy objects. The choice of

wood as the medium was informed by the long tradition of wood carving in Africa.

31






Politics is still very much a macho business, all the more so as the line between big
business and political clout dissolves in the scramble for self-enrichment. This work
operates on the perceived link between the male sex organs, virility, and social power.
Masculine power is the weapon or means by which the masses, or underlings, are kept
in a position of subservience ensuring their complicity in any desired scheme. Fear, the
result of the threat of violence, is hence the most expedient tool with which to

maintain privileged hierarchical structures.

This work is carved from dark Imbuia wood and includes an actual sjagmbok that |
purchased from a beachfront stall in Durban. The work recalls the tradition of African
woodcarving and the wall-mounted plague serves to aggrandise and memorialise the
masculine. This plaque format hints at the trophies or memorial plaques found in

museums, churches or men’s reading and smoking rooms of old.
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then forces an actual union between violence and lightweight entertainment, in an

attempt to call into question societies’ infatuation with violence.

The characters are hand manufactured and the popcomn has been cast in bronze from

actual popcomn and then nickel-plated. The complicated yet consistent forms of the
popcom required casting directly, and were all dipped in molten wax to avoid
disintegration in the casting process. The plating was required to unify the forms after
the brazing of the rods and also to prevent darkening due to oxidising. The nickel has
the added association of money, and further emphasises the fact that war and

entertainment are often all about money.
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complicit in illicit deals. Western business practices have undergone much change in the
last few decades, principally in the drive towards greater transparency and accountability
to the public. In this way unscrupulous Chinese firms may have the upper hand on their
Western counterparts when dealing with African leaders who may expect bribes and
kick-backs (United States Embassy to South Africa, 2006: 5). As a result the country has
unprecedented access to markets that the West will not openly touch because of
political pressure. Made In China is an attempt to visualise the uneven relationship
between Africa and China. The grey primer of the cows is a perfect ground to highlight
the red ants which one could imagine to be searching for soft flesh.

The work consists of plastic cows and ants actually mass-produced in China.

































Conclusion

I've attempted to trace a trajectory in sculpture by discussing work created by specific
artists since the mid-1980's that resonates with my own in 2008. My intention has been
to highlight specific works and artistic practices that position my production in an
historical and socio-political context. In so doing | hope to expose a particular thread of
social engagement in contemporary South African sculpture. | believe the artists chosen
for discussion are committed to the idea that art can have a positive role to play in
society, while their work clearly shows an excitement for the matenality of sculpture

and a delight in the hand-made.
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