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Video, migration and heterotemporality: the liminality of time

The threshold (limen) where encounter is about to take place can be considered and fleshed out in many different ways. In a cultural context where the visibility of difference skirts the dangers of xenophobia, racial thinking and ghettoisation, I seek out an aspect of migratory life that is not so obviously visible, yet the visibility of which could help the encounter to performatively occur. This aspect is time: a threshold of (inter-)cultural life. I approach this topic in terms of two forms of visibility: video and migration.

While the moving image and migration were both phenomena of substantial currency and effect during the twentieth-century, in the present moment, it appears that the visibility of video and migration is increasingly enhanced based respectively on the sheer volume and variety of populations on the move, and the pyramiding appeal and accessibility of video. In this paper, I probe how video art can contribute to a better understanding of migratory culture through an analysis of selected video works relating to it. Conversely, I argue that migratory culture helps one to engage with video art on a different, more socially engaged level than might be obvious, particularly in terms of temporality. 

I proceed in this oblique and dialogic manner because video, as an artistic medium can, arguably, provide an experiential understanding of what such a multitemporality means. The phenomenon itself I refer to as multi-temporality; the experience of it, heterochrony. Liminal in art, in culture, and in migratory experience, heterochrony can become the existential experience marked by difference-within that enhances a cultural encounter that performs, rather than declaring, ‘migratory culture’ as the normal state of the world. 
Mary Corrigall 
(University of Johannesburg)
Inside-out: unravelling the cultural positioning of Moshekwa Langa’s Skins
In September 1995 an apparently seismic event occurred that is thought to have upturned the South African artworld and set it on a new trajectory. Moshekwa Langa’s eponymous solo exhibition at the Rembrandt van Rijn Gallery, Johannesburg, appeared mark the entry of the first black South African artist working within a neo-conceptualist rubric. 

Untrained and hailing from a rural locale, years earlier Langa’s art would most likely have been deemed unprogressive or ‘traditional’ – albeit that it did not evince any key characteristics of the Kwa-Ndbele, the ethnic group which he is associated with. A new political dispensation, the gradual collapsing of hierarchies in traditional western art in the wake of postmodern and relativist critical thought and the white-dominated art establishment’s determination to retract its position and elevate black expression, created conducive conditions for his art to be tagged as contemporary. While these shifts were engineered to facilitate the inclusion of those historically excluded from art institutions, because Langa was viewed as an anomaly
 the attention his work generated unwittingly served to affirm him as an ‘outsider’. His racial profile, lack of formal art education and geographic origin (rural within the local context/and African within the international scene) overshadowed his work and ensured that its significance was underpinned by the traditional/contemporary dialectic,
 thus many
 viewed his work as evidence of someone caught “in a no-man’s land between Europe and their “authentic” selves”
 (Oguibe 2005:230) despite fact that the notion of the ‘traditional’ operated as an expedient construct to position black African expression within a hierarchical structure designed to favour western art. In this paper, I demonstrate how other terms or labels used to ‘elevate’ or culturally position Langa’s art, such as the conceptualist and ‘contemporary’
 tags, were also to some degree an uneasy fit despite the fact that the defining characteristics attached to these designations have been loosened so as to promote pluralism. This ambiguity, however, ensures that artists have no definitive claim on any particular cultural position.
 

Focussing on Langa’s Untitled work, informally known as Skins, in this paper, I explore the theoretical frameworks used by writers and theorists to usher his work into the canon of the contemporary and the complex politics that underpinned this watershed moment in South African art history. Thus it will address the intricacies and flaws involved in ‘inclusionary’ or corrective processes instigated by the self-same authorities that determined exclusionary paradigms.        
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Remains to be said … the ‘um’ in art and other disfluencies

I begin with an artwork as lens: a series of sound-portraits produced by Rhodes Fine Art student Romie Sciscio. Sciscio made clandestine audio recordings of some visiting academics’ lectures. She isolated and spliced together the orators’ overused speech fillers and erased everything else. So Matthew Partridge’s ‘portrait’ is a curious mantra of ‘ums’; ditto Michael MacGarry’s ‘kind of’ and Sean O’Toole’s ‘I suppose’. Um, kind of, I suppose … such disfluencies are usually derided as white noise or verbal graffiti, a sloppy speech habit. I suggest, however, that they be critically rethought: located neither inside nor outside the ‘message’ of speech, they hover between presence and absence, seemingly content-less and yet dimly portentous. They do and do not matter to meaning. As such, they require (or provoke and demand) a different kind of listening – the acoustic equivalent of reading between the lines (hearing    between   the    words).
An artwork of filled pauses is the lens, then, through which I consider the possibilities of liminal speech (itself a lens through which I consider a particularly South African fascination with silence and verbalisation). Pivotal to post-apartheid ‘healing’ in South Africa has been the Truth and Reconciliation Commission: a “public rehearsal of memory” (Nuttall 2008) intended to ‘give voice’ to the experiences of those silenced by and within South Africa’s repressive past. Sanctioned by the TRC, verbalisation has been figured as public catharsis, with the necessary proviso that there follows a hearing; a genuine being-heard. As many have argued, however, there can be no straightforward ‘telling it like it is’ (or hearing it like it is) – a caveat to such ‘talking-cure’ rhetoric. Instead, the false fluency that usurps and tidies the work of memory is perniciously counterproductive, turning tentative stories into totalising narratives.

In response, in this paper, I investigate a ‘manner of speaking’ between the extremes of muteness and glibness: one that voices the fraught terrain of memory self-reflexively. Such liminal speech has the potential to approximate truth not by ‘excavating silence’ but by tripping itself up with filled pauses. In the process, it declares its own made-up-ness (um): unsteady and halting; (kind of) dis-fluent. 
Nuttall, S. 1998. Telling ‘free’ stories? Memory and democracy in South African autobiography since 1994, in Negotiating the past: the making of memory in South Africa, edited by S Nuttall & C Coetzee. Oxford: Oxford University Press:75-88.
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(University of South Africa)

Ritual and transcendence as a hermeneutic pathway to mediation and healing

Maintaining a so-called ‘balanced’ identity has become a constant feature of the current ever-changing contemporary environment. Some recent socio-political events and technological advances have given rise to traumatic emotional feelings of ‘thrown-ness’ and being in situations beyond one’s control. Destabilisation is the territory of the liminal. The contention is that liminality arises as a subjective realisation that something meaningful in a person’s existence has been extinguished or separated from previous relationships and roles. 

In this paper, I investigate the manner in which carefully premeditated constructs of performance artists play out in the public realm when they dramatise various states of marginalisation. When psychological pain is inflicted by others and revisited by the victim repeatedly it becomes a liminal rite. Contemporary performance artists, the Yugoslavian Marina Abramović and the South African Steven Cohen, have faced and challenged such idiosyncrasies by appropriating and traversing traditional boundaries between contemporary performance art, ancient rites of passage and shamanic action as therapeutic strategies. During harrowing mytho-poetic, quasi-religious and cathartic public interventions Cohen and Abramović have regularly set themselves up as scapegoats. Together with their personal use of liminal states and rituals of aggregation there appears to be strong resemblances to the ancient modality of healing by shamans. 

Such mediation through the body as a cultural tool or code seeks the transmission of personal convictions and is an attempt at mirroring society. This aim is pursued for the sake of stimulating the reconsideration of conventional ethics and hegemonic attitudes. Such  hermeneutic searches for hidden meaning and interpretation of human existence beyond the superficial have become resourceful constructions for the performance artist’s millennial mythologies. 

The aim of this paper is to ascertain how these tactics facilitate performance artists’ encounters with the world. The artist’s resourcefulness is contextualised in terms of the neuro-theological theories of Michael Winkelman, a behavioural scientist from Arizona State University. He has discovered that innate brain processes are directly affected by certain shamanic practices. It concerns the stimulation of neurotransmitters and their responses to spirit concepts and how they influence and manipulate individual and group psycho-dynamics.  

Alexandra Dodd 
(University of Cape Town)

Pump up the parlour: entanglement and desire in the work of Nicholas Hlobo

As part of my broader Ph.D. project – an exploration of the Victorian postmodern in contemporary South African art and literature – I, in this paper, imaginatively explore the unexpected spatial connotations in Nicholas Hlobo’s Standard Bank Young Artist Award exhibition, Umtshotsho (‘youth party’). 

In the central installation, Isithunzi (‘shadows’), several gloopy black humanoid or alien forms are situated in a salon-style setting that conjures the restrained parlour-room antics and highly mannered mating games of nineteenth-century novels. The setting of Hlobo’s installation could be read as Victorian, but the characters that populate the scene seem to have emerged from no-man’s land ​– an otherworldly interzone somewhere between human and alien. 

Hlobo’s dark, lurking, semi-human figures are so strikingly unlike any other figurative sculptures commonly encountered that they conjure new vocabularies of feeling. Rather than hankering after exhausted hand-me-down notions of cultural essentialism, his figures seem to connote an unknown and unfettered posthuman future, while their setting references a familiar domestic realm and a sense of inherited European manners, restraint and propriety, instantiating odd flashes of uncertain hybridity. Taking these un-inscribed moments of cultural entanglement as my starting point, I explore notions of sexual restraint, alienation and liberty in Hlobo’s work. 

Grappling with this inherited tangle of manners and mores, I turn to Homi Bhabha (1994) − a key text in the development of hybridity theory − in which he analyses the liminality of hybridity as a paradigm of colonial anxiety. But although postcolonial theory has accounted for the complex enmeshment of European and African values and the creation of transcultural forms within the contact zones of the public sphere, there is little to account for an equivalent entanglement in the realm of intimacy and sexuality. In this paper, I outline how Hlobo’s work begins to articulate an embodied, physical sense of an entangled cultural inheritance.
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Gooi zef liminality: Die Antwoord and other post-hegemonic monsters

The limen is the breeding ground for the monstrous, allowing hybrids to congeal and mutate into new incredible possibilities. The latest cultural phenomenon of the zef side as embodied, for instance, in the rave-rap band Die Antwoord, reveals monstrous and uncontrollable hybridity. Zef is a term to describe white Afrikaans trash, which automatically situates Die Antwoord as outsiders; the subaltern. Die Antwoord seems in some regards like a circus troupe of freaks: front man Ninja, golem-like with his tattooed torso, Yo-landi Vi$$er an acidic nymph, and DJ Hi Tek – mute ‘progerian survivor’. Zef liminality refers to the underbelly of Afrikaner identity, once a bastion of ‘purity’ and ‘fastidiousness’, now speaking from the debased under classes and powerless masses. 

When evolutionary biology refers to ‘hopeful monsters’, what promise does this grotesque techno-trio hold? If hybridity is important because it problematises boundaries, what boundaries are being problematised in Die Antwoord’s obnoxious onslaught? More importantly if they speak from the bastard threshold what post-hegemonic potential do they bear?

Leora Farber and Anthea Buys 
(University of Johannesburg)

The Underground, the Surface and the Edges: A Hauntology of Johannesburg

A former gold-mining camp whose acquisition of the aesthetic markers of a metropolis was almost instantaneous, the city of Johannesburg can be represented, economically and philosophically, as geographically plural. The dialectic between the surface life of the city and its wealth-deriving underground spaces, and the concomitant activation of a third, liminal, space, ‘the edges’, characterises ‘the African modern of which Johannesburg is the epitome’ (Nuttall & Mbembe 2008:17). We examine the relationships between these urban spatialities as they are articulated in a programme of selected video artworks curated by the authors, which take the city of Johannesburg as their subject matter, source material or provenance. In the paper, we pay attention to how the uses and meanings of these spatialities may have shifted, or failed to shift, between their constructions in apartheid-era and contemporary, post-apartheid South Africa. 

We propose that the underground, the surface and the edges are at once identifiable modalities which emerge coherently in the selected works and interconnected inflections of a singular urban phenomenon. Building on this, we observe that the dialectic between the underground and the surface in Johannesburg contains echoes of the literary and artistic tropes of burial and resurrection, and Jacques Derrida’s (1994:xvii) notions of “hauntology”, in which he considers the spectral or ghostly as that which “happens” only between two apparently exclusive terms, such as “life and death”. In considering ‘Johannesburg’ as a metropolitan phenomenon in the selection of works discussed, we speak of a spectral, interstitial realm that exists in between the strata of surface (the stratum of life, goodness, health and visibility) and underground (a catacomb where the dead, the corrupt and the ailed are hidden). We thus offer a view of being-in-Johannesburg in which inhabiting takes place in-between, or in-passage between, porous, fluid spatial terms, wherein constant mediation takes place.
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Inclusion, exclusion, dispossession and magic in the tapestries of Allina Ndebele 

The idea of ordered stability in the weavings of Allina Ndebele from 1979 to 2005 is reflected in the spatial layout of homesteads that reference the pre-colonial past of KwaZulu-Natal. This structure is a conceptual marker of wellbeing, prosperity and abundance for the family and larger community. The homestead is the realm over which the departed ancestors brood, ever watchful that familial standards are upheld and proper respect is shown to both the living and the dead. In contrast, the outer wilderness – the non-socialised space beyond the domains of culture – is where chaotic spirits and the vital power of nature are experienced. To step beyond the safe threshold of the ordered homestead is to enter a space of liminality; of power and peril.

The few who have control over these realms of spirits include ritual specialists and powerful chiefs. Ordinary people are most affected by the domains of wilderness and spirit in moments of existential change, where they experience states of liminality. Such states include the passage of young men and women from childhood to adulthood during initiation, and at death. Social outcasts, denied the comfort and protection of the familial homestead, must face the outer realm of wilderness. 
The condition of ‘threshold’ between the domains of homestead and wilderness and of the living and the spirit world are expressed visually in Ndebele’s weavings. Her characters frequently enter the margins of the pictorial image in the stories she narrates, with various weavings relating experiences of exclusion, dispossession and magic. In works such as Apartheid Among Animals (1993), Ndebele engineers an anthropomorphic world of wild animals to tell a story of political exclusion and an experience of being outside the establishment. In Picking Shells (1979), the magical properties of the shells, the proximity of the ocean and the inversion in the image are significant. They suggest the harnessing of power outside the rational world and the potency inherent in nature. 

The duality of Ndebele’s creative modus operandi itself seems congruent with her representations of the domains of ordered homestead and the potent wilderness, of concrete experience and the spirit realm: on one hand, her process has involved the western materials and weaving technique taught to her by the Swedes at Rorke’s Drift, yet on the other hand, she has accessed spiritual states in order to find inspiration for her images and ideas. She emphasises the contact she has maintained with her grandmother’s spirit, and her observance of procedures to facilitate this, using her specially constructed amaqugwana (traditionally built and styled home) as the locus of this communion. Her unique images are thus drawn from an uncertain space between two of the most important resources in her creative life. 
Ashraf Jamal 
(Rhodes University)

Learning to squander/making meaningful connections in the infinite text of world culture

In this paper, I fix my sights on a global inter-human and aesthetic sphere in which region/nation/transnation merge. I propose that the new global cultural economy has to be understood as a complex, overlapping, disjunctive order, which cannot be understood in terms of existing centre-periphery models. This eschewal of existing binary models also means a reconceptualisation of the liminal as an in-between space in a fixed divide. For today, it is not only the margin that is indeterminate but also the infinite text of the global cultural economy within which visual art plays its part. This part, as Nicolas Bourriaud (2009) notes, has become intensively immediate, pragmatic, or politicised – the visual arts replacing cinema which succumbs to the seductive lure of the advertorial image. With Bourriaud – namely, The radicant (2009) – in this paper, I chart the function of visual art in the twenty-first-century. A key question is posed: ‘why it is that globalisation has so often been discussed from sociological, political, and economic points of view, but almost never from an aesthetic perspective?’. In this paper, I provide an answer: by shifting the focus to the aesthetic. Challenging the solidity of a global cultural economy, in this paper I institute a logic of flux; a world in which migration meets creolisation; de-individuation meets the post-identitarian; the rhizome meets the radicant. The upshot of these shifts is a move away from the sterility of multiculturalism – the relative autonomy of reified cultures – towards a global (local-and-generalised) culture in perpetual translation. Key to this shift is the move away from origins and a move towards unforeseen destinations. It is this drift, exodus, transmigration, or translation that comes to shape and define contemporary aesthetics. This shape-shift Bourriaud dubs the altermodern: “the emergence … of … a new cultural precipitate, the formation of a mobile population of artists and thinkers choosing to go in the same direction. A start up, an exodus”. The key figures in this ‘exodus’ are the immigrant, exile, tourist, urban wanderer. It is these figures, or tropes, which become the focus in my reading of contemporary South African visual art and its affect and impact in this molten global cultural economy.                      
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Liminal space, ritual and absence in the installation art of Jan van der Merwe

In this paper, selected installations by South African artist Jan van der Merwe are discussed in terms of the way in which they address the concepts of liminal space, ritual and absence. Three works by Martin Heidegger, namely On the way to language (1982), Being and time (1962) and Mindfulness (2006), form a framework by means of which to discuss the installations. In Being and time and Mindfulness, Heidegger seeks to negate the spirit/matter binary common to western metaphysics. Precisely such a negation can be argued to take place in the space and ‘objects’ created by van der Merwe. In On the way to Language, Heidegger addresses the notion of language as silence. Language is interpreted not as a medium of signification, but as the hermeneutic (message-bearing) relation of human being to absence or void. Here the artworks are interpreted as objects that speak by means of silence, and, in so doing, presence the void or absence. I argue that such presencing can only take place in a liminal space. Furthermore, such a state of liminality relates to Dasein (being there), a specific mode of comportment whose “Being reveals itself as care” (Heidegger 1962:227). Anxiety, as an agonistic relation to the world, is also one of the modes of ‘being there’. Van der Merwe’s installations are interpreted as ritual, liminal arenas that arise from an agonistic of care. The artist’s method can be described, in the words of Leela Gandhi (2009:72), as the “cultivation of matter”, or its “re-spiritualisation”, which reflects an “ethical capacity to enter into contagious fellowship with outcast and abandoned things”. Lastly, notions of absence are addressed in an interpretation of the artworks as objects which point beyond themselves to that which is absent. Such absence relates to ‘lack’ or ‘privation’ as an occult property central to the “fullness of being” (Agamben 1999:181, 182), and echoes Heidegger’s notion of the relation between non-being and Being. Van der Merwe’s installations, addressed in terms of liminal space, ritual and absence, are seen to embody the relationship between being and Being, non-being and Being, and presence and absence.         
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PREMESH LALU 
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A history of sadness: nationalist aesthetics and the politics of history
 
How might one begin to conceive of a politics of history in ways that offer an exit from the double-bind of nationalist history and aesthetics in their cross-hatching? In this paper, I plot the implications of the work of art surrounding the killing of the Xhosa king, Hintsa, by British troops at the height of colonial rule in 1835, for the discourses of the history of colonialism, nationalism and the postcolonial critique of apartheid. By reflecting on the paintings and portraiture of Frederick I'Ons, George Pemba and Hilary Graham related to the killing of Hintsa, I argue that the aporia might offer an opportunity for reevaluation of history and aesthetics. In the paper, I explore these in relation to ‘the space of death’, in order to inquire into the limits and possibilities of art in offering not only new strategies for thinking one’s way out of the impasse of nationalism, but also for new ways of conceiving of the discourse of history.
Bronwyn Law-Viljoen 
(University of Johannesburg)

Sojourns in occupied territory: the work of Brent Meistre and Jo Ractcliffe

Landscape has often functioned as a threshold; a zone in which the similarities and differences between painting and photography are in evidence. At the same time, it has served as the barometer of photography’s constantly shifting place in the art-historical canon; a measure of its ability on the one hand, to serve as document and, on the other, to be deployed in the service of a conceptual approach to art-making.
South African photography has been explored (and over-explored) as a predominantly documentary form. But it has, in recent years, departed significantly from this trajectory. In this paper, I present the work of Brent Meistre and Jo Ractcliffe as occupying a liminal zone in the field of South African photography, signaling at the same time towards photography as documentary vehicle and photography as conceptual tool. In her recent work As Terras do Fim do Mundo, Ractcliffe (2009-2010), deploys the language of documentary, and specifically the genres of landscape and war photography, in order to present a project that interrogates its own assumptions about these two fields. And in his Sojourn series, as well as in a number of video works, Brent Meistre presents the landscape as both empty and suggestive, a site for performances that write the artist into the landscape in both humorous and deeply provocative ways.
Virginia MacKenny 
(University of Cape Town)

Vacated spaces: contemporary South African watercolour

Watercolour’s portability and quick drying time made it the medium of choice for colonial travellers recording their journeys into terra incognita. This gives it a certain historical legitimacy as a tool for observational studies, but it has been less accepted as a serious medium in the Fine Arts. Oft dismissed as the terrain of women, hobbyists and amateurs despite a number of attempts by scholars to assert its value, watercolour remains marginalised. Often fugitive, with little holding power in its pigmentation, it is quintessentially a liminal medium. 

In this paper, I explore how the materiality of watercolour, its very lack of permanence or assertion of pigment, can act as a core value in the production of meaning. In particular, I examine a peculiarity of watercolour technique that is strongly reliant on the absence or near absence of pigment on the support, where the practitioner leaves areas of the page untouched, white or blank as a key area of denotation – a place where the figure-ground relationship becomes uncertain as ‘nothing’ denotes ‘something’.

Many contemporary South African artists have used watercolour to shape an aspect, if not a core or central element of their practice – Alan Crump, Keith Dietrich, Marlene Dumas, Colbert Mashile, Gabrielle Raaff, Colin Richards and Tracey Payne to name but a few. Under consideration in this paper is Richards’s work titled Veronica Veil, where the veil, contrary to legend, carries no image; Raaff’s city-plan series where the buildings are rendered but the surrounding landscape is left undescribed; and Dumas’s utilisation of the white cloth (left blank) that operates as cover, blindfold, gag or place of projection.

Zen Marie 
(University of the Witwatersrand)

Caught by traffic: the aesthetic dimensions of informal public transport

In this paper, I ask how the aesthetic can be a useful point of departure (or rupture) for analysis at a systemic level. In part, this is to ask how visuality might function as a theoretical text. It is also a reconfiguration of artistic practice as a research tool. This liminal space between thinking and doing is developed as one that is potentially radical in its questioning of epistemological formations.

Central to this paper is a customised taxi, The Big Boss, operated by owner/driver Mark Chinsamy. As an aesthetic object, The Big Boss exists outside normative parameters of taste. Crass, crude and kitsch, it is an artefact that signifies within an ‘informal’ and sometimes illicit street culture. The ‘informal’, while vital for the production of meaning as well as important to the infrastructure of large cities, is interrogated as a category that inadvertently reiterates marginalising practices as much as it contains emancipatory potential.

The Big Boss resists classification or ordering; it is an affront to decent taste and correct politics. I argue that this point of resistance is potentially transformative in thinking through or attempting to organise city space. The aesthetic is mobilised through an interaction with the liminal position of the taxi driver and the taxi as an object of embellished personal identification. To listen to aesthetic configurations from these liminal positions, in a way that is not censored, politely revised or neatly translated prompts a redefinition of the terms by which researchers, academics and policy-makers approach such objects or even such subjects.

Ultimately, a reconsideration of methodologies involved in making research and doing art are at stake, as, in this paper, I implicitly work in the area between theory and practice ‒ an area that is fast becoming a place in itself. Practice-led research, an increasingly fashionable moniker, in this sense becomes the framework for unpacking the ways in which aesthetic considerations of the informal can potentially affect systemic change.

Sean O’Toole 
(University of Cape Town)

Inaccurate truths: the case of literary fiction as art criticism

The need for literature to declare itself is more self-evident than is necessarily the case with art practice. Art criticism, at least in its more routine and formalist incarnation cannot proclaim to be fiction, largely because as a mode of public address it is circumscribed by a basic journalistic imperative: it must tell the truth. Art criticism that claims to be fiction confuses an orthodox and rote understanding of what art criticism is. It need not be this way. 

Writing in a 2009 edition of the magazine Parkett, Charles Bernstein (2009:146), a poet and a former editor of the American poetry magazine L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E (1978–81) remarked: 
[t]he problem is not that art criticism is too conceptually complex but, on the contrary, that – even at its putatively most theoretical – its poetics and aesthetics are too often wilfully stunted, marked by a valorised incapacity to respond to how meaning is realised through multiple, incommensurable, or overlaid discourses … within a single work. Meaning is not an end but a between. 
Bernstein’s assertion is couched in a familiar register; what it suggests, however, is less self-evident. My question: can literary fiction, as opposed to Frank O’Hara’s poetry in the case of Bernstein, be construed as art criticism? In this paper, I discuss two projects that, in their own ways, transgress the boundaries between fiction and non-fiction, partly in an attempt, I argue, to allow ‘multiple, incommensurable, or overlaid discourses’ to infiltrate one’s appreciation of, in this case, photographs. 

In 1985 the American novelist Richard Powers published his debut book, Three farmers on their way to a dance ‒ a speculative fiction that grew out of Powers’s encounter with German photographer August Sander’s photograph, Young Westerwald Farmers on Their Way to a Dance (1914). The novel includes Sander’s three farmers as protagonists. David Goldblatt and Ivan Vladislavić’s recent collaboration, TJ/double negative (2011), follows a different tack: invited to contribute an essay to a book of photographs of Johannesburg by Goldblatt, Vladislavić offered instead to write a novel. While Double negative does include overt references to work in Goldblatt’s oeuvre, it nonetheless remains a piece of literary fiction. 

Accepting that Powers and Vladislavić’s writings want to be a form of ‘enacted criticism’, questions nonetheless remain. What do their deep analyses yield by way of criticism, or to be more specific, art criticism? Do they manage to deliver the reader to that ‘between space’ where, according to Bernstein, meaning is said to reside? Does meaning look or read differently in this liminal space? 
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James Sey 
(University of Johannesburg)

Transaesthetics and liminality in South African visual art

In his book The transparency of evil (1990), Jean Baudrillard (1990:18-10) writes:

[t]here is much talk of a dematerialisation of art, as evidenced, supposedly, by minimalism, conceptual art, ephemeral art, anti-art and a whole aesthetic of transparency, disappearance and disembodiment. In reality however, what has occurred is a materialisation of aesthetics everywhere under an operational form … . Our images are like icons: they allow us to go on believing in art while eluding the question of its existence. So perhaps we ought to treat all present-day art as a set of rituals, and for ritual use only; perhaps we ought to consider art solely from an anthropological standpoint, without reference to any aesthetic judgment whatsoever. The implication is that we have returned to the cultural stage of primitive societies. (The speculative fetishism of the art market itself partakes of the ritual of art’s transparency).
Baudrillard’s (1990) vision of art in contemporary culture, which he terms a “transaesthetics of indifference”, is focused here on the possibility of art having a ‘ritual use’, one which would be more clearly understood from an anthropological point of view than a conventionally aesthetic one. The implication he draws from this, namely that, ‘we have returned to the cultural stage of primitive societies’, is a profound one. In this paper, I draw on Baudrillard’s argument to fashion an understanding of the ritual function in art in contemporary societies. I argue specifically that ritual can be used as a means of delineating a new understanding of South African art from the point of view of a ‘transaesthetics of liminality’. This view of the relationship between ritual and art in South African art incorporates categories of liminal space and liminal bodies in important aesthetic and socio-political phenomena, and can thus be seen as a kind of ‘meta-category’ of the liminal.
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Framing the debate on race: global historiography and local flavour in Berni Searle’s Colour Me and Traces series
In comparative critiques of the production of racial identity there is a pervasive, if implicit, persistence of the category of the nation; histories of various racial identities become entangled almost exclusively with the narratives of national spaces. As part of a larger project that attempts to shift this nationalist focus in race studies towards a more ‘outer-national’ perspective, in this paper, I focus on two series of installation works by South African artist Berni Searle. Searle’s works Traces and Colour Me, when read through this paradigm of the ‘outer-national,’ productively interrogates the categorical boundaries of the nation in the historical production and subsequent life of racial identity. I read Searle’s work as an example of how race might be approached not only as identitarian category, but also as global phenomenon.

In both pieces, Searle’s use of spice powders places her work within the historical trajectories of the spice trade and locates this as the larger nexus framing her performance of South African racial identities. These spice powders, which Searle uses to ‘dis-colour’ her body, map an economy of transnational or global exchange of commodities and people. As such, I argue that Searle’s work constructs an archive that both complicates the specifically South African inflections of coloured racial identity as well as de-privileges apartheid historiographic models in the post-apartheid interrogation of such categories. I argue that Searle’s work offers methodological potential for studying race as a global and relational phenomenon. I show how, by not projecting a post-apartheid present into the past, Searle is able to render visible a multiplicity of archives through which to interrogate contemporary racial identity in South Africa. Through a deconstruction of apartheid’s hegemonic grasp on historical frameworks for interrogating race, Searle gestures towards how racial identities, even when considered to be intrinsically linked to the national narrative, can be read as produced by myriad forces operating both in and beyond the national space. I argue that Searle’s historiographic and methodological shifts toward the ‘outer-national’ offers new ways to read for local inflections as well as the global trajectories of race.

Myer Taub 
(University of Johannesburg)

Enclosing the upstart/performing the enclosure: a self-reflection of performances relating to slavery, identity and HIV/Aids commissioned by Iziko Museums, Cape Town, 2008–2009

As an academic, dramatist, artist and creative practitioner, I subjectively work from the margins of my multidisciplinary field, interpolating marginality within my practice-led research. I often associate the notion of marginal with the outcast, who is excluded from conventional practice because of ethical choices and unconventional reason. Despite these odds, between 2008 and 2009, I was approached by Iziko Museums in Cape Town to create a series of performances relating to their various museum displays and commemorative days, incorporating themes of slavery, identity and HIV/Aids. What became apparent in this work was a questioning of contemporary museum practice and institutional dogma in a postcolonial context, calling into question so-called museum conventions situated around defining performance in being located in categorical terms and spaces. Furthermore in the projects, I used performance as a spontaneous tactic in diverting traditional museum space for unconventional pedagogical use. What also became apparent was that the subjective struggle of the creative self emerged in being susceptible to re-display and re-orientation while working in the apparent enclosure of the institutionalised place. In order to re-voice the documentation from this particular phase, I analyse the works in question by presenting a photo-essay that combines examples of each of the commissioned works – Miss Nothing (2009), 1808 (2009), and Christine’s Room (2010) – along with self-reflexive commentaries. It is this presentational style that suggests a form of inter-modality as a way of perforating the enclosure in order to develop an interdisciplinary and collaborative space towards (self) production.

Ann-Marie Tully 
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Becoming animal: liminal rhetorical strategies in contemporary South African art

In this paper, I address the liminal animal/human body in specific artworks by South African contemporary artists who employ the hybrid body (performed and represented) as a site of rhetorical potency in the expression of otherness. The Derridian (2002, 2009) position that postulates human identity in a metaphoric relation to the animal (animetaphor) is a theoretical marker in this undertaking. Later manifestations of this theory of anthropocentric transubstantiation, such as the art-critical writing of the animal theorist Steve Baker (2000), as well as the postcolonial enactment of the figurative animal in Achille Mbembe’s discussion of colonial slavery, are also influential sources in this argument. Giles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s (1988) notion of ‘becoming animal’ is also concisely explored in relation to Baker’s disciplinary discussion of this phenomenon. Julia Kristeva’s conception of the body as a meaningful and deviating site; as well as Donna Haraway’s (1991) notion of the cyborg’s inhabitation of contradicting positions, are instrumentally applied within the scope of this paper.
By way of situating these complex theoretical positions in South African art, I discuss specific works by South African contemporary artists whose methodological approach invokes the rhetorical animal/human body in two senses: firstly, looking at works that perform the human body as animal and combine it with animal substrate. In discussing this, I look at Nandipha Mntambo’s performed animal transformations and indexical cowhide conjoinments, paradoxically critiquing and embracing the figurative animality of the African body in colonial discourse. Secondly, I look at works that evoke the animal in uncanny bodily relations to the human form, concentrating on selected examples of the chimerical socio-political sculptural work of Jane Alexander, wherein human form seamlessly meets animal façade. As this metaphoric trans-species discourse foregrounds much of my production as a visual artist, I also briefly discuss a limited selection of representational works from my recent body of work entitled Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing, which invokes lycanthropic conflations in a critical metaphoric exploration of human autobiography in relation to animal character. 
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The virtual realm: digital installation as a liminal art practice

In all good science fiction narratives, one is reminded that the computer and the internet have their origins in the military industrial complex. And, like most things in the pulp comic or Orwellian genre, these tools, originally designed for warfare and social control under the threat of the atomic cloud, the system and its uses have grown far beyond the designers' dreams of command and become their own anarchic, mutable systems.
If one is to understand the liminal as a transitory space and accept that this limbo may be occupied or visited, then the liminal can never be static, as that would only make it liminal for a time. Here Be No Monsters, merely an unmapped region that will at some point be colonised, subsumed and understood. The liminal, then, in order to remain outside of the norm (and therefore liminal), must be continually shifting – a dream space without borders or limits. In this case, the virtual, created through a combination of digital media and installation, is a prime candidate.
It is interesting that there are, as yet, few practitioners in South Africa who engage with this space of the imaginary. South Africans still seem concerned with the liminality of those areas as yet undefined by a previously conservative system – a set of criteria for identity, gender, race or nationality. A medium in which physicality can be surpassed has, as yet, not been widely popular. But there are also issues of access, archiving, ownership, authenticity and display that make the virtual a slippery space in the field of Fine Art.
Through an examination of Ivy Kulundu’s Breaking Water and my exhibition Dead Media – two exhibitions that examine ‘birth’ and ‘death’ respectively – I examine the liminal qualities of the virtual as a medium, the difficulties of integrating the virtual into an economically driven gallery system, and the power of the virtual to attain a liminality that is transcendental as opposed to transgressive.
� The attention his work generated both locally and internationally was predicated on the fact that despite being black and hailing from a rural locale he had managed to create ‘progressive’ work that was on par with white conceptualists The German press called him a “wunderkind” when he exhibited in Colours: Kunst aus Südafrika, Haus der Kultuen der Welt, Berlin (1996). 


� The absence of any outward links to his tribal provenance guaranteed his work’s status as contemporary thus proving that it’s contemporariness was in part motivated by its ‘break’ from tradition – albeit that Skins has much in common with art deemed traditional. 


� Clive Kellner (1997:157) described Langa as being “caught in a rural/traditional matrix”. In discussing Langa and his work international writers such as Elizabeth Janus (2002) foreground Langa’s sense of ‘displacement’ and this as an overriding theme in his art. 


�Here Olu Oguibe refers to artists making supposed hybrid or transitional forms of art. 


� Contemporary is defined here as per Arthur Danto’s (1997) dictum, in which he suggests the contemporary as  being distinctive from ‘presentness’, and a term which refers to art that is neither aligned to modernism or postmodernism. 


� This has irked African theorists (Hassan, Oguibe and Rasheed Araeen) who have being trying to reclaim a space for African artists and those of the diaspora who have been relegated to the periphery of the master western narrative.
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