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South African Rubber and Clay
Material Challenges to the Global Nomad

Elizabeth Perrill

Witnesses to the jet-setting success of a generation that hit the inter-
national stage during the transition into the post-Apartheid era, young
South Africans in their twenties and thirties are finding new positions
within the global artworld. Many of these rising stars choose to focus
on local meaning, a choice that is a subtle challenge to the preceding
generation, artists who have become members of a world that Nicholas
Bourriaud has described as altermodern. The altermodern artist, a
global nomad who embodies life after the postmodern, creates art from
networks and shared signs.! In Bourriaud’s model constellations and
networks of meaning are brought together by the nomad, homo viator,
a pilgrim in search of truth.* Artworks are connections brought together
through narrative and theory. However, as has been pointed out
by Marcus Verhagen, the separation from territory, the celebration
of displacement, remains a troubling underlying assumption of this self-
proclaimed utopian model.?

Using the strengths of what Okwui Enwezor dubbed the aftermo-
dern, a younger generation of South African artists is now highly
invested in material and intellectual meaning that ‘disinherit[s] the vio-
lence of colonial modernity’ in a manner that diverges from altermodern
biennale culture.* These artists are demonstrating that material and lin-
guistic interplay with territories can, in fact, reveal nuanced construc-
tions of engagement with both international and local audiences.
Enwezor described the aftermodern during the first prologue to ‘Alter-
modern’, the 2009 Tate Triennale, curated by Nicholas Bourriaud.
Utilising a parallel to Dante’s Inferno, Enwezor hypothesised a model
in which extant layers of modernity — such as super, developing,
specious, underdeveloped, or aftermodern — coexist simultaneously.
Listeners at the public presentation of this theory criticised Enwezor’s
use of discrete locations to describe these imbricated states of moder-
nity, such as the ‘supermodern West’ or the ‘developing modernity of
China’.> Audience members pointed out that these locations reflected
a dated style of interpretation, a core-periphery model; however,
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Enwezor responded by indicating that layers of modernity exist simul-
taneously in both time and place.® The inner-city slums of Johannes-
burg, spaces of Enwezor’s aftermodern, share a line-of-site with the
Ellis Stadium, one of South Africa’s renovated 2010 World Cup
locations. In this stadium FIFA-sponsored supermodernity whitewashes
over the previously failed or disillusioned architecture of Apartheid’s
speciously modern infrastructure.”

Two artists who embrace the examination of these modern layers with
local precision and flesh out the possibilities of the aftermodern are
Nicholas Hlobo and Clive Sithole. These men are members of a South
African visual arts cohort who value the materials discovered through
the (re)connection and engagement with territories and local meanings.
They play with the edges of the new African modernity, purposefully
drawing in viewers with a superficial seduction and then challenging
the altermodern to realise its own lack when engaging with a new
African-centred perspective.

If Bourriaud posits the entire structure of his project as altermodernist,
Africa, it may be said, at the least is aftermodern, not only because the
narratives of modernity in Africa are predicated on an encounter of antag-
onism but also in the invention of a new African character of modernity
that emerges after the end of modernity.®

After the post-Apartheid transition, both Hlobo and Sithole sought
out territories of belonging — townships, rural areas and urban under-
grounds — as sites of reinvention. Though vulnerable to demands that
they repeat formulas of identity that captivated the artworld during the
post-Apartheid heyday and act as simple representatives of the
Rainbow Nation — Xhosa, Zulu, or Sotho, male or female, straight or
gay — these artists have moved beyond didactic or tokenistic multicultur-
alism. They still value the visual languages that can be drawn from terri-
tories and belonging in lieu of the wandering life of the artist pilgrim,
Bourriaud’s homo viator. Both Hlobo and Sithole dare to reference
deeply local materiality as they explore gender, linguistics and identity
in a world that seems to be praising the pilgrim while forgetting that
éach quest has to begin somewhere.

Hlobo and Sithole’s material specificity embodies demands by each
artist that sets their work apart from the internationally aimed altermo-
dern, the transient artist who uses the network as a disembodied art
object. Engaging with the seductive quality of surfaces, of rubber and
clay respectively, Hlobo and Sithole demand that the non-local audi-
ence members educate themselves if they wish to move more deeply
into the work. Hlobo turns the internationally celebrated medium of
installation art on its ear and makes it listen to a Xhosa dialect.
Sithole, on the other hand, creates ceramic works that challenge
contemporary viewers to pay attention to what African art theorist
Sylvester Okwunodu Ogbechie has described as ‘indigenous forms of
African art whose contemporaneity remains to be theorized’.” Sithole
moulds not only clay but multivalent layers of gendered signs into
contemporary Zulu ceramic vessels. Both artists entice viewers
into an appreciation of form and then demand that they pay
attention to the cultural specificity of media, to linguistic nuance;
they challenge and enrich the assumed transient pre-eminence of the
nomadic altermodern.
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SOUTH AFRICA ALTERMODERN

To understand the importance of local nuance in the.work of Hlobo and
Sithole, we must first see how one altermodern South African artist is
grappling with similar concepts of race and masculinity. Addressing the
Centre for Contemporary Art in Lagos, Nigeria, in July 2009, South
African curator Gabi Ngcobo reminded her audience that many South
African artists are actively negotiating the fears and prejudices surround-
ing black masculinity.'® In a lecture entitled “Transitions’, Ngcobo refer-
enced Anton Kannemeyer’s visual commentary in his ‘N is for Nightmare’
series. In Black Dicks (2008) Kannemeyer uses an easily deciphered
graphic novel montage completed in the style of Hergé, creator of the
Tintin series of comics, to layer political history and contemporary
anxieties. As characters wrestle with snake-like black phalluses before a
map of African conflicts, the main character shouts, ‘Oh My God!!
These black dicks are outta control!’'" Postcolonial anxieties about the
instability of Africa, racially spurred stereotypes of black hyper-
masculinity, and the internationally recognised devices of comics ensure
that transnational viewers comprehend the sociopolitical commentary
of the artist.

Kannemeyer is currently one amongst a cohort working in the archipe-
lago of global art practitioners and-exhibitions that Bourriaud describes in
his catalogue essay for the ‘Altermodern’ exhibition. Having recently
exhibited in the US, France, Réunion and Italy and shown consistently
over the past two decades in South Africa, Kannemeyer is recognised as
an icon in global politically engaged comic book art.'* Kannemeyer estab-
lished his early reputation through Bitterkomix, his collaboration with
Conrad Botes, which lampooned Afrikaner identity by digging up its
deepest anxieties. The explicit satire of Bitterkomix has also been loved
and promoted as a type of underground religion in South Africa for
over two decades. From this work Kannemeyer and his partner both
launched solo careers. Kannemeyer continues his satire; however, his
most recent imagery translates much more readily to a broad global
network of viewers and critics familiar with colonial history.!® Kanne-
meyer’s work is increasingly appealing to the network of the altermodern,
rather than a specifically South African audience. The medium of the
Tintin comic spoofs appeals to African, Asian, South Pacific or European
audiences impacted by this genre. Moreover, Kannemeyer’s recent move
towards monumental works ties him to the lineage of Andy Warhol or
Roy Lichtenstein, artists who were both highly influenced by Hergé’s
ligne claire style of comic.™*

Works in both Kanneméyer’s solo exhibition ‘A Dreadful Thing is
About to Occur’ from April to May 2010 and his inclusions in the June
to July 2010 group exhibition ‘This is Our Time’ reflect a critique of
the postcolonial that could come from many locations in Africa. In ‘A
Dreadful Thing is About to Occur’ Kannemeyer depicts men in an exag-
gerated black-face style engaged in acts of violence against white comic
book characters. Other works depict the same black-face characters in
positions as inept authority figures or in domestic settings. For instance,
one character sits in a well-decorated middle-class home. In this work,
entitled New Boyfriend, we see a white girl stand with her hands on
the black-face character’s shoulders as he addresses what we assume
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Anton Kannemeyer, Black Dicks, 2008, black ink and acrylic on lithographic print, 66 x 50 cm, © Anton
Kannemeyer, courtesy STEVENSON, Cape Town and Johannesburg
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are her parents and says, ‘Mr and Mrs Kannemeyer, I'll come straight to
the point. 'm deeply in love with your daughter, and I'd like to move in
with you.” The shock of the generic white parents and the earnest faces of
the caricatured youths could belong to any of the nations in which Kan-
nemeyer has recently exhibited. Indeed, this use of transposable situations
augments the power of his recent work; he is a contributor to an inter-
national dialogue on race.

“This is Our Time’, composed of twenty-two international art power-
houses, including Glenn Ligon (USA), Pieter Hugo (South Africa),
Shepard Fairey (USA), Jane Alexander (South Africa), Thomas Hirsch-
horn (Switzerland), Berni Searle (South Africa), and Anton Kannemeyer
(South Africa), was created to give the assembled artists’ nuanced
responses to contemporary politics. Given the international familiarity
of the names involved and the increasingly transnationally aimed mess-
ages of Kannemeyer’s work, he could easily be seen as one of Bourriaud’s
altermodern nomads. In this group exhibition Kannemeyer showed
reproductions of colonial-era images of exoticised African cultures. The
images are executed in pencil, ink and acrylics; colonial-era style captions
are retained and emphasise observations that would have originally
accompanied such images. Although Kannemeyer carefully creates a
frame around each reproduction, reminiscent of both a colonial book
or newspaper print and of his own comic book medium, the works con-
tinue to speak in generalisations and stereotypes that are reiterated
through the (post)colonial imagination. The producers and audiences of
these artworks are increasingly a select cosmopolitan set, and the sense
of satire is ambiguous and transposable across national borders.'

The artist, the quintessential nomad of the altermodern, is part of an
elite that can be either celebrated or vilified for its appropriation of global
sets of signs without an investment in the local. Bourriaud has responded
to those who see this as a negative quality by recounting the experience of
Pascale Marthine Tayou, a Cameroonian-born artist living in Belgium:

[For Tayou, the| ‘globalised state of culture’ is already a matter of fact: in
every spot of the planet, you can see this new cultural stratus, coexisting
with the layer of traditional culture and some local specific contemporary
elements. Saying that it is the privilege of the artistic jet set is a pure denial
of the worldwide violence of the capitalist system, or an extreme
naiveness... Let’s face it: artists now have access to information, and
they all use the same toolbox, from Stockholm to Bangkok.®

With this last line, Bourriaud undermines what might stand as a brilliant
observation. The naivety in the comment above lies in its assumption that
the ‘globalised state of culture’ is merely ‘layered” with ‘some local
specific contemporary elements’. Certainly both Tayou, living in the
land where Tintin emerged, and Kannemeyer could expound on the cri-
tique that Hergé-inspired black-face characters convey to a savvy in-
group, but the specificity of the stereotypes recently fell flat with South
African critics used to Kannemeyer’s previously biting satire. A former
admirer of Kannemeyer’s critiques of Afrikaner masculinity and South
African race relations reviewed his recent work and stated:

What worries me is there might need to be a depoliticised gaze, someone
outside, to laugh at the joke. Otherwise the satire has no audience. It
makes for powerful art, important even, but also art that is alienating.'”
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SOUTH AFRICA AFTERMODERN

Another style of voice is emerging and engaging discourses of masculinity
in the South African artistic landscape ~ a subtle tone that has recently
resonated with audiences who are by now familiar with homogenising
aesthetics and altermodern networks. Existing at the same time and in
some of the same spaces, another cohort of South African artists con-
tinues to draw on the local, and not as a mere layer, a varnish of particu-
larity within a ‘globalised culture’. Nicholas Hlobo and Clive Sithole’s art
production challenges the privilege of the nomad and demands that the
global citizen learn new symbols or signs in order to engage with the
symbolism important to each artist’s self-exploration of or challenge to
local meanings. These artists draw from another stratum of Enwezor’s
layered modernity, from the aftermodern existing side-by-side with the
altermodern.

In July of 2009 Hlobo (born 1975) was officially honoured at the Gra-
hamstown National Arts Festival as the winner of South Africa’s most
prestigious national visual arts award: Standard Bank Young Artist.'®
A few months earlier Sithole (born 1971) was awarded the national
first prize in ceramics by the South African Department of Arts and
Culture.'” A mixed-media installation artist and a ceramicist respectively,
both men share a similar drive. Each draws upon a masculinity that revels
in subtle sets of cultural referents, that asks viewers to learn about layers
of meanings and to pay particular attention to identity construction tied
to culturally loaded media beyond the initial seduction of surfaces. In
their award-winning works Hlobo and Sithole reveal worlds of sensual
nuance in rubber and clay that refuse to disclose their deeper implications
to the passing viewer, to the nomad. These thirty-somethings employ pro-
verbs and metaphors, rooted in Xhosa and Zulu linguistics and visual
expression to engage viewers with the psychological and personal
depths of the artist.

Hlobo, a consummate wordsmith, states that linguistic and semiotic
interests consistently form the starting point for his creations, and he
traces formative moments in the social-sexual life of Xhosa youth
through his solo exhibitions. Hlobo’s first solo show in 2006 was titled
‘Izele’ (Giving Birth). His second show, ‘Kwatsiyw’iziko’ (Crossing the
Hearth), dealt with the acts of intimacy prior to birth.2’ With 2009’s
‘Umtshotsho’ (Gathering), Hlobo pushes viewers to consider the develop-
ment of gender relations and sensuality in adolescence and young adult-
hood. Each exhibition has taken viewers further into a visual language
and metaphor of young Xhosa and South African social development.

The artist’s first two solo exhibitions often used relatively obvious
physical referents to guide viewers into his iconography. Dream
Catcher (2006) is perhaps the most striking example of Hlobo’s some-
what naive early work. This sculpture is constructed from an inner
tube, cut and sewn together with pink ribbon. The centre of the circle
is covered with pink woven ribbon and a phallic form projects from the
edge of the ring. This phallus, orifice, cliché of an American Indian
dream catcher, and/or condom made of rubber and ribbon was an
overt reference to S&M, the masculine, the feminine, and psychological
struggle with the subconscious and the other. Hlobo’s sign system was
developed through Dream Catcher, but this piece left a relatively
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Nicholas Hlobo, Dream Catcher, 2006, rubber inner tube, ribbon, 155 x 55 x 25 cm, ©
Nicholas Hlobo, courtesy STEVENSON, Cape Town and Johannesburg, photo: Kathy
Comfort-Skead

narrow metaphorical scope for viewer contemplation that has sub-
sequently been enriched.

The materials in Dream Catcher, rubber and ribbon, contain multi-
layered meanings for Sithole and his developing audience, yet in 2006
they were only beginning to fulfil their symbolic potential; like Joseph
Beuys introducing viewers to the significance of animal fat and felt,
Hlobo begins using the materials that would be integral to later pro-
duction. The predominance of pink and red ribbon, stitching, and
embroidery are used here as signs for the flesh and blood binding together
rubbery skins. Hlobo creates the primer for his sign system in a way that
is, at first, easily approachable to the outsider; however, today the artist
takes fewer pains to explain his basic materials. The forms and material-
ity of Hlobo’s recent artistic production seduce the audience with their
sensuality, only to reveal more subtle visual references when viewers
come halfway and pay attention to the language Hlobo has derived
from local South African referents.
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Nicholas Hlobo, Umtshotsho, 2009, installation with Izithunzi and Kubomuyu, works in progress photographed in the artist’s
studio, © Nicholas Hlobo, courtesy STEVENSON, Cape Town and Johannesburg, photo: John Hodgkiss

In particular, this nuance emerges through materials, the continued
language of rubber and ribbon. Instead of retaining the shape of either
an inner-tube or the smooth width of a ribbon, as in Dream Catcher,
Hlobo’s Standard Bank Young Artist exhibition ‘Umtshotsho’ reflects
the artist’s growing intimacy with and metaphorical handling of
materials. The more ornate forms in the exhibition exemplify Hlobo’s
playful material craftsmanship and cultural references.

All of the eight individual beings in ‘Umtshotsho’ bear ornate tentacles
that hang heavily or reach out to the viewer; they jiggle and sway when
brushed or nudged. Rather than confront a phallus or a condom, viewers
explore figures that wiggle and beckon. The weaving of ribbon on these
forms lacks the formulaic patchwork or symmetry of Dream Catcher or
Intente, another of Hlobo’s works from 2006. The rubber that constitutes
the figures’ flesh is alive with the ripples and movement that Hlobo has
acknowledged as a challenge and a joy of his medium. The inner tube
rubber and the satin ribbons in ‘Umtshotsho’ are also combined with

v
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found objects and reproduction colonial furniture in an organic Baroque
manner that encourages exploration. These eight forms, likened to jellyfish
or spirits by Hlobo, float in space, appearing to socialise and commune.*!

The word umtshotsho refers to a traditional Xhosa youth gathering, a
point of departure for the artist to play with adolescence and developing
gender identity. At a Xhosa umtshotsho youths were historically encour-
aged to socialise, dance, spar and practise sexual behaviours such as
ukusoma, a type of non-penetrative ‘thigh-sex’. Experimental sexual be-
haviour is an aspect of these gatherings that Hlobo highlights during
gallery talks as a moment loaded with homo- and/or hetero-erotic poten-
tial. Yet, as at any party, there are outsiders struggling with identity.

Off to the side of the main sculptural group, one figure sits on a couch,
separated from its peers; here materiality crosses over into a new meta-
phor. The materials in his work reflect an exploration of a new form of
Xhosa youth, the merging of black flesh and ghostly postcolonial forms
in a seamless whole. This individual and couch component is part of
the “‘Umtshotsho’ installation that bears the additional title Izithunzi
(Xhosa for ‘shadows’). The delicate ribbans that stitch together the
black, bulging flesh of this ‘shadow’ spill onto its Victorianate couch.
The attention to detail in the ribbon seams and appliqué on the couch
blend the sitter and seat, the contemporary youth with postcolonial
history. The couch is being consumed by and becoming part of the
figure, just as Xhosa culture has taken in and transformed colonial mem-
ories as a part of itself. Likewise, the individual is changed by this connec-
tion. This is a constructed and layered African modernity, the
aftermodern, as described by Enwezor.

Enriching his visual metaphors with oral exegesis, Hlobo peels away
some of the layered cultural connotations surrounding the material of
inner-tube rubber, and of ribbon. Beyond transnationally discernible refer-
ences to S&M paraphernalia or a cursory understanding of rubber as black
flesh, Hlobo refers to rural male nostalgia. This embedded local reference
takes time for the outsider to unpack. The patching and reworking of inner
tube rubber by rural men symbolises the masculine prowess of auto repair.
Unexpectedly, the world of car maintenance is woven into the gallery.
Indeed, when one looks closely at Hlobo’s sculptures one can see the
patches on his purposefully selected recycled rubber, evidence of this
history of an improvisation during hard times that no longer takes place
in the era of tubeless tires. Hlobo challenges the viewer to delve into
ways this material helped construct rural Xhosa masculinity. Speaking
of his interest in this material, Hlobo remarked, ‘I attribute that to my
being a Xhosa man. I think I have great joy of manhood.’**

Attention to all levels of artistic process, to metaphor and materiality,
mark Hlobo as an extraordinary artist. With his 2009 award and one-
man show at Tate Modern in London in 2008-2009, Hlobo is clearly
established as a contemporary, urbane, transnational artist.”> Yet it is
attention to the specificity of meaning and materials that sets Hlobo’s
work apart from the altermodern. His works are subtle engagements
that continue to reveal depth beyond their surfaces. In the world of instal-
lation art the accumulation of materials is not unusual, but Hlobo
chooses to flesh out his work with collected material from townships
and rural areas; not the rubber of colonial extraction, but that of a specifi-
cally black South African reconstruction.
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The near fetishisation of the act of compacting the surface of a clay vessel
with a smooth object prior to firing is a hallmark of Zulu ceramics and is
obsessed over by artists and collectors alike. Thus, the award-winning
work entitled Transformation challenges all but one aesthetic feature
expected by connoisseurs of Zulu ceramics, both historical and contem-
porary, the shine of the compressed, burnished surface. This skin of the
vessel continues to be prepared and to belie the simplicity of its surface
with gendered layers of meaning. The interpretation of these layered
associations is left open in Sithole’s work but encourages a blurring of
binaries in the ceramic medium.

CONCLUSION

Both Nicholas Hlobo and Clive Sithole create from a place of personal
and individual self-expression informed by cultural nuance and media
specificity. The surfaces of their works reveal the deeper nuances of
gender ambiguity to the viewer who cares to listen and learn about
local connotations beyond the surface. Both men are implying that the
onus is on the viewer to move beyond stereotypes of black masculinity
or gender roles, to see the artist’s love of Xhosa or Zulu masculine
roles blended with nuance and ambiguity. Both of these award-
winning, thirty-something artists challenge viewers to see that contem-
porary masculinity can retain an interest in symbolism that expresses
Xhosa or Zulu manhood while appealing to the transnational viewer at
Tate Modern, a SoHo Gallery or, most recently for Hlobo, at Art Basel
Miami Beach 2010.%” And finally, both demand that the viewer come
at least halfway, with an eye that is knowledgeable and informed,
patient and interested in the possibility of a subtle materialisation of
South African black masculinity.




