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After the Thrill is Gone: Fashion, Politics, and Culture in Contemporary South
African Art examines several questions about post-apartheid art and politics
that remained from my doctoral research on the South African artist and animator William Kentridge. Specifically, I became concerned over the ideologies
of “newness” that marked South Africa’s transition from its apartheid past,
into a multi-racial democracy in 1994. The fourteen artists represented in After
the Thrill use fashion to interrogate this condition of newness, exposing the
residues of colonialism and apartheid that linger in South Africa’s present, and
document the often insubstantial changes in the material conditions of life for
South Africa’s residents after the thrill of apartheid’s end is gone.
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Director’s Forward
The mission of Western Michigan University’s James W. and Lois I. Richmond
Center for Visual Arts is to spark conversation and sustain dialogue about the
social, political, aesthetic, and cultural role of art in the 21st century. From
this perspective, and with the goal of enlisting contemporary art to educate our
community on campus and beyond, After the Thrill is Gone: Fashion, Politics,
and Culture in Contemporary South African Art arrived at Western Michigan
University at an especially timely moment. In September of 2016, when the
exhibition premiered at the Richmond Center for Visual Arts, the United States
was deeply entrenched in an increasingly tense and toxic political environment. Race-relations deteriorated across the country as language propagating
violence against women appeared to escalate. Here in the States, palpable fear
and anxiety forced to the surface deeply seeded questions about borders and
the very notion of belonging.
Examining such issues as immigrant rights, xenophobic discrimination, and
national identity in post-apartheid South Africa, the fourteen artists featured
in After the Thrill is Gone serve to remind that a country’s pronouncement
of “newness”—a new time, a new page—produces very little actual change.
Prompting consideration of myriad ways social and cultural concerns seep
into the literal and metaphoric fabric of our daily lives, the artists featured in
After the Thrill is Gone counter, confront, embody, or disrupt narratives and
histories that shape the past, present, and future of South Africa. The videos,
photographs, sculptures, collages, installations, and textiles featured in After
the Thrill is Gone both lay bare and revision one nation’s specific cultural and
political condition. Collectively and individually, the artists comprising After
the Thrill is Gone embody the indispensable role of the artist as a powerful
messenger—as one who advocates for activism and transparency through the
production of imagery and objects. In so doing, the artists of After the Thrill
is Gone remind us of art’s obligation to gauge and measure injustice as well
as its capacity to act as a voice for those who cannot be heard above the din of
‘politics as usual.’
In the fall of 2017, After the Thrill is Gone: Fashion, Politics, and Culture
will travel to the College of Wooster Art Museum in Ohio. We are delighted
that the life of this exhibition will extend beyond the galleries of the Richmond Center for Visual Arts, where Dr. Andrew Hennlich worked intrepidly
and passionately to realize his curatorial vision. Don Desmett, the Founding
Director of the Richmond Center for Visual Arts, helped establish our Center’s
commitment not only to regional and national contemporary art, but also to
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the work of international artists, and he enthusiastically encouraged Andrew
Hennlich to originate this exhibition. The deep commitment and professionalism of Mindi Bagnall, RCVA’s Coordinator of Exhibitions, remains at the heart
of our day-to-day operations as a dynamic, flexible, and continually changing
exhibition space; Mindi Bagnall was indispensable to every step of the process
and presentation of After the Thrill is Gone. Likewise, the constant support
and encouragement of Tricia Hennessy, Director of the Gwen Frostic School
of Art, was integral and reassuring. I also wish to offer my deepest gratitude
to the exhibition’s public and private lenders; thank you for your generosity
and support. And finally, I extend my sincere appreciation for each and every
participating artist—for their exacting and unyielding dedication to diverse and
highly relevant creative practices. Without you, the exhibition After the Thrill
is Gone would not have been possible.

Indra Lācis, PhD
Director of Exhibitions
James W. and Lois I. Richmond Center for Visual Arts
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After the Thrill Is Gone
Andrew J. Hennlich
History is the subject of a construction whose site is not homogeneous,
empty time, but time filled full by now-time [Jetztzeit]. Thus, to
Robespierre ancient Rome was a past charged with now-time, a past
which he blasted out of the continuum of history. The French Revolution
viewed itself as Rome reincarnate. It cited ancient Rome exactly the way
fashion cites a bygone mode of dress. Fashion has a nose for the topical, no
matter where it stirs in the thickets of long ago; it is the tiger’s leap into the
past. Such a leap, however, takes place in an arena where the ruling class
gives the commands. The same leap in the open air of history is the
dialectical leap Marx understood as revolution.
Walter Benjamin
Thesis XIV, “On the Concept of History”

What makes the “new” South Africa new? After thirty-six years of apartheid
rule, South Africa’s first multiracial elections, which declared Nelson Mandela
president, signified an end to the race-based exclusions of the previous regime.
However, a decade after those momentous elections, the postcolonial theorist Grant Farred questioned the radical break of apartheid’s end, writing,
the ecstatic moment of liberation from racism and the entry into full, equal
citizenship did not last very long; the thrill that it marked for blacks has been
replaced by a confrontation with continuing inequity—whites, and the ruling
black comprador class are the only constituencies who have benefited materially from the end of apartheid—and an ever-growing sense that the new South
African nomos is not sufficiently distinct from its predecessor.1
The injustices of South Africa’s present contain within them specters of its
apartheid and colonial antecedents: as Farred continues, apartheid “will not
permit a historically ‘uncontaminated’ newness.” 2 Structural readjustment
programs that stratify wealth inequality; AIDS denialism; insufficient delivery
of basic services such as sewer, electric and water; police violence over wildcat
strikes at the Lonmin platinum mine near Marikana; high rates of femicide and
intimate partner violence; increasing hostility and violence towards foreigners;
soaring tuition and institutional racism at South Africa’s universities. All these
realities all demand we ask again: What makes the new South Africa new?
For whom? How has it delivered on its promises for change? How is it distinguished from its past?
Taking its title from a special edition of South Atlantic Quarterly that
Farred coedited with Rita Barnard, After the Thrill Is Gone: Fashion, Politics,

¹ Grant Farred, “The Not-Yet Counterpartisan: A New Politics of Oppositionality,” South Atlantic Quarterly
103, no. 4 (Fall 2004), 594-5
² Farred, “The Not-Yet Counterpartisan,” 593.
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³ South African Government, Constitution of the Republic of South
Africa, 1996. http://www.gov.za/
documents/constitution-republic-south-africa-1996 (Last accessed
11 June, 2016).
4
Many scholars have refuted this
division, especially Jacques Derrida
in his “Archive Fever in South Africa,” in Refiguring the Archive, eds.
Carolyn Hamliton, et. al. (Dordrecht,
Netherlands: Kluwer Academic
Publishers, 2002).

5
Nelson Mandela, “Statement of
Nelson Mandela at his Inauguration
as President,” http://www.anc.org.za/
show.php?id=3132 (Last accessed 11
June, 2016).

and Culture in Contemporary South African Art analyzes post-apartheid
newness through sartorial representation. Fashion and textile, central to the
practice of all of the artists included in After the Thrill is Gone, becomes a
political discourse in its own right, used by these artists to explore the social
conditions of, and subjective positions within the post-apartheid state. The
prevalence of the sartorial as a formal and conceptual language within contemporary South African visual culture reveals fashion’s critical capacity to
engage the post-apartheid state through its perpetual dependence on newness.
A central theme in Walter Benjamin’s analysis of modernity, and a signifier of
the “post” in post-apartheid South Africa, fashion endures as social critique by
both revealing the socio-cultural conditions of capitalism and holding within it
a potential to overcome its very commodified cycles of repetition.
Fashion looks forward, evoking the new to differentiate each season’s trends
from the year before, and yet designers continually reference and appropriate
past styles — a 2016 runway show featuring Renaissance-inspired velvet gowns
or David Bowie boots is not surprising. In the recycling of trends, projected as
new, it becomes possible, as Walter Benjamin suggests in the epigraph to this
essay, to understand how these repetitions equally manifest themselves in the
sphere of politics. Reading fashion as a political discourse, After the Thrill Is
Gone considers the work of artists who began their careers in the post-apartheid era through their references to the sartorial —fabric, textile, and fashion—
amounting to strategies for understanding the complexities of South Africa’s
post-1994 moment. These artists reveal, like Farred, that apartheid and colonialism remain specters in the present, just as they turn to fashion to reinvent
themselves and their cultural identities, and to fabricate imaginaries of South
Africa’s future, insisting that the work of liberation is never finished.
Committed to “human dignity,” “non-racialism and non-sexism,” and “universal adult suffrage,” the 1996 South African Constitution sought to extend
civil and political rights to all South Africans, abolishing the race-based rule
constructed during colonialism and expanded under apartheid.3 Accompanied
by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) as a mode of transitional
justice, which exchanged amnesty for a full confession of gross violations of
human rights under the racially segregated system, an archive of apartheid was
built, insisting that its past was separate from its present. 4 First coined by TRC
chair Archbishop Desmond Tutu and repurposed in Mandela’s 1994 inauguration address, the term rainbow nation endowed South Africa’s mission with
the capacity to restore human rights and dignity, “at peace with itself and the
world.”5 And yet, as Eric Worby, Shireen Hassim, and Tawana Kupe write about
the realities of the post-apartheid condition in the wake of anti-immigrant
violence in 2008,
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A decade and a half after the transition to democracy, vast numbers of
South Africans feel anything but included in the nation’s rainbow. Despite
considerable effort, the post-apartheid state has been unable to provide
even basic entitlements of safety, health and the right to secure the means
of life. In the absence of this kind of fundamental protection people are
abandoned by the state and thrown back onto their own resources for
survival. To live in a shack, without any prospect of regular employment,
to be destined to die a slow and undignified death from AIDS or tuberculosis, is to live in a condition of abjection — to be consigned to bare life
beyond the limits of the political community. In the new South Africa as in
the old, killing and being killed are normalized because people are always
dying anyway.6
Making reference to Giorgio Agamben’s biopolitical reading of bare life—a
life sustained by the most minimal of means, and thusly excluded from political communities —Worby, Hassim, and Kupe emphasize a litany of concerns
that define the post-apartheid state as perpetuating the same conditions of
death, precariousness, and exclusion for its citizens as the previous regime.7
Tragically, since then we can also add the South African police force opening
fire on a wildcat strike at the Lonmin Platinum mine near Marikana in August,
2012, that killed thirty-four and left seventy-eight injured in the greatest single
act of state violence since the Soweto Uprising in 1976.8 The police shootings at
Marikana literalize Agamben’s conception of bare life seen through the homo
sacer, where the subject exists through law only in their potential to be killed
with impunity, and thus lay bare “the very codes of political power”.9
Unveiling such codes, Marikana shatters the image of a “rainbow nation”.
Instead, the continuation of state violence, a growing hostility toward immigrants from neighboring nations, and growing economic disparities where
wealth is concentrated with a small elite leave a “low-intensity democracy”
that Patrick Bond and John S. Saul characterize as an “intra-elite economic
deal that for most people, worsened poverty, unemployment, inequality and
ecological degradation, while also exacerbating many racial, gender and geographic differences.”10 These issues point toward a perpetuation of the past in
new guises, of inequality and exclusion leading to an unfulfilled liberation from
apartheid. Thus it is important to consider how newness functions ideologically, concealing what Theodor Adorno described as “an ever-changing sameness.”11 Given fashion’s reliance on newness, its temporality provides a useful
framework for considering the branding of a “new” South Africa and the lack of
meaningful change between past and present.
Newness is at the core of fashion’s temporality. As Walter Benjamin writes
in The Arcades Project, his massive montage-based and unfinished examination of the material conditions of nineteenth-century Paris, “Novelty is the

Eric Worby, Shireen Hasim and Tawana Kupe, introduction to Go Home
or Die Here: Violence Xenophobia
and the Reinvention of Difference in
South Africa, eds. Shireen Hassim,
Tawana Kupe and Eric Worby (Johannesburg: Wits University Press,
2008), 7. The anti-immigrant attacks
began in Johannesburg’s
Alexandria township left 62 dead
and displaced between 80,000 and
200,000 people. As the violence
spread across the country, those
referred to as Makwerekwere, a
slang term, which works across the
multitude of South African languages
to describe migrants working in the
country, were attacked, forcibly
evicted and even burned to death by
roving mobs.

6

On Agamben and “bare life” see
Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and
Bare Life, trans. Daniel Heller-Roazen
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press, 1998).

7

Nick Davies, “Marikana Massacre:
The Untold Story of the Strike Leader
Who Died for Workers’ Rights,” The
Guardian, (19 May, 2015). www.
theguardian.com/world/2015/may/19/
marikana-massacre-untold-story-strike-leader-died-workers-rights
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Agamben, Homo Sacer, 8.

Bond and Saul, South Africa — The
Present as History (Woodbridge, UK:
James Currey, 2014), 145. Bond and
Saul borrow the term from Barry Gills
et. al., Low Intensity Democracy
(London: Pluto, 1993) where a wider
phenomenon of anti-authoritarian
critics emerge as neo-liberal rulers in
post-dictatorship contexts including
South Africa, Argentina, Jamaica and
South Korea to name a few examples.
In addition to the aforementioned
authors Michael Neocosmos, Achille
Mbembe, Sarah Nuttall, Prishani
Naidoo, Ashwin Desai, Jean and John
Comaroff, Martin Murray, Lisa Vettin,
Adam Sitze, Gillian Hart are a few of
many important scholars to consult
on the post-apartheid condition.
10

Theodor W. Adorno, Minima Moralia:
Reflections on a Damaged Life, trans.
E.F.N. Jephcott (London: Verso,
2005), 238.
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Walter Benjamin, The Arcades
Project, trans. Howard Eiland and
Kevin McLaughlin (Cambridge, Mass.:
Belknap Press, 1999), 75.
13

Walter Benjamin, The Arcades
Project, 71, 75.
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Walter Benjamin, The Arcades
Project, 463; Walter Benjamin, “On
the Concept of History,” in Walter
Benjamin: Selected Writings, vol. 4,
eds. Howard Eiland and Michael W.
Jennings, trans. Harry Zohn
(Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press
2003) 391, 396.
15

Walter Benjamin, The Arcades
Project, 463.
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Andrew Benjamin, Style and Time:
Essays on the Politics of Appearance
(Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2006), 26-27.
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Walter Benjamin, The Arcades
Project, 71.
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Walter Benjamin, “On the Concept
of History,” 395.
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Walter Benjamin, “On the Concept
of History,” 395.

20
Ulrich Lehmann, Tigersprung:
Fashion in Modernity (Cambridge,
Mass.: MIT Press, 2000), 244-45.

21

Lehmann, Tigersprung 246-47.

indispensable condition for all fashion.”12 Characterizing fashion as novelty,
Benjamin reveals the insubstantial changes it brings to the social sphere;
instead, its repetitions are an “eternal return of the same.”13 However, this
repetition of the same renders fashion a dialectical image. Fashion persists
as a tool of the ruling class — an object of capitalist exchange, social status
and identification, and as a signifier of aspiration— and yet, by making such
material conditions apparent, fashion simultaneously provides the means to
overcome the unbroken progression of newness characteristic of its commodified status.14 When Benjamin writes that eternality is “far more the ruffle on
a dress than some idea,” he emphasizes fashion’s materiality as history rather
than a conceptual and abstract model.15 The dress ruffle exemplifies Benjamin’s
dialectical image: the ruffle is both ephemeral and transitory; it can be easily
changed from one season to the next, yielding an eternality of fashion that
equally emphasizes the potential for it to always be changed, for the ruffle to
be removed from the neck-lines of dresses, and replaced with a new collar.16
Moving between eternality, where fashion “functions as camouflage for the
quite specific interests of the ruling class” and as an ideology concealing sameness, the transitory shift between styles gives the potential for fashion’s perpetual repetitions to be meaningfully overcome.17 It is this temporality, exposing
its sameness, and opening the future to change that gives fashion a specifically
political capacity.
In Thesis XIV of “On the Concept of History,” Benjamin emphasizes this
capacity to rupture linear narratives of history, characteristic of his messianic and materialist philosophy.18 Benjamin describes Robespierre’s citation
of Rome as a fashioning akin to the designer referencing “a bygone mode of
dress.” Significantly such citation shatters ideological narratives of progress:
instead, revolution, like fashion, moves in a “tiger’s leap,” jumping asynchronously from ancient Rome to Robespierre’s present.19 The leap references the
past as a runway collection might, but does so in such a way as to understand
the past always in relationship to now-time. The leap, already present in
Engels’s and Lukács’s work on dialectics, fashions the future — a radical form
of the new — from the already present fabric of existence.20 Building from this
Marxist tradition, Benjamin understands the tiger’s leap as a kind of rupture,
the same sort of explosion that appears throughout The Arcades Project and
“On the Concept of History” to destroy historical continuity and ideology.
Think, for example, of the explosive power of a tiger to jump and stop on a
dime. It is in this way that the singularity of a garment, which equally leaps
asynchronously into the past to project trends to come, contains the potential
to explode the entire content of history.21 The conclusion to Thesis XIV insists
on the revolutionary potential of fashion’s citation. Revolution, drawing from
the past to change the future, is closely connected to fashion in The Arcades

17

Project, where fashion has an: “incomparable nose . . . for what lies waiting in
the future. Each season brings, in its newest creations, various secret signals of
things to come.”22 Fashion, which both potentiates an exposition of the ideological trappings of newness and yet also opens the potential for materially
substantial forms of change, becomes a potent material and metaphor by which
the artists in After the Thrill Is Gone engage the political and social conditions
of post-apartheid South Africa.
While Benjamin’s sustained consideration of fashion’s relationship to historical materialism and newness in particular are central to my approach in
After the Thrill Is Gone, Benjamin is not alone in his sociocultural analysis of
fashion: he draws from Georg Simmel’s pioneering sociological studies on fashion and adornment, and provides a considerable influence on Adorno’s work on
newness and fashion (most notably emphasized in Adorno’s work on jazz and in
Aesthetic Theory).
Benjamin’s influence is considerable within fashion studies, especially in the
work of Caroline Evans and Elisabeth Wilson. In a broader theoretical context,
Giorgio Agamben, Jean Baudrillard, and Roland Barthes have all also written
on its disjunctive temporalities, spectacular and simulacral commodity status,
and its semiological function.23
As Benjamin emphasizes the role fashion plays in modernity, Victoria
Rovine’s African Fashion, Global Style places fashion within an Afro-modern
dialectic of local traditions and global cosmopolitanisms, between the atelier and the vernacular.24 Rovine, Sarah Nuttall, and Mpolokeng Bogatsu all
equally emphasize fashion’s role in imagining a post-apartheid newness, as
seen in so-called Gen Y or “Loxion Kulcha,” a middle-class South African youth
culture emergent in the 1990s commonly associated with the fashion labels
Stoned Cherrie and Sun Goddess. These labels created an image intertwining
youthful rebellion and nostalgia— in, for example, the use of workers’ uniforms
and seshoeshoe (a dyed and printed cotton fabric originally used in Sotho
garments, but common throughout South Africa) — and drew from images of
South Africa’s apartheid history including Drum magazine covers (a periodical
similar to Life or Paris Match that equally blended pinup photographs, celebration of black nightlife, and reportage on apartheid legislation), and pictures of
Black Consciousness leader Steven Biko.25 Fashion, as studies of Gen Y reveal,
cite the past, but do so in order to project an image of a redeemed South Africa,
free from its past and opening to the same sense of newness promised in the
country’s “rainbow nation” image.
Fabric, such as seshoeshoe, plays a significant role in recreating images of
nostalgia in Gen-Y fashion. Like fashion, Benjamin also turns toward fabric
to understand the functions of history, narrative, and aesthetic production
that resist such simple accountings of tradition and inheritance. In Benjamin’s

Walter Benjamin, The Arcades
Project, 64.

22

23
See: Giorgio Agamben, What is an
Apparatus, trans. David Kishik and
Stefan Pedatella (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2009); Roland
Barthes, The Fashion System, trans.
Matthew Ward and Richard Howard
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1983), Jean
Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and
Death, trans. Iain Hamilton Grant
(London: SAGE Publications, 1993).

Victoria Rovine, African Fashion,
Global Style (Bloomington, IN:
Indiana University Press, 2015), 6.

24

25
Mpolokeng Bogatsu; “‘Loxion
Kulcha’: Fashioning Black Youth
Culture in Post-Apartheid South
Africa,” English Studies in Africa 45,
no. 2 (Jan, 2009) 1-11; Leora Farber,
“Africanising Hybridity? Toward an
Afropolitan Aesthetic in Contemporary South African Fashion Design,”
Critical Arts 24, no. 1 (2010), 144146; Sarah Nuttall; “Stylizing
the Self: The Y Generation in Rosebank, Johannesburg,” Public Culture
16, no. 3 (2004), 430-452; Victoria
Rovine, African Fashion Global Style.
Seshoeshoe is an indigo dye discharge
print brought to South Africa in the
mid-nineteenth century by German
missionaries and eventually adopted
by many cultural groups in South Africa. On Drum see: Tamar Garb, Figures
and Fictions: Contemporary South
African Photography (Göttngen:
Steidel and V&A Publishing, 2011),
35-39; Michael Chapman ed., The
Drum Decade, Stories from the 1950s
(Pietermaritzburg: University of the
Natal Press, 1989). Was it Something
I Wore: Dress, Identity, Materiality,
eds. Moletsane Relebohile, Claudia
Mitchell and Ann Smith, (Cape Town:
HSRC Press, 2012) is a useful survey of
the social issues of identity
and performativity in southern
African cultures.
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Walter Benjamin, “The Storyteller,” in Walter Benjamin: Selected
Writings, vol. 3, eds. Howard Eiland
and Michael W. Jennings, trans. Harry
Zohn (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap
Press, 2002).
26

27
Esther Leslie, “Walter Benjamin
Traces of Craft,” in Obscure Objects
of Desire: Reviewing Crafts in the
Twentieth Century, eds. Tanya Harrod
and Helen Clifford (London: Crafts
Council, 1997), 22.
28
Walter Benjamin, “On the Image of
Proust,” in Walter Benjamin: Selected
Writings, vol 2, bk. 1, eds. Howard
Eiland and Michael W. Jennings,
trans. Harry Zohn (Cambridge, Mass.:
Belknap Press, 2005), 238.
29

Esther Leslie, “Walter Benjamin:
Traces of Craft,” 26.

30
Walter Benjamin, “The Author as
Producer,” in Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings, vol. 2, bk. 2, eds. Howard
Eiland and Michael W. Jennings, trans.
Edmund Jephcott (Cambridge, Mass.:
Belknap Press, 2005), 774-75.

short essay “The Storyteller,” he aligns craft production, such as weaving, with
storytelling: the storyteller’s years as a journeyman enable him to return home,
telling tales of his travels as he shuttles his loom.26 The haptic faculties of
crafting literally weave history, as Esther Leslie points out; the Latin term for
text, textum, refers to the act of weaving a textile.27 Benjamin emphasizes this
point when referring to Proust’s mémoire involontaire as the “work of spontaneous recollection, in which remembrance is the woof and forgetting the warp,”
locating the work of memory within the tactility of fabric.28 Just as Proust’s
Recherche emphasizes the small and often seemingly forgettable instance as
something exploding into a cascading set of recollections, Leslie underscores
the importance that the tactility of craft—such as weaving—plays in Benjamin’s
reading of Dada.29 Dadaism, Benjamin argues, incorporates the everyday like
a thread in a loom, working against the homogenizing fashionableness of New
Objectivity, and thus imbuing Dada with revolutionary potential.30 Like the
tiger’s leap, it is Dadaists’ use of the fragment that reveals the political relationships between past, present, and future, posed against the empty time of
fashion’s ideologies.
Laying this foundation between the false newness of post-apartheid South
Africa and Benjamin’s sociologically engaged reading of fashion’s political
and social temporalities where the concept of newness figures heavily, this
essay groups the artwork in After the Thrill Is Gone into four broad categories: “Haunting,” which examines the politics of visibility and erasure after
apartheid’s end; “Reinventing Tradition,” attending to artistic practices that
repurpose cultural traditions; “The Chiffonnier,” emphasizing appropriation
and bricolage; and finally “Imagined Nationalisms,” which addresses fictive
reinventions of the nation as allegory.

Haunting

31

Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx,
trans. Peggy Kaumf (London:
Routledge, 1994), xviii, 48.

Haunting makes reference to Derrida’s Specters of Marx, where the ghost,
like fashion, is a disjointed form of temporality: both the future to come and,
bringing with it, “a politics of memory, of inheritance and of generations,” a
“responsibility, beyond all living present … before the ghosts of those who are
not yet born or who already dead.”31 Haunting is both past and future manifest in the present. The spectral, the trace, and the silhouette (also evoking
dress-patterns and thus fashion) all signify a form marked by absence. It calls
to attention what is missing from the framework of the now, and that which
needs to be redeemed in the future. Significantly, Specters of Marx emphasizes
apartheid’s ongoing haunting of the present. Derrida dedicated the text to the
South African communist revolutionary Chris Hani, who was assassinated
days before Derrida gave his lecture. Clearly thinking of Hani’s death, but also
the spectral metaphors of Marx’s work, whose relevance became uncertain as
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Cold War ideologies withered, Derrida sees the specter as an ethical adjuration
central to life: the specter lives with us, making a demand from the past “for
those who are not yet born or who are already dead”.32 Like the asynchronous
tiger’s leap — bound to Benjamin’s own insistence that class struggle retain
the image of its ancestors in “On the Concept of History”—Derrida’s specters
insist on the past’s residues as a demand for a justice that affirms the future
as transformative.33 Read into the practices of these artists, haunting returns
to the past, but also shatters the empty temporality of the “rainbow nation” by
insisting on the ethical demands of a transformative future that pays heed to
the serious structural and political issues of South Africa’s present.
Haroon Gunn-Salie’s work with former residents of District Six translates
their narratives of displacement into visual representations that bear witness to both the destruction of communities under apartheid and the lack of
restoration achieved in the post-apartheid present. A mixed-race community
in Cape Town’s city center, District Six was declared whites-only in 1966 under
the Group Areas Act, enabling the apartheid government to forcibly remove
sixty thousand residents to distant townships known as the Cape Flats in an
effort to make way for working-class white housing.34 Sunday Best, a bronze
cast of a blue notched-lapel sleeveless dress absent its wearer, intervenes into
the abandoned buildings of the neighborhood renamed Zonnebloem under
apartheid, to reveal the absence of these communities within their former
homes and within Cape Town.
Gunn-Salie collaborated with former District Six resident Susan Lewis to
produce Sunday Best. Lewis discussed the importance of the dress, her church
clothes, worn to promenade in the Company’s Gardens, fashioning pride in
the self and projecting her presence within Cape Town.35 However, after the
forced removals, the pride and self-confidence the dress communicated were
destroyed along with her former home; relocating to the distant Cape Flats
made the promenade impossible. By casting the dress in bronze, Gunn-Salie
emphasizes the absence of its owner, metaphorically suggesting Lewis’s separation from her home and the destruction of the District Six community. Binding
fashion to architecture, Gunn-Salie installed Sunday Best in an empty District
Six building as a means of drawing attention to the gaps within the reparative
discourses of the post-apartheid nation, speaking to Lewis and countless others whose place within the city and their former homes has yet to be realized.
The absent body is a theme Gunn-Salie continues in Amongst Men, this
time using several hundred tagiya, which are worn by Muslim men during daily
prayers. Hanging from the gallery’s ceiling, the tagyia form a collective solidarity against apartheid, representing the funeral of Imam Abdullah Haron, cleric
of the Al-Jamia Mosque in Claremont, Cape Town.36 Haron was a member of
the Pan-African Congress (PAC): an anti-apartheid and pan-Africanist party
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Throughout South Africa’s history
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responsible for organizing demonstrations against South Africa’s segregationist pass laws.37 Additionally, Haron co-founded Muslim News, which along
with his sermons became a platform for him to emphasize the racial brutality
and un-Islamic foundations of apartheid, calling for South Africa’s Muslim
community to resist South Africa’s racist legislation.38 In response to Haron’s
activism, the South African Security Branch detained him under the Terrorism
Act in May 1969, torturing and eventually murdering him. The Security
Branch reported that the death was due to the imam having “fallen down the
stair-case.”39 To memorialize Haron, for whom Gunn-Salie is named, GunnSalie hung the tagyia at the relative height and angle of mourners at Haron’s
funeral, who numbered more than forty thousand. The tagyia in Amongst Men
are accompanied by a recording of the poet and Black Consciousness activist
James Matthews reciting a poem written at the time of Imam Haron’s death
and recited in old age. 40
By using the tagyia absent any wearers, Amongst Men floods the gallery with
shadows, multiplying both the mourners and the ghosts of those who died from
apartheid violence. Thus Gunn-Salie insists upon a continued mourning for
apartheid, just as Derrida insists that apartheid reveals “so many other kinds of
violence going on in the world,” emphasizing our responsibility to resist injustice.41 Projecting Matthew’s frail voice asking whether the imam was a patriot or
a terrorist further underscores this point, renewing the relevance of the representation of Islam in the present while providing an anti-memorial without any
ideological statuary to ongoing struggles against apartheid injustice. 42
Gunn-Salie’s shared communal memory urgently insists on the representation of loss, simultaneously as a form of collective mourning and equally a call
for solidarity and activism. Such sartorial identification forms solidarity through
collective mourning in Gabrielle Goliath’s Berenice 10-28, which addresses the
impact of domestic violence in South Africa. Berenice 10-28, nineteen photographs of women wearing the same white vest, memorializes Berenice Goliath’s
best friend and classmate who was shot and killed in her Kimberly home as
the result of a domestic accident on Christmas Eve in 1991. 43 By asking family
members, friends, and even strangers encountered in public spaces to sit for
the portraits, Goliath fosters solidarity between these women. While the sartorial collectivizes them, the vest’s repetition redoubled in the studio backdrop,
the red border, and the serialized titles address the homogenizing force of statistics that obscure the subjective impact of domestic violence. 44 By confronting
the viewer with the faces of nineteen women, Berenice 10-28 suggests Emmanuel
Levinas’s entre-nous: the face as the origin of being, moral consciousness, and
collectivity.45 Uniting these faces, each wearing the same vest, Goliath engenders
a space of collective mourning for such losses and asks us to confront the invisible
forms of destruction—psychic and traumatic—that domestic violence creates.
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An earlier project, Ek Is ’n Kimberley Coloured, considers the complexities of representing racial and linguistic identification within South Africa’s
coloured community. Goliath repeats the Afrikaans title, which means “I am a
Coloured person from Kimberley,” in Portuguese, French, and Spanish subtitles to three self-portraits. Coloured, an ethnic label in South Africa, denoting
people of mixed ethnic origin including Khoisan, white, Malay, and other Asian
groups, is appropriated by Goliath as a signifier of pride. Goliath adopted the
phrase after a family member uttered it at a family gathering, and in her repurposing she emphasizes such pride by asserting a self-fashioned identity spoken
through the language of the colonizer. In Ek Is ’n Kimberley Coloured Goliath
depicts a sultry, film-noir vampish pose, smoking; a self-knowing intellectual
clutching a book; and a young woman applying makeup in a vanity mirror preparing for a night out. Each of these images, which are subtitled, references the
cinematic—romantic, intellectual, and aspirational tropes —that foreground
selfhood as performed and affirming such ethnic categories. The work reflects
on Goliath constantly being questioned about her identity, to being asked,
“Who are you?” Goliath responds with a subjective and individuated affirmation of identity, addressing the contentious nature of “coloured” within South
Africa’s history. Given the use of photography in passbooks as a way to classify
race, self-fashioning in Goliath’s work reclaims terms like coloured as an individual construct of beauty, resistant to such objectifying linguistic structures.
Like Goliath, Mohau Modisakeng’s self-portraits call attention to the body
as a site of contested identity. Modisakeng represents the black body as indelibly marked by the legacies of colonialism and apartheid, treating his body
as a repository of memory for generations subject to the systems of brutality
enacted by racial classification and imperial domination. Literalizing skin,
Modisakeng appears in Inzilo — which is an isiZulu word for widowhood— in
a simple black wrap skirt, seated in a mourning and fasting ritual reserved for
women known as ukuzila. 46 In Inzilo, Modisakeng peels and reattaches layers
of deep black wax from his skin. Gathering several fragments of wax in his
wrap skirt, Modisakeng throws them upward as a cloud of soot. Skin and fashion press close together in Modisakeng’s work. As Susan-Buck Morss argues in
her reading of Benjamin’s The Arcades Project, “fashion, the phantasmagoria
of commodities presses closest to the skin. Now clothing is quite literally at the
borderline between subject and object, the individual and the cosmos.”47 Often
using animal hide, a form of skin, alongside of the wrap skirt — drawing associations to Zulu garments — Modisakeng’s work locates the subject as blackness.
Like Buck-Morss’s understanding of fashion as objectification, Modisakeng
emphasizes colonialism’s objectification of black bodies, what Frantz Fanon
described as “an epidermal racial schema.”48 The skirt draws us close to the
body, performing a mourning ritual for generations of violence enacted against
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The red border running around the
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the metaphors attached to this skin. Through mourning, as Inzilo suggests,
Modisakeng implicates the violence of colonialism as present within generations living after formal decolonization that reduces the subject to a condition
of race and yet, by foregrounding blackness, allows his body to stand in and
mourn for generations who suffered under colonial domination. 49 Leaving his
body in this state of perpetual mourning, standing in for generations who continue to experience the violence of colonialism in different guises, Modisakeng
elicits a critical resistance to epidermalization: instead, his blackness becomes
a form of memory and resistance to the force of nationalism.50 Likewise, Ga
Bose Gangwe, places twelve men in white wrap skirts, an austere binary of
black and white. The volume of the skirts helps emphasize the movement of the
men who rise up in tortured gestures, only to sink back downward, rendering
solidarity and its sundering in a repeated loop. Recently, Hlonipha Mokena describes these skirts as deeply symbolic of township life in Soweto, their hakama-like tailoring calling to mind the ever-present cycles of anime, martial arts
films and Bruce Lee movies on television and cinema in 1970s South Africa.
Mokena posits the garment as a repository of memory for township traditions,
but such referents also speak to the tensions of self-fashioning as a form of
resistance—the lone kung fu hero fighting for justice — and the perpetual need
for violence against injustice present in Modisakeng’s work.51
Ditaola replaces the flowing wrap skirt of Inzizlo and Ga Bose Gangwe,
with a pleated skirt— an isidwaba, a traditional cowhide Zulu skirt worn
by women to signify married status. Wearing the isidwaba adorned with a
cowbell and fuzzy cap, Modisakeng evokes a “cattle complex”— a psychological
malady coined by anthropologist Melville Herskovits to bind cattle farming
communities in South Africa to their livestock.52 Returning to the melancholic
rituals of Inzilo, such a complex leaves Modisakeng mourning for the loss of
traditional forms of South African community. Using the Setswana word for
divination, ditaola, Modisakeng leaps like the tiger into South Africa’s past in
an attempt to see the future. Here antiquated colonial rifles clash with the rapidity of the dove’s wings taking flight, just as the colonizer’s gun accompanies
the dove as a symbol of peace. Releasing the dove into the future, Modisakeng
invokes tradition through the isidwaba; through fashion, the piece binds
together forms of memory and history writing that document the legacies of
disenfranchisement and displacement that began with the colonizer’s rifle.
With that, Modisakeng moves forward to the economic and social inequities of
the present. In a constant state of being subjugated through racial schemas of
colonialism perpetuated in “convenient myth/fiction[s] founded on the ideal of
non-racialism and equality,” Modisakeng places himself in a state of mourning
that refuses to forget South Africa’s history of subjugation, all the while insisting on the need to overcome its foundational violence.53
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Like Modisakeng, Mary Sibande draws from sartorial traditions of domestic
labour. Sibande crafts garments betwixt and between a Victorian ball gown
and maid’s uniform for her alter ego and heroine Sophie, the central figure in
Sibande’s fashion-based, sculptural, and photographic practice. Sibande’s work
confronts her matriarchal lineage of domestic workers and calls upon these traditions to fashion a critical resistance to the class- and race-based hierarchies
evoked in such garments.
Confronting the politics of labor and race, which overlap for domestic
workers, Sophie’s dress in I Put a Spell on Me is equally a maid’s uniform in
the bodice, apron, and headscarf and, through the densely voluminous skirt,
a Victorian ball gown. As a unified garment, Sophie’s dress juxtaposes symbols of power and submission that through Sibande’s fashioning construct a
cunning fairy tale heroine capable of subverting these antimonies. Sibande
emphasizes the importance of self-transformation in her work, arguing that as
an artist she personally wants to move away from the images of subservience
the maid’s outfit represents, to “mould [her] future into something better.”54
Specifically, Sibande draws inspiration from individuals such as Madam C. J.
Walker, who in the early twentieth century founded her own line of beauty and
hair care products, becoming an incredibly successful African American businesswoman and philanthropist. As Sibande’s mother opened a hair salon and
became a self-sustaining businesswoman as well, she emphasizes the importance of dressing well as a form of resistance: looking good regardless of one’s
circumstances.55 In I Put a Spell on Me, Sibande foregrounds the transformative capacity of fashion: Sophie wears an aquamarine dress associated with
the Zionist Church and clutches a staff wrapped in brown leather embossed
with the Louis Vuitton logo.56 Zionism practices the appeasement of ancestors,
draws heavily from African traditions, uses staffs as a prophetic tool, and believes in dream mandates, enabling the leader of a church to relate to the past
to deliver prophecies of the future. By wrapping the staff in Louis Vuitton leather, fashion performs a similar prophetic function, as a symbol among township
youths of the potential for the blingy opulence of Rick Ross or Lil Wayne. As
a Zionist prophet, Sophie sees the future and yet, through the commodified
leather on her staff, queries the substantive nature of such prophecies.57
Sophie’s personal resistance in I Put a Spell on Me, is confronted by the
material weight of . . . Of Prosperity. Sophie, again in maid’s uniform, struggles
with several bags, drowning in a colony of hexagonal shapes that spill from her
dress’s skirt. The hexagons, a beehive like form, metaphorically suggest industriousness, royalty (played at elsewhere in Sibande’s oeuvre), and the colony, all
central to South Africa’s history.58 Constrained by the structured and regimented form of the hive, Sophie questions whose prosperity is it? Surrounded
in such a way, Sibande’s sculpture calls to mind Benjamin’s description of
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crinoline “as fortified ‘imperialism which spreads out and puffs up,’” emphasizing the garment’s capacity to subject its wearer to domination.59 While
subjecting Sophie to a physical burden, the dress equally disintegrates traditional forms of royalty—the Victorian dress — appearing closer to a conceptual
Comme des Garçons garment. Her Majesty Queen Sophie (fig. 10, 2010) makes
and undoes tradition; Sophie wears a beaded Masai neckpiece that forms rays
of light behind her head—making her simultaneously a queen and a Madonna
figure—and that unravels into long strands of beads pooling at her feet.60
Sophie struggles with past and present, constraint and liberation through
the sartorial most clearly in A Terrible Beauty Is Born. Clad in a purple dress,
Sophie is overwhelmed by tentacles pulling at her bonnet and apron.61 She is
in conflict, as Sibande describes it: Sophie is dying as a maid and reborn as an
aggressive figure.62 The purple gown suggests a priest’s robe and royal heraldry,
but more centrally refers to a 1989 protest in Cape Town during which police
sprayed purple dye at protestors to facilitate their arrest after the protest.
During the march to Parliament, a protestor climbed atop the armored vehicle
spraying dye, turning the nozzle on the office buildings, including the headquarters of the National Party, which ruled during apartheid. In the days following the protest, graffiti appeared throughout Cape Town proclaiming, “The
Purple Shall Govern,” which Sibande appropriated for her 2013 Standard Bank
Award exhibition.63 In A Terrible Beauty Is Born, Sophie is liberated, but it is
a false liberation: “The Purple Shall Govern” equally reflects on “rich people in
the townships wearing a lot of bling,” echoing the extreme levels of wealth inequality, of “whites, and the ruling black comprador class . . . the only constituencies who have benefited materially from the end of apartheid.”64 In titling A
Terrible Beauty Is Born, Sibande references W. B. Yeats’s poem “Easter 1916,”
which expresses anxiety, optimism, and uncertainty in the wake of the Easter
Rising and its demands for Irish Republicanism. Yeats speaks with both hope
and fear for a state not yet born, redoubled in South Africa after apartheid’s
end, on one level a freedom, and at another, a different form of struggle.

Traditions/Newness

While Sibande hints at the potential of unmaking tradition, repurposing metaphors, and the materiality of fashion as a site both of remaking and of criticism,
this section examines artists whose practices variously engage traditions of
Xhosa language, threadwork—macramé, lacework, crochet— and religious
identity. Reworking tradition, these artists draw from materially bound
metaphors to undo, complicate, and deconstruct binaries evoked through sartorial signification.
Nicholas Hlobo embraces Xhosa masculinity. By binding leather, organza, rubber, knit jersey, and canvas together with ribbon in his sculptures and

25

paintings, Hlobo, who titles his works in formal Xhosa, reinterprets masculinity within Xhosa culture.65 Stitching together cut seams, Hlobo’s work brings
eroticism and tradition into contact with each other. His 2009 exhibition
Umtshotsho considers in part how Xhosa culture unexpectedly accommodates
homosexual contact. Ukusoma are parties where “adolescents are permitted—in fact, encouraged—to have non-penetrative thigh-sex as part of the
umtshostsho rituals which channel their libidos in the years before the boys go
off to be initiated and circumcised.”66 Hlobo continues: “what you can do with
girls, you can do with boys.”67 The umthsostsho parties open a space where the
body can be celebrated, open to desire, and free to be displayed.68
Roland Barthes writes that the edge, which is central to Hlobo’s work, is
conformist, canonical, and traditional, and yet “mobile, blank (read to assume
any contours).” Barthes continues: “these two edges, the compromise they
bring about, are necessary. Neither culture nor its destruction is erotic; it is
the seam between them, the fault, the flaw which becomes so.”69 In Qhuba or
Li-isobar Neminmoya ngeyeKhala the cut is tradition: it forms a gap, making
a mark on the surface of the canvas, but also evokes the erotic, binding the two
edges of the canvas together with ribbon, marks the cut as a fault line —not an
act of destroying the painting but rather an interplay. Significantly, Hlobo does
this not only through the cut but also through his work’s materiality.
Ngumgudu Nemizando (fig. 14, 2008), a stitched leather silhouette of a figure wearing worker’s boots is connected by several leather umbilici to an inner
tube testicle/womb/stomach-like form. The rough industrial material, highlighted by the workers’ boots stamped with the phrase Egoli—the isiZulu word
for Johannesburg, meaning place of gold— offsets the feminine silk, ribbon,
and organza of Li-isobar. Moreover, the rubber and leather make reference to
S&M wardrobes, materiality resonant with Hlobo’s umtshotsho —not in terms
of the Xhosa parties, but rather with respect to the Skyline, a Johannesburg
gay club. Materially locating an alternative umtshotsho in the urban environment of Johannesburg, Hlobo represents such experiences through materials
that are equally present in rural Xhosa labour: the worker’s boots and the
rubber that one would use to patch tires.70 Shuttling between forms of masculinity, Hlobo’s explorations — of Johannesburg’s urban environment and rural
forms of labour, or in gay and straight rituals of knowing the self—locates the
Barthian seam, unsettling distinctions of masculinity by using materials that
reference masculine labour and desire equally. Binding these seams with ribbon, Hlobo’s work is mindful of traditional distinctions of masculinity refashioned in their contact with the erotic.
Primarily working with bobbin lace and other forms of threadwork, Pierre
Fouché engages with traditional forms of craft whose materialism, like Hlobo’s
interest in traditions of language, deconstruct the gendered and cultural
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significations that the materiality of threadwork signifies. Throughout Fouché’s
practice, an exploration of the public and intimate —the closeness of lace and
the visibility of eroticism found on a Tumblr account, for example — explores
representation to “understand how we engage with the world,” exposing the
complexities between desire and politics contained in the image.71
For After the Thrill Is Gone, Fouché produced a knotwork bondage harness,
The Last Time You Let Me Do This to You. Fouché’s S&M harness may appear
to be vastly different from his bobbin lace portraits, but in fact it engages a very
similar divide between public and private. On the one hand, the harness evokes
public display: the pose cites the torso of Michelangelo’s Rebellious Slave and
equally references military display by using decorative passementerie in the harness, and on the other hand references the intimate and consensual experience
of BDSM practices. Fouché points out that much of the ropework for the harness — which speaks to the visibility of alternative sexualities and an intimacy
between partners of trust, consent, and bliss—derives from knots used in maritime trade and the restraint of slaves, evoking systems of dominance and control
that hold special valence, given Cape Town’s foundational history as a maritime
way station, and that move beyond its consensual sexual signification.72 Fouché
subsequently destabilizes the freedom of such practices, implicating the colonial
and militaristic histories inherent in these images of bliss and liberation.
In The Lacemaker’s Notebook II, a companion to The Last Time You Let Me
Do This to You, Fouché collects lace samplers, postcards of paintings and exhibitions, pictures printed from the Internet, patterns, and other ephemera that
further reference the complexities of discipline and desire. Looking through
the series of ephemera, one finds, for instance, the gridded cells of the pattern creating a strict set of instructions that contrasts with the improvisation
of Fouché’s lacework. It reveals the regimented discipline of learning bobbin
lacemaking, a traditionalism that suddenly shifts to the random and digital
in a photo of a man removing his jeans at a protest that Fouché culled from
a Google search for “underwear.” Elsewhere, we see a sign specifying men’s
hours at a Turkish bathhouse in Cape Town that evokes homosocial spaces and
orientalist desire; each object, in its resonances with and dissimilarities to
the remainder of the collection, elicits a chain of associations that unsettle the
gendered norms one might expect from lacework.73
Benjamin’s essay on Eduard Fuchs, notable for his large collections of
pornographic imagery (recall Fouché’s own interest in the display of the erotic),
locates the collector as resistant to narratives of semblance and harmony in
art history. Instead, Benjamin links the collection to weaving: “For centuries,
threads can become lost, only to be picked up again by the present course of
history in a disjointed and inconspicuous way.”74 Fouché writes about his collection in similar terms:
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The studio pinboard is a seemingly random collection of objects
that accumulate over time. At some point, usually close to the end
of a body of work the threads that connect these seemingly random artifacts start to connect in ways that I never imagined when
I stuck down a postcard, or finished a quick technical sample.
The individual thread long forgotten, then suddenly picked up in the
present, is apparent in Fouché’s work in traditional forms of Afrikaner craft
imported from Europe. Despite incorporating traditional forms of threadwork, Fouché suddenly exposes the history of maritime trade, slavery, the
complexities of digital intimacy, the representation of queered bodies, desire
and consent, and sexual identities as woven into the history of these materials.
However, attentive to the global, social, and political contexts of the harness
or lacework, Fouché’s technical mastery of threadwork unravels the normative
constructions of identity and tradition that these materials signify.
Hlobo and Fouché both deconstruct circumscribed traditions, reinterpreting those practices, in order to queer their associations. In a very different vein,
the twins Hasan and Husain Essop work with digital photography to represent
the complexity of Muslim identity both globally — asking what it means to be
Muslim in the larger cosmopolitan community of Islam — and locally, navigating the specificity of regional geographies, such as their upbringing in the Cape
Muslim community. Digital manipulation allows the Essops to appear multiple
times in their work—and they are always already replicated, in some sense, as
twins; this strategy of repeated representation arises from a necessity to avoid
depicting other human forms, on account of certain prohibitions in Islam.75
Repeating themselves, the Essops often take on radically different guises in
their work, what they describe as an “east versus west conflict.”76 For instance,
in Untitled Portrait I & II, Husain dresses in a Puma jumper, pointing his fingers, suggesting modes of expression common in hip-hop fashion in the United
States, Chavs in Britain, and trendy dress for young men in the Cape Muslim
Community. Conversely, Hassan’s traditional dress, paired with a red-starred
khaki beret, signifies traditional Muslim identity, just as the beret conjures images of Che, and thus Soviet solidarity in many North African countries where
Islam is predominant.
In each photograph, the Essops consider how to navigate belonging as Cape
Townian youths and as Muslims (often fraught in secular spheres such as art
school parties), but they alert us to the complexities of what it means to be
Muslim in various localities and traditions. Clothing, for the Essops, signals the
diverse ways in which Islam is represented around the world, and at the same
time apparel can be a way of self-fashioning one’s commitment to faith.77
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The Chiffonier
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Benjamin, drawing from Charles Baudelaire, understands the chiffonnier, or
rag-picker, as the dialectical counterpart to the flâneur. The flâneur’s affluence
and perpetual idling, bringing him into close contact with endless storefront
displays of commodities and a never-ending search for the new, witnesses the
emergence of modernity through consumption.78 The chiffonnier serves equally
as a witness, but through a different function he is also
a man whose job it is to gather the day’s refuse in the capital.
Everything that the big city has thrown away, everything it has lost,
everything it has scorned, everything it has crushed underfoot he
catalogues and collects. He collates the annals of impertinence, the
capharnaum of waste. He sorts things out and selects judiciously; he
collects, like a miser guarding a treasure, refuse which will assume
the shape of useful or gratifying objects between the jaws of the
goddess of Industry.79
Appropriating scraps, the chiffonier, like the flâneur, is sustained by capitalism, but unlike the fetishized existence led by the flâneur, the repurposing of
waste imbues a different critical capacity to the chiffonnier. Through the labour
of sorting, collecting, and creating, the chiffonnier’s practice finds a close
kinship with the collector and the bricolage practices of Dada and surrealism’s
material engagement with the discarded, which Benjamin finds revolutionary.80
By understanding the rag as form of fabric, and thus leading us to the chiffonnier, this section thinks through fabric, collage, and appropriation as practices
that rupture the euphoric veneers of progress in post-apartheid South Africa.
Jody Paulsen, who alongside his artistic practice is the creative director
for AKJP, one of South Africa’s most recognized fashion brands, works with
synthetic felt to build vibrant stream of consciousness collages whose electric
colors and use of advertisements, like billboards in Times Square or Benjamin’s
reading of the Arcades, simultaneously overwhelm and delight the viewer.
Engaging these tangled webs of mass culture and instantaneous association,
Paulsen crafts collages that reflect on his aspiration, desire for love, and
identity— both as a Cape Coloured and a member of the international gay
community—located in a world of consumption.
Paulsen references the complexity of race and queer performativity in Paris
Is Burning, citing Jenny Livingston’s 1990 documentary on Harlem vogue
balls. Writing “I Know Yves Saint Laurent Will Call My Name” atop the work,
Paulsen imagines a drag queen uttering the phrase in an assertion of confidence and hope. Paulsen’s Paris Is Burning thus reflects on his fascination
with the film of the same name, for instance referencing “executive realness,”
a category within the drag balls where queens attempt to pass as businessmen,
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and proclaiming the balls a kind of Harlem Renaissance. These references
emphasize the intersections of class, race, and sexuality, where realness itself
is attained through a form of sartorial parody and citation. Paulsen surrounds
these phrases within a commercialized sea of logos — Chloé, YSL, Givenchy,
and others — that, like the references to ancient empires that also appear
throughout Paris Is Burning, would confer a sense of elite, or royal, status.
The houses of Labeija, Lawong, Ninja, and Overness, documented in
Livingston’s film, attain such royalty in Paulsen’s work. Anubis, Roman
soldiers, a sphinx head, the Statue of Liberty, and the Eiffel Tower all appear
alongside the logos for fashion labels, emphasizing the citation of past empires
that characterize the tiger’s leap and the realness of drag equally. Paulsen’s
celebration of the documentary thus reflects on identity as performance,
evoking the intersections of race and class within Livingston’s film. For
example, Paulsen’s citation of Anubis might represent an image of pan-African return in an African American community, or it might suggest Elizabeth
Taylor’s portrayal of Cleopatra, who has long been repurposed as a drag icon.
As Paulsen cheerily points out, the ancient Egyptians were the first to vogue,
suggesting a form of citation that reinvents geographical relationships for
the largely black and Latino queens in Livingston’s film through fashion and
the performance of drag.81
Consumption, which keenly relates to capitalism in Benjamin’s reading of
fashion, becomes something very different as Paulsen entwines the connections between Africanness and drag culture in Paris Is Burning. bell hooks has
similarly commented on Livingston’s presentation of race in the film, writing:
“Just as white cultural imperialism informed and affirmed the adventurous
journeys of colonizing whites into the countries of ‘dark others.’”82 Instead,
hooks advocates a realness akin to drag performance, where self-acceptance
leads to a fantasy of self-recognition, and love.83 Paulsen addresses these issues
in I’ve Got Potential. Emblazoned with “New York Times Bestseller,” I’ve Got
Potential reflects on Paulsen’s own personal anxieties about love and self-acceptance. Beneath the masthead, making reference to the best-selling self-help
books that many friends gave him after going through a breakup, Paulsen reproduces a series of self-help aphorisms and stubbed-out cigarettes in a seeming circle between love and doubt. By framing the work within his own “Cape
Coloured Ambition” (reflecting the artist’s mixed-race status), and also referencing Nina Simone’s “To Be Young, Gifted and Black,” which equally speaks
to the affirmative power of identity, Paulsen exposes his uncertainties about
love, aspiration and searches for affirmation fashioned through atelier labels,
mantras, and personal style. In this conflict between doubt and performative
beauty, Paulsen uses clothing to think about what it means to be young, gifted,
and black— searching for a fantasy borne of love and pride in appearance — and
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to hint at the uncertainties of self-doubt that complicate such ambition.
Like Paulsen’s synthetic felt, Dan Halter works with fabric as a form of
collage, repurposing plastic-weave bags commonly carried by immigrants to
explore the conditions of belonging and citizenship in South Africa. The son of
Swiss immigrants to Zimbabwe, Halter now lives and practices in Cape Town;
the border and border crossing remain central themes in his work. By weaving,
referencing the weave in the tartan-print bags commonly used by migrants to
carry their belongings, Halter addresses the histories of forced land seizures,
hyperinflation, food shortages, crackdowns on free speech and civil liberties
endemic to Zimbabwe, leading to the dramatic increases in Zimbabweans
immigrating to South Africa since 2000.84 In weaving, which is equally referential of the migrant’s status as a border crosser and of Zimbabwean artistic
traditions, Halter creates a textum of the precarious conditions of immigration
emphasized by growing hostility and violence toward migrants in South Africa.
In Kure Kwegva Ndokusina Muksubvu a Shona phrase Halter sews into a
plastic-weave bag that roughly translates into English, as “when there is a will,
there is a way,” emphasizes the urgency with which migrants relocate to South
Africa and their association with the bag.85 Drawing from the materiality of
the woven bags whose print has been referenced in runway shows by Louis
Vuitton and Céline, and called “Ghana Must Go Bags” in Nigeria, “Türken
Koffer” or “Polen Tasche” in Germany, “Guyanese Samsonite” in the Caribbean,
a “Bangladeshi Bag” in the UK, and a “Shangaan” or “Zimbabwe Bag” in South
Africa, Halter’s aphorism emphasizes the urgency of the migrant’s voyage despite the considerable danger of such journeys.86 Halter continues this theme,
weaving photographic images: in New Identity, his South African identity card,
the object of many immigrants’ desire, signifies stability and safety, which
clashes with The Great Grey Green Limpopo River, an image of the waterway
that separates South Africa from Zimbabwe. The woven grey-green abstraction
of the Limpopo emphasizes the literal boundary the migrant must cross to
gain passage into South Africa rather than the legal abstraction of the border,
which, like Halter’s identity card. regulates movement by law.87
One of the central components of immigration is the undoing of home as a
protective metaphor, be it in the destruction of a literal home or homeland, and
the lack of security one feels residing in a new “home” as a result of migration.
Halter’s work deeply explores how these themes relate both to the privileged
suburbs of his upbringing and foundational metaphors of Zimbabwean identity. Swimming Home weaves the text of American novelist John Cheever’s
short story “The Swimmer” against a backdrop of the pale green of chlorinated pool water. “The Swimmer” is the story of Neddy Merrill, who sets off to
swim across all the pools in his small New England county, oblivious to the
passage of time —the story takes place in an afternoon and over several years
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simultaneously — only to return home, finding his house in a state of decay and
his family gone. Halter finds the story resonant with aspects of white affluence
in Zimbabwe:
The tale reminds me of a particular mindset and situation that I find
familiar to a certain class of white people I knew growing up in the
last days of Rhodesia, and then Zimbabwe. Although the narrative is
set in North American suburbia, it is an allegory that I think fits especially well into this Southern African context. The story is a blend
of realism and surrealism and explores themes of loss, the inevitable
passage of time and self-deception, all in a drunken haze.88
Merrill’s obviousness to the decay of his home metaphorizes similar
conditions in Zimbabwe, where the affluence of its white residents are distracted from the decay of the nation under Robert Mugabe’s rule. Patterns of
Migration, returning to the tartan print as a signifier of immigration, further
emphasizes the undoing of the protective metaphors associated with the home.
Stacking three different color variations of the plastic-weave bags atop a pair
of legs clad in a pair of wool tartan trousers whose pattern is copied from the
bags, Halter further references symbols of home through the stacked piles of
stones found throughout Zimbabwe. As a symbol of Great Zimbabwe, the stone
was so central to national identity that it appeared on all currency before being
decommissioned, which thus diminished a sense of value in one’s homeland.
Moreover, the wool fabric was produced for Halter on a luxury tartan loom
in Scotland that further references the functions of homeland, heritage, and
national identity undone in the cheap plastic bags. As the title Patterns of
Migration suggests, textile in the pattern of the trousers carries a history of
movement and displacement, a condition that Ranjana Khanna has described
as an unbelonging that exposes the undone nature of protective metaphors
of home.89 Literalizing the metaphors at work in immigration, Halter’s weaving— interlacing edges — is a practice of continual border crossing that elicits
a sense of interdependence distinct from the xenophobia and threat that many
migrants face along the border.90
In The Arcades Project, Benjamin draws fashion and art together, claiming
fashion as “the predecessor — no, the eternal deputy — of Surrealism.”91 The
surrealist and Dadaist principles of montage and appropriation Benjamin sees
as revolutionary guide Julia Rosa Clark’s practice. Her JRC African Woman, a
series of seven collages that repurpose old magazines, history books, and other
discarded ephemera, reflects on Clark’s paradoxical identity as both white
and African. JRC African Woman appeared as part of Clark’s 2012 exhibition,
Booty, whose title emphasizes systems of imperial plunder and its subversion
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in acts such as piracy. In Booty, Clark references textile as one of the material
residues of colonial contact, appropriation, and exchange. For instance, her
notebooks for the exhibition reveal several scenes of trade, which take place on
blankets covered in goods to exchange, Asafo flags — whose own hasty improvisation and appropriation of British colonial insignia within Fanta communities in Ghana signal a response from colonized subjects — and a reproduction
of The Crystal Palace; the cast iron and glass exhibition space constructed in
London for the Great Exhibition of 1851. An example of the spectacles of iron
and glass central to Benjamin’s reading of consumer capitalism in The Arcades
Project, The Crystal Palace serves as a kind of training ground for the masses
to learn “empathy with exchange value.” 92 As Susan Buck-Morss argues in her
reading of The Arcades Project, such exhibitions furthered colonial systems
of exchange, whose origins are found in the encounters between first-nations
peoples and European explorers Clark reproduces in her source material for
Booty. Making such connections explicit, Buck-Morss explains the rationale of
a Surrealist boycott of the 1931 Colonial Exposition “because it was racist and
imperialist, justifying the ‘millions of new slaves’ created by colonialism and
the destruction of non-Western cultures in the name of progress and because
the nationalist sentiment it encouraged undermined international solidarity.”93 The Surrealist boycott reveals the closely intertwined relations between
mass-production, consumption and imperialist theft in an unbroken
narrative of progress.
Like the Surrealists, Clark’s montage exposes such systems of domination
and appropriation throughout Booty. Moreover, her use of montage, autonomous appropriation and collage draw from Surrealist techniques that serve
to rupture the narratives of progress and continuity ideologically projected in
Worlds Fairs such as the 1931 Colonial Exposition. Specifically foregrounding
the colonial histories of South Africa, Clark’s JRC African Woman specifically
examines her position as a white woman who, having lived in Cape Town her
whole life, is also African. In works such as White & Pink, where Clark uses
a sea of pink and white marshmallows as a background for other trinkets
scattered throughout the collage, such as the Bambi-esque Springbok— South
Africa’s national symbol adopted during white-minority rule — suggest the
saccharine nature of national-identity signifiers. The Claim more clearly foregrounds systems of plunder and exchange: the zebra-print background suggests
a hide used as a blanket to lie out goods for trade, as it does the stark contrasts
between black and white; atop it we find imperial portraiture and crests, a
protea (South Africa’s national flower), an African mask, and a reproduction of
the Temple of Philae. The protea, like the Springbok, are an indigenous African
species now charged with symbolic power to construct a white African identity,
as South Africa became a nation-state. By placing that flower in the context
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of other African symbols of ethnographic and archaeological “booty” brought
back to European museums, The Claim binds ethnographic appropriation to
a project of South African identity formation. The theft and appropriation at
work in fostering national identity remain in the post-apartheid era as akin to
other types of colonial exchange.94
The backgrounds of Treasure Box and Seed are patterned wrapping paper
depicting jumbled piles of South African beadwork.95 By emphasizing the gift,
Clark returns to the complex systems of exchange and appropriation where
gifts often take a sinister connotation in the violence of claiming and ownership. The beads as an object of exchange, adornment, and sartorial self-representation emphasize national and cultural forms of belonging equally prevalent
in the Victorian jewelry, Art Deco fashion ads, the Amarna bust of Nefertiti
(the subject of intense repatriation debates between Germany and Egypt), Bob
Marley (and, by extension, Rastafarian identity), and a catalogue of US fashions
including a stars-and-stripes dress and American Indians covered in the US
flag that Clark affixes to Treasure Box.
Referencing nations whose displays of patriotism and national costume
are complicatedly intertwined with colonial power — the forced seizure of
American Indian lands or the Cullinan diamond exported from South Africa
for use in the British crown jewels — become more explicit in Seed, where Clark
reproduces a section of the Voortrekker Memorial frieze.96 The Voortrekker
Memorial’s construction began in South Africa’s capital, Pretoria, in 1937, at
a time of Afrikaner interest in reestablishing cultural identity through the
struggles of the Great Trek and Anglo-Boer War; as such, reenactment and traditional Voortrekker costume were important in performing a folk tradition as
both white and African.97 The frieze, commemorating the Battle of Blood River
between Voortrekkers and the Zulu Kingdom, is affixed to Seed with a cocktail
stick whose top is molded into the shape of a couple fornicating . Clark juxtaposes evokes the casualness of the cocktail party where such issues of either
frontier wars — such as those represented in the Voortrekker Memorial—or sex
may be joked about. And yet the directness of her statement renders the whole
situation skewered, fucked, indicting the casual ways in which the sartorial is
appropriated as a commodity and displayed in order to construct belonging.
In Die Vervelking, which roughly translates from Afrikaans as “the withering,” Clark makes further reference to Afrikaner identity by affixing a
cutout of a woman dressed in a bonnet and lavender dress posing in front of
the Voortrekker Memorial and participating in a historical reenactment of
the Great Trek. Complicating the discourses of power, ownership, and heritage, that the Voortrekker Memorial represents, Clark situates the woman
next to a photograph of Bob Marley, who advocated the very different sense
of African return present in Rastafarianism and Garveyist politics. Likewise,
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Die Vervelking uses an overturned Victorian crown, suggesting an overthrow
of British rule and equally the symbol’s appropriation in Sotho culture in its
frequent use in Basotho blankets. The ambiguities in performing identity that
colonial encounter creates extend to Clark’s own position as a white woman
and African navigating and inheriting these ideologies of nationalism and
cultural identity in post-apartheid South Africa.98 By working with fashion and
self-fashioning, Clark returns to Benjamin’s interest in the collage as a montage
with shock value. She cites remnants of the past but uses material lives as constellations; histories of larger legacies of exchange, consumption, violence, and
identity colour one’s understanding of South Africanness and cultural heritage
within the country.

Imagined Nationalisms

Clark’s collage, through montage, invites new ways of conceptualizing South
Africa’s history, remaking it, like fashion, in a critical relationship to the present. This final section of After the Thrill Is Gone considers the appropriation
of fashion and textile to explore imagined narratives of nationalism as allegories that critique postcolonial and post-apartheid ideologies and also invent
new conceptions of national history to overcome the unrealized dreams of the
post-apartheid moment.
Labeling himself an “afronaut,” a literal alien who struggles to find habitation in South Africa, the Zimbabwean artist Gerald Machona upends colonial
narratives by turning to science-fiction in Vabvakare (People from Far Away).
Vabvakare responds to South Africa’s anti-immigrant hostility through the
duality of meaning of alien, denoting both a noncitizen and the Other of science
fiction. Drawing from Afrofuturist narratives that critique the notion of digital
and cybernetic color-blindness by exposing unequal access to technology, but
also locate “‘African American voices’ with ‘other stories to tell about culture,
technology, and things to come,’” Machona’s space suit speaks through science
fiction as a genre to reflect on being an outsider to South Africa.99
Vabvakare’s Afronaut finds himself situated in a desert landscape that
could be Mars or South Africa’s arid Karoo, wearing a space suit made from
decommissioned and now demonetized Zimbabwean dollars. The Zimbabwean
dollar, valueless due to years of hyperinflation, exposes the lack of protection
the Afronaut’s suit offers in the harsh conditions. During the film, the Afronaut
plants a flag made from other nations’ decommissioned currencies and a space
blanket, playing at notions of emergency and planting the flag as claiming territory, and dances to techno music (where discourses of Afrofuturism are popular). Eventually, the Afronaut finds a protea also crafted from decommissioned
currency, and magically transports through a door to Grahamstown, South
Africa, site of the national arts festival. While in Grahamstown, the Afronaut
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withdraws money to purchase water at a local grocery store and attempts to
water and care for his protea, which he keeps in a capsule. Eventually heading
to a bar, he encounters another Afronaut, with whom he begins to dance and
eventually, while clutching hands, accompanies to a church before the camera
pulls away from the screen, revealing the stage space containing the artifacts
from the Afronaut’s adventures.
Emphasizing the migrant’s lack of protection in his homeland and thus the
need to travel, this alien in a space suit prompts comic looks from shocked
young shoppers. Exaggerated for effect, the differences between white colonialism and the Afronaut’s attempt to claim a space to live by planting the flag
allow Vabvakare to represent humorously the concerns of immigrants who
constantly arrive from elsewhere in the continent to South Africa in search
of better lives. Moreover, by attending to the protea flower, a symbol of South
African identity, and finding companionship only in the mutual recognition of
the Afronaut as Other (the Afronaut’s faces are not seen by the viewer in the
film), Machona simultaneously points to the presence of immigrants within
South Africa’s social fabric and to their facelessness as absolute Other to
many of citizens.
Critiquing and unraveling narratives of national identity in Vabvakare,
Machona further explores the contradictions of postcolonial nationalism in A
Luta Contradicta — a series of hats also crafted from decommissioned currency. Referring to the revolutionary slogan a luta continua, “the revolution
continues,” used during the Mozambican war of independence, Machona’s
hats point out how each political leader — Fidel Castro, Mobutu Sese Seko,
and the leader of the South African Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF), Julius
Malema — uses the hat as an ideological projection of commitment. A Luta
Contradicta creates a prescient post-apartheid and postcolonial update to
Fanon’s anxieties over the national middle class’s perpetual dependence on
their former colonizer, and thus the never-truly-free decolonized nation.100 For
instance, Seko’s leopard-print hat was used to construct a tribal and precolonial Zairian identity prior to the colonial borders of the nation.101 When
Machona crafts the same headgear from decommissioned currency, the allusion to Seko’s kleptocracy—Seko skimmed nearly $200 million from foreign
investment between 1977 and 1979 alone — becomes obvious, undoing the
image of a man of the country.102 Likewise, Fidel Castro’s billed cap, a symbol of
international communism during the Cold War, becomes intensely ironic in the
defection of many Cuban baseball players on their way to play the sport in the
United States.
Malema’s beret— part of the EFF uniform, along with red workers overalls
and gum boots for men, and maid’s uniforms for women — consciously engages the sartorial to project a solidarity with the working class. Such claims
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are made to position the EFF as a leftist party, confronting ANC corruption in
South Africa. And yet Malema’s lavish lifestyle dogs his political commitment
and incites claims of corruption.103 While each hat projects an image of its
wearer as a man of the people, committed to revolution, and decolonizing his
respective nation-state, Machona’s use of devalued currency emphasizes the
corruption and contradictions inherent in these projections of revolutionary
virtue keenly felt in both post-apartheid South Africa and his native Zimbabwe
after the Chimurenga.104
Fellow Zimbabwean Kudzanai Chiurai’s Revelations also explores ideologies of postcolonial nationalism, turning prophetic images of liberation into
complex narratives of spectacle and decay. Working with fashion designers
and stylists to realize the twelve photographs composing Revelations, Chiurai
invented a fictive national narrative of prophecy and euphoria common to the
decolonizing African nation. The story follows a semisatirical archetype of foreign interventions — like those of Cold War ideological struggles or the influx of
Western and Chinese investment to Africa — yielding to images of authoritarianism, violence, and unrest within the imagined state.
Revelations consciously refutes the traditions of African fashion photographers such as Malick Sidibé and Seidou Keïta and instead turns toward
American imagery such as David LaChapelle’s surrealist camp and Kehinde
Wiley’s hip-hop-inflected appropriation of Western painting traditions.105 In
this way Chiurai’s work simultaneously addresses narratives of nation formation in Africa as it considers the representation of Africanness throughout
the diaspora. Apparent in the hallucinatory scenes of chaos and lavish colour,
ornamented with vibrant wax-print fabrics, Chiurai’s critical eye continually
questions narratives of redemption, freedom and liberation in African nations
especially palpable in Zimbabwe at the end of the Second Chimurenga and
South Africa after 1994. The work of revolution is still to come in both nations,
Revelations seems to argue, as it reflects on the complexities of representing
the black diaspora.106
Chirurai exposes the invention of pan-African consciousness in Revelations
X, where we see a Khanga— a wax-print wrap fabric common to the Great
Lakes region of Africa — honouring Barack Obama’s election as president of
the United States hanging behind a speaker at a political rally. At the same
time, the speaker’s pose, addressing his compatriots in a revolutionary gesture,
alludes to images of Mao making speeches in China. Put together the image
suggests two different modes of euphoria—Western capitalist redemption in
a black leader for the United States, and Chinese socialism equally invested in
consuming African resources — that define, contour, and regulate decolonized
Africa in a struggle of financial intervention and resource consumption.
The Khanga’s celebration of black leadership in the United States contrasts
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with the hastily improvised flag hanging in the upper corner of the photograph.
The flag appears throughout Revelations, used in scenes of crazed violence, as
participants wield AK-47’s, machetes, and rocket launchers. The founding of
the state is revealed in its glamorous brutality. These images of frenzied violence, common to the hip-hop video and appropriated by many child soldiers
in places such as Sierra Leone, foreground a sinister cross-cultural exchange
between the United States and Africa, and expose the underbelly to Chiurai’s
previous body of work, State of the Nation. In State of the Nation, Chiurai
posed several friends in street-smart fashions, juxtaposing the bling and braggadocio of Kanye West with props befitting the portrait of a minister: a foreign
affairs minister clutches a series of chains around his neck, an arts minister
holds a ghetto blaster, or a defense minister, predictably, grips an AK-47, redolent as much in images of the anticolonial revolutions that Chiurai explores
in Revelations as in an NWA video. Revelations and State of the Nation bind
Western ideas of blackness with African recontextualzation, remixing, and
appropriation.107
The revolutionary moment of Revelations X has its elegant companion
in the state ceremony, handing formal control from a European nation to an
independent African state in Revelations IX. Revelations XI shatters the air
of eerie calm in the state ceremony as a radio interview with the presumptive
leader of the nation takes place in a tightly shot, dingy interior. Both interviewer and revolutionary glisten with sweat inside the room decorated with ersatz
hotel paintings and old velveteen armchairs. The gestures of the leader and
interviewer, moving between aggression and submission, threat and force, call
to mind a coup d’état announced over a radio broadcast or the strong-willed
determinism of a dictator.
Throughout Revelations, Chiurai uses textile, commodities, and fashion
to explore paradoxes of stereotype and revolution, Western stereotypes of
Africa, and the material self-fashioning of the decolonized, state-appropriating Western signifiers of affluence and nationhood. For instance, the luxurious garden party in Revelations VIII collides with signifiers of artificiality
and decay: the central figure’s dingy underpants, cheap plastic grass, and the
plastic-weave bag associated with immigrants, much like the artificially maintained gardens of suburban Johannesburg or Harare, which are surrounded
by poverty.
When the thrill is literally gone in Zimbabwe and South Africa, Revelations
takes on a doubled meaning: a revelation, stripping bare the ideologies of
fashion, and connoting a biblical temporality, the prophecy of an end time to
come. To show the chaos and violence of redemptive prophecies turned into
nightmares requires a continual reexamination of these ideologies. Equally
so, Chiurai’s reference to revelations represents the uncertainty of newly
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decolonized nations and the anticipation of regime change palpable in South
Africa and Zimbabwe alike. Revelations does not depict blissful freedom but
rather insists on the need for continued revolution and refashioning of the
decolonized nation.108
Chiurai’s imagined national histories as equally seductive and horrifying
find a companion in Athi-Patra Ruga’s fashion inflected performance project
The Future White Women of Azania (FFWoA). A complex series of performance, tapestry, stained glass, statuary, and photography works, FFWoA
documents the history of a nondynastic line of queens who ruled the kingdom
of Azania. Azania, a Greco-Roman place-name for the lands of eastern and
southern Africa, was repurposed by the PAC during apartheid to signify a utopian dream of black rule. As Ruga describes it, “Azania was used as an dream
to encourage us to keep on this struggle… My generation was spoon-fed the
rainbow nation and now we’re disillusioned.” 109
Awakening to the shattered dreams of the rainbow nation seen during the
anti-immigrant violence in 2008, Ruga draws from drag and camp performativity, conceptual fashion, traditions of Xhosa animism, and club culture
to invent Azania as a “clusterfuck” that launches an assault on all forms of
identity, simultaneously liberating its citizens and, through its camp referents,
allegorically referencing and destabilizing ideologies of South African history
and post-apartheid liberation.110 Ruga, uniting his interest in drag with
sangoma — traditional healers who call upon ancestral spirits — emphasizes
the role of women (most sangoma are women) and of transcending identity,
especially prevalent in the practice of putting white lime on one’s face to render
the self invisible to bad spirits.111 The bikini-clad beauty in Touched by an
Angel is an Azanian sangoma. Standing at attention in a military salute, the
Rihianna-esque bad bitch clutches a flag of the “White Nation of Azania,” an allegory for apartheid South Africa that borders the homeland of Marvel’s Black
Panther in the comic book series.112 Appropriating the flag, Ruga’s title also
alludes to a further pop-culture reference in actress Della Reese’s character on
the US drama Touched by an Angel, whom Ruga sees as a sangoma.113 Citing
the materiality both of pop culture and ancient history (like animism, returning to an ur-history before time), Ruga weaves a relation, like fashion between
an eternal past whose dreams foretell a redeemed future.114
If the Azanian sangoma endow us with the power to wrest history from its
ideological trappings to escape the fated judgment of the rainbow nation as redemption, then Night of the Long Knives I startles the post-apartheid moment
through parody. The brilliant colors of Ruga covered in balloons and fluorescent pink fishnet stockings astride a sabre-tooth zebra — the preferred mode
of transit for the Azanian queens — seduce with their beauty. The work draws
from Ruga’s performance practice for FFWoA, where balloons, laden with
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water, dye, and powders, are ruptured freeing their wearer from their weight,
eventually revealing the personal identities and histories of the performers
beneath these burdens.115
Moreover, Night of the Long Knives refers to the paranoid anxiety held by
some white South Africans that retributive violence would follow in the wake
of Mandela’s death.116 Metaphorically referring to the wave of assassinations
that allowed the Nazi party to consolidate power in Weimar Germany, Ruga’s
comical performance exposes the lurid nature of fantasies of post-apartheid
history. Instead, Ruga turns these fantasies into hyperbole. Seated in a garden
of plastic plants, a figure shrouded in a pile of beach hats that serves as the
Azanian national flower, and surrounded by “Abu-Dhabis” marked by their
hijab-like gowns, Ruga remains without violence, and yet in his performance
practice there is a knowledge that he will rupture these balloons, destroying
the image and freeing the subject the burdens of identity — resisting the ideologies of birth and of history — through performance.
Ruga was born in the Republic of the Transkei, a “Bantustan,” an artificial
state constructed under apartheid to concentrate ethnic groups and keep them
separate from white South Africa; “a non-citizen of a white nation state.”117
Instead of nonbelonging, contained in a Bantustan qua camp, Ruga camps the
camp, creating a utopian Azania: a literal no-space where redemption is always
in a state of deferral. Recently the Azanians have gone into exile. Mapping their
migrations, Escape to the End of History, traces a series of circuitous lines
mapping the Azanians escape to an island where Ruga has been appointed as
a witness-historian. Ruga adopts a narrative function, as he puts it, to “parody” the masculinity by which history has been written.118 Weaving the tapestry, Ruga of course literalizes the function of Benjamin’s storyteller, and like
Benjamin his parody emphasizes the haptic and personal story of the journeyman over official and ideological histories. Telling the history of Azanian exile,
Escape to the End of History traces circuitous escape routes: one can see in
them tidal currents, the movement of ships across the ocean — holding within it
the slave trade, Azanian exile, and battle diagrams — and nonlinear routes akin
to Guy Debord’s Naked City; a subversion of infrastructure and social space
similar to Ruga’s drag performance as queering the authority of social spaces in
which he intervenes.119
The Azanian’s lines of escape are accompanied on the map by a caption
reading: “Before our storms at sea, we were at the end of history… Before the
Azanian Exile.” Undermining the belief that the Azanian ruler, the Versatile
Queen Ivy, would always stay in power as in a rainbow nation–esque utopia,
suddenly Azania is confronted with a struggle, reopening history. Just as a utopia is a no-place, Ruga references Azania, an ancient Roman referent for Africa
existing before history. However, in drawing from that tradition, refashioning
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the identity of his performers to establish a beauty that as Ruga explains, is a
form of interruption, he again brings us back to the tiger’s leap, breaking with
narratives of progress.120 Referencing fashion in the seductive images of multicolored balloons, fantastic beauty queens, and finally the map, Ruga refashions
our relationship to the past, but a past that insists there is work to come on
the horizon for both the Azanian and South African futures. Fashion becomes
a way for the individual and the nation alike to refashion themselves, and to
empower the telling of their history.

Conclusion
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Nelson Mandela’s passing in 2013 on the eve of the twentieth anniversary of the
first multiracial elections in South Africa provided a moment to reflect on the
deep-seated contractions of South Africa’s newness. Such issues referenced in
Ruga’s The Night of the Long Knives or Chiurai’s belief that the South African
revolution can now finally take place, suggest the need to rethink South Africa’s
history in relationship to the empty newness of twenty years of progress.
Noting the dichotomy between two distinct versions of Mandela — the
Marxist revolutionary and the leader of the country during IMF structural
readjustment programs — the South African journalist Benjamin Fogel wrote
in the socialist magazine Jacobin that “The image of a progressive ‘rainbow
nation’ . . . [bears] little relation to the actual social realties of post-apartheid
South Africa.”121 Instead, echoing Farred’s assertion that little differentiates
the post-apartheid state from its apartheid predecessor, Fogel believes that
disenfranchisement moved from a state-structured apartheid condition to one
governed by market-based inequities.122 Acknowledging the political heroism
and power of Mandela’s revolutionary leadership — and his commitment to
Marxism — Fogel contrasts this moment with the “Mandela of reconciliation,”
drawing attention to Mandela’s image as ANC leader during South Africa’s neoliberalization.123 At the close of the twenty-year festivities, and in light of the
public mourning for Mandela’s inestimable impact in dismantling the apartheid regime and his leadership in South Africa, Farred’s statement that there
is “an ever-growing sense that the new South African nomos is not sufficiently
distinct from its predecessor” seems even more pertinent.

By turning to the unique forms of temporality that fashion reveals, both
uncovering the falsity of the new and reinventing new relationships between
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past, present and future, After the Thrill Is Gone raises similar questions about
South Africa’s newness, now twenty-two years old. Instead, the artists in this
exhibition represent critical ways of refashioning history, forging new ways of
self-representation, narrating history and challenging us, much like fashion’s
exposition of its own overdetermination to change the insufficiencies of South
Africa’s “newness” into a more just future. In this way, fashion may come to
respond to Farred’s demands: not only to understand the repetitions between
past and present but to locate a counterpartisan political moment capable of
overcoming such ideologies.
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Dan Halter
The Swimmer, 2012
Woven archival inkjet prints on ivory Enigma paper
Courtesy of the artist and WHATIFTHEWORLD
27 × 19 3/8” (69 × 49 cm)
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Nicholas Hlobo (b. 1975, Cape Town, South Africa), lives and works in
Johannesburg, South Africa. Hlobo received a fine arts degree from Technikon
Witwatersrand in 2002. Solo shows include Nicholas Hlobo: Sculpture,
Installation, Performance, Drawing (National Museum of Art, Architecture
and Design, Oslo, Norway; 2011), Umshotsho for the Standard Bank Art Prize
(2010), Uhambo (Tate Modern, London, United Kingdom; 2008). Group shows
include Public Intimacy: Art and Social Life in South Africa, (Yerba Buena
Center for the Arts, San Francisco, CA; 2014), The Divine Comedy: Heaven,
Hell, Purgatory Revisited by Contemporary African Artists (MMK Museum
für Moderne Kunst, Frankfurt am Main; 2014), Biennale of Sydney (Sydney,
Australia, 2012), La Triannale (Palais de Tokyo, Paris, France; 2012), Venice
Biennale (Venice, Italy; 2014) and Touched (Liverpool Biennial, Liverpool,
United Kingdom; 2010). He was the Tollman Award winner 2006, the Standard
Bank Young Artist for Visual Art 2009, and the Rolex Visual Arts Protégé for
2010/11, working with Anish Kapoor as his mentor.

Nicholas Hlobo
Ngumgudu Nemizano, 2008
Rubber inner tube, rubber boots, ribbon, vinyl
Collection of M. Yamamura and L. Francia
Courtesy of Stevenson Gallery
Photo: Mary Whalen
Dimensions Variable
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Nicholas Hlobo
Qubha, 2012
Rubber and ribbon on canvas
Collection of George Hartman and Arlene Goldman
Courtesy of Stevenson Gallery
40 × 59.4” (101 × 151 cm)
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Nicholas Hlobo
Li-isobar nemimoya ngeyeKhala, 2010
Wood and ribbon on canvas
Private Collection
59 × 94”
(150 × 240 cm)
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Gerald Machona
A Luta Contradicta I, 2014
Decommissioned currency, fabric, nylon thread
Courtesy of the artist and Goodman Gallery
12 × 12” (30.5 × 30.5 cm)
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Gerald Machona (b. 1986, Zvishane, Zimbabwe), lives and works in Cape Town,
South Africa. Machona received a MFA in sculpture from Rhodes University in 2013.
His first solo exhibition was Vabvakure (People From Far Away) (Goodman Gallery,
Johannesburg; 2014). Group exhibitions include Sydney Biennial, (Sydney, Australia;
2016), What Remains is Tomorrow South African Pavilion, Venice Biennale (Venice,
Italy; 2015), The Beautyful Ones (Nolan Judin Gallery, Berlin; 2013), and Making Way
(Grahamstown National Arts Festival, Grahamstown, South Africa; 2012). Machona
is also a recipient of a Mellon scholarship and is a member of the Visual and
Performing Arts of Africa research group at Rhodes University.

Gerald Machona
A Luta Contradicta III, 2014
Decommissioned currency, fabric, nylon thread
Courtesy of the artist and Goodman Gallery
12 × 12” (30.5 × 30.5 cm)

86

Gerald Machona
People From Far Away, 2012
HD Projection Video
Courtesy of the artist and Goodman Gallery
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Mohau Modisakeng (b. 1986, Soweto, South Africa), lives and works
in Cape Town and Johannesburg, South Africa. Modisakeng received
his MFA from Michaelis School of Fine Art, University of Cape Town
in 2014. Solo exhibitions include ENDABENI (Gallerie Ron Mandos,
Amsterdam; 2016), Ditaola (BRUNDYN+, Cape Town, South Africa;
2014), and Inzilo (FNB Joburg Art Fair, Johannesburg, South Africa;
2013). Group shows include Lyon Biennale (Lyon, France; 2015),
DIS/PLACE (MOCADA, New York, United States; 2015), What Remains
is Tomorrow South African Pavilion, Venice Biennale (Venice, Italy;
2015), Dak’Art, (Dakar, Senegal; 2012). Modisakeng has been awarded the Standard Bank Young Artist Award for Visual Art in 2016.

Mohau Modisakeng
Ditaola XV, 2014
Inkjet print on Epson Ultra Smooth
Courtesy of the artist and WHATIFTHEWORLD
79” × 59” (200.5 × 150 cm)
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Mohau Modisakeng
GA Bose Gangwe, 2014
HD Projection Video
Courtesy of the artist and WHATIFTHEWORLD
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Mohau Modisakeng
Inzilo, 2013
HD Projection Video
Courtesy of the artist and WHATIFTHEWORLD
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Jody Paulsen
I’ve Got Potential, 2015
Felt
Courtesy of the Artist
98 ½ × 78 ¾” (250 × 200 cm)
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Jody Paulsen (b. 1987, Cape Town South Africa), lives and works in Cape
Town, South Africa. Paulsen specialized in Print Media at the University of
Cape Town’s Michaelis School of Fine Arts. On graduating, in 2009, Paulsen
was awarded the Kathrine Harris Print Cabinet Award. In 2012 Jody Paulsen
won the Jules Kramer Departmental Scholarship Award and went on to
complete his Masters Degree, also at UCT’s Michaelis School of Fine Art,
with his solo exhibition What You Want, Whenever You Want It in 2013.
Notable group exhibitions include: Young, Gifted and Black, curated by
Hank Willis Thomas, (Cape Town, South Africa; 2015), Making Africa,
Guggenheim Museum, (Bilbao, Spain; 2015); Poppositions, Canal Warf,
(Brussels, Belgium; 2015); MiArt (Milan, Italy; 2014); and START Art Fair
(London, United Kingdom; 2014). Jody Paulsen collaborates, with fashion
designer Adriaan Kuiters, as Creative Director of Adriaan Kuiters + Jody
Paulsen (AKJP) to present multiple collections at Mercedes-Benz Cape Town
Fashion Week (2013-2016), and notably, at New York Fashion Week in 2015.
AKJP has most recently in 2016, participated in the Generation Africa
fashion show at Pitti Uomo in Florence, Italy.
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Jody Paulsen
Paris is Burning, 2016
Felt
Courtesy of the Artist and
SMAC Gallery
81 × 122” (206 × 310 cm)
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Athi-Patra Ruga
Escape to the End of History
Wool and thread on tapestry canvas
Courtesy of the artist and the Spier Art Collection
Cape Town, South Africa
79 × 77” (200 × 180 cm)
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Athi-Patra Ruga- (b. 1984, Umtata, South Africa), lives and works in Cape Town and
Johannesburg, South Africa. Ruga’s recent solo exhibitions include Athi-Patra Ruga
(Bass Museum of Art, Miami; 2016), Ilulwane, (Performa 11, New York City, New York;
2011). Recent group exhibitions include: AFRICA: Architecture, Culture and Identity
(Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, Louisiana, Denmark; 2015), The Elder of Azania, Solo
Performance at the Johannesburg Pavilion (Venice Biennale, Venice; 2015), Imaginary
Fact, South African Pavilion, (Venice Biennale, Venice; 2013), African Odysseys at (The
Brass Artscape, Brussels, Belgium; 2014), Public Intimacy: Art and Social Life in South
Africa, (Yerba Buena Center for the Arts, San Francisco, CA; 2014); The Film Will Always
Be You: South African Artists on Screen (Tate Modern, London, United Kingdom; 2015),
Making Africa: A Continent of Contemporary Design (Guggenheim Museum Bilbao, Spain;
2015 and Vitra Museum, and Weil am Rhein, Germany; 2014). Athi-Patra Ruga was also
recently included in the Phaidon book ‘Younger Than Jesus’, a directory of over 500 of
the world’s best artists under the age of 33.
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Athi-Patra Ruga
Night of the Long Knives I, 2013
Archival inkjet print on Photorag Baryta
Courtesy of the artist and WHATIFTHEWORLD
59 × 75” (150 × 190 cm)
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Athi-Patra Ruga
Touched by an Angel, 2014
Wool on Tapestry
Courtesy of the Brian Shargey Collection
118 × 67” (300 × 170 cm)
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Mary Sibande (b. 1982, Barberton, South Africa), lives and works in
Johannesburg, South Africa. Sibande received her Diploma in Fine Arts
at the Witwatersrand Technikon (2004) and a B-Tech degree from the
University of Johannesburg (2007). Recent solo exhibitions include
Long Live the Dead Queen for the Standard Bank Art Prize (2010) and
group shows, Venice Biennale (Venice, Italy; 2011), l’Exposition du
Festival Mondial des Arts Nègres (Dakar, Senegal; 2010), ARS 11 (Kiasma
Museum of Contemporary Art, Helsinki, Finland; 2011); (Re)construction:
Contemporary art from South Africa (Museum of Contemporary Art, Rio
de Janeiro, Brazil; 2011); SPace: Currencies in Contemporary African Art
(Museum Africa, Johannesburg; 2010).

Her Majes

Courtesy of the ar

Mary Sibande
ty Queen Sophie, 2010
Digital Print
rtist and Gallery Momo
35 × 24” (90 × 60 cm)
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Mary Sibande
A terrible Beauty is Born, 2011
Digital pigment print
Courtesy of the artist and Gallery Momo
43 × 127” (110 × 321.5 cm)
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Mary Sibande
I Put a Spell on Me, 2009
Digital Print on cotton rag
Courtesy of the artist and Gallery Momo
35 × 24” (90 × 60 cm)
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Mary Sibande
…of Prosperity, 2012
Cast resin, fiberglass, cotton, tulle
Courtesy of Norton Museum of Art, West Palm Beach,
Florida, Gift of Beth Rudin DeWoody, 2012.23
78 × 142 × 142” (198 × 360 × 360 cm)
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This book was designed by the WMU Design Center.
Art Direction: Nick Kuder
Designers: Allie Driesenga and Carla Zorrilla
The text faces are Georgia and ITC Officina Sans.
The display face is a modified Lenox Hill
Triple Condensed Thin.
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