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Pointure-practices in visual representation and 
textual discourse – a tapestry and a fugue

The stitch is … that which breaks the surface … penetrates the skin 
… pricks in order to connect, pierces in order to join … (Lundström 
2009:184).

The articles presented in this special edition of Image & Text may be likened to a 
fugue of contrapuntal voices1 expressed in textual modes and threaded around 
Jacques Derrida’s (2009 [1978]) theoretical maxim of “pointure”. The notion of 
“pointure” arises from Derrida’s essay, “Restitutions de la verite en pointure” 
(“Restitutions of the truth in pointing”) in which he explores the discursive theme of 
the “inside” and “outside” of a text. Derrida (2009:301) uses the metaphor of “pointure” 
as it pertains to the registration hole made by the small iron blade used in printmaking 
to fix the page to be printed onto the tympan, and the opening and connecting 
(threading) function of the stitch present in shoemaking and glovemaking (Derrida 
cited in Payne 1993:228). The etymology of the term “fugue” can be traced to the 
Latin word “fuga” (“to chase”), indicated in the fugue musical form of one voice 
“chasing” another (Amati-Camperi 2009). If one were to consider the fugue as a 
polyphonic vocal form of expression in which voices “chase one another" through 
contrapuntal disambiguation (Smith 1996), its pointured equivalent might be the 
needlepoint (embroidered) tapestry, in which two-dimensional form is rendered 
through contrapuntal-type stitching and interweaving of coloured threads. Derived 
from the Latin “punctus contra punctum” (Smith 1996), meaning “point against 

1. Polyphonic fugue involves a number 

of voices, each of which carries a motive 

or theme (Smith 1996). These voices are 

harmonised or “woven together” through 

contrapuntal form (Smith 1996). 
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point”, the term “contrapuntal” would, in the case of the tapestry and fugue, refer 
to the interrelationship between the voices or stitches. While each individual voice 
or stich is independent of the others, when combined, they become interdependent, 
reading with and against one another to form a polyphonic synthesis. Extending 
the similes of the fugue and tapestry to this collection of articles, this themed edition 
could be seen as representing a range of autonomous, yet (inter)textual voices 
(thoughts) that "pierce", "puncture, and "penetrate" the concept of “pointure”, and  
are "stitched together", “threaded  through”, "cast onto", "spun around", "interlaced 
with", and "woven into" pointure as a central thematic. 

Derrida employs the metaphor of “pointure” as an interrogative thread “lacing” the 
shoes represented in Vincent van Gogh’s painting of Oude Schòenen (Old Shoes) 
(1886) to two essays in which this painting is discussed, namely Martin Heidegger’s 
“The origin of the work of art” (1998 [1950, 1957, 1960]), and Meyer Schapiro’s 
critique from an art historical perspective of Heidegger’s reading entitled, “The 
still life as personal object: a note on Heidegger and Van Gogh” (2009 [1968]). In 
response to this textual dialogue around Van Gogh’s painting, Derrida (2009:306, 
307) “cobbles” together a discussion (polylogue) on the act of reading paintings 
that makes vulnerable (pricks, needles) authorial projections and foibles, while 
poignantly reflecting on the “haunted” nature of ‘naked things’ (shoes, paintings, 
and innumerable other material forms) that are subject to the “lacing together” 
action of desire. In this sense, the “lacing” shoelace that fills the “naked” holes 
fitted by the cobbler for the purpose of both opening and closing the shoe becomes 
a sub-metaphor of the master metaphor, “pointure”, indicating the “relation” and 
“restitution” of otherwise separate entities such as painting and language. 

A second sub-metaphor of the “pointure” master-metaphor can be found in the 
French word for lace, "le lacet", which can also mean “trap” or “snare” (Payne 
1993:229). In this sense, Van Gogh’s empty shoes with open laces represent a 
vacuum of presence that invites projection and possession. “Ghost” is the third 
sub-metaphor in “Restitutions” (Payne 1993:230); it functions as a chronotopic2 
and metaphysical device that points to the webbed passage of texts, objects and 
intentions, travelling and transforming through time and the eye’s passage – ‘eyelets 
(which also go in pairs) and pass on to the invisible side’ (Derrida 2009:308). By 
extension, it can be suggested that every act of pointure, be it in the prick, cut, 
or incision, opens up this chronotopic dimension.

In the articles included in this edition and the extensive body of work that precedes 
it, authors and visual practitioners reflect upon modes of contemporary and 
selected historical visual arts and culture practices, “laced” through the conceptual 

2.   Bahktin's concept of chronotopes – 

cognitive invariants used by writers and 

readers in order to structure divergent 

historical, temporal, and textual elements 

in a novel – is a dialogical manifestation 

of ‘mutually interacting’ texts and contexts 

(Keunen 2000:2). The chronotopic device 

relies on the readers’ and writers’ prior 

knowledge and experience, and as such, 

represents the compression of a range 

of lived, remembered and learnt histories 

and contexts including the present moment 

of writing and reading (Keunen 2000:2). 
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ruptures and “eyelets” of pointure. The action of puncturing and stitching together 
discrete surfaces or entities can be considered as a method, and signifying 
practice, for the realisation of creative work; similarly, “pointure” is a term complicit 
with post-structural methods of “writing the image” in visual culture. This 
simultaneously ruptured and interlaced approach is a relevant stratagem for 
contemporary writing on representation and art historical practices.

The impetus for the body of work that has culminated in this special edition can 
be traced to the Pointure exhibition, curated by Ann-Marie Tully and Jennifer 
Kopping, held at the UJ Gallery (Johannesburg, 8-29 August 2012).3 In the curators’ 
words, the exhibition represented

a visual foray into the terrain of “pointure practice” in which the curators 
gathered together an expansive and somewhat neglected area of 
contemporary art practice in South Africa, including but not limited to, 
media involved with stitching, suturing, puncturing, printing and weaving. 
In so doing, we attempted to situate this practice within a broad 
framework spliced between the thresholds of art, design and craft, 
and framed within cultural theory rather than reductive art/craft 
dialectics (Farber & Tully 2013:1).

The exhibition was accompanied by a colloquium titled “Pointure: pointing, 
puncturing, weaving and lacing in art, design and textual discourse”, convened 
by the Visual Identities in Art and Design Research Centre, Faculty of Art, Design 
and Architecture, University of Johannesburg, that took place on 15 August 2012. 
Keynote speakers included Artist/Prof Bracha L Ettinger (Marcel Duchamp Chair 
& Professor of Psychoanalysis and Art, European Graduate School, Saas-Fee); 
Dr Meredith Jones (Dept. of Media and Cultural Studies, University of Technology, 
Sydney) and Prof Jane Taylor (then Mellon Senior Research Advisor, University of 
the Western Cape; Dramaturge for Handspring Trust and Visiting Professor, 
University of Chicago; currently the Wole Soyinke Chair, Leeds University, United 
Kingdom), whose paper has been developed into an article published in this 
edition.  

The colloquium was timed to coincide with the opening of a solo exhibition by 
Et tinger t i t led LICHTENBURG FLOWER AND MEDUSA (NIROXProjects, 
Johannesburg, 13-29 August 2012). Curated by Leora Farber and Ann-Marie Tully, 
the exhibition provided insight into Ettinger’s interrelated artistic, theoretical and 
psychoanalyst practice spanning over 30 years. Ettinger works in an interdisciplinary 
manner that incorporates painting, drawing, poetic notebooks, writing-drawing, 
photography, conversation, lecturing-performances and encounter-events. The 
exhibition featured a selection of artworks in diverse media, ranging from drawings 

3.   Images and further information on 

the Pointure exhibition is available at: 

http:// issuu.com/andrea.rolfes/docs/

pointure_3_final_version_22072012_issu?-

mode=window&backgroundColor=% 

23222222 and http://ann-marietul ly. 

blogspot.co.uk/2011/08/pointure-curat-

ed-exhibition-about.html
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produced from 1987 to 1981; paintings dating from 2004 to 2009; recent drawings 
dating from 2010 to 2012; and a series of artist’s notebooks, or ‘note-drawing 
books’ (Giffney, Mulhall & O’Rourke 2009:4), produced during the years 2003 to 
2012. The notebooks suggest a particular manifestation of pointure, in that they 
act as an interface between the analyst/artist and her residual dialogue with 
an(Other) through a neologistic writing style that ‘weaves’ together languages 
(Pollock 2009:10), and ‘entangles’ practice and theory (Giffney, Mulhall & O’Rourke 
2009:2). 

A selection of nine papers, published in a supplement of Art South Africa edited 
by Farber & Tully (2012:34-51), formed the first textual output from the colloquium. 
The supplement “pointed to” the density and richness of the “pointure” thematic, 
suggesting the potential for a dense (text)ile in which pointure-practices could be 
further "unpicked" with specific application to visual representation. This special 
edition of Image & Text has afforded us the opportunity to “gather”, “weave” and 
“stitch” (chain, chase), the voices of the authors represented in this edition, the 
voices of the speakers at the colloquium, and the artists featured on the Pointure 
exhibition into an intertextual tapestry of pointure-practices as they pertain to 
various forms of visual cultural production. The strands of theory and practice 
that have emanated from, and around, the Pointure exhibition over a period of 
three years are tightly bound, (ensnared, entwined, entangled), rather like the 
“messy” underside of a tapestry – an impenetrable matrix of exposed (naked), 
knotted threads and overlaid cross-stitches that track the diverse disciplinary and 
temporal “warp and weft” of this sustained project. Within this embroidered 
theoretical matrix, pointure-practices – acts of cobbling, stitching, suturing, 
spinning, embroidering, lacemaking, braiding, knitting, knotting, and weaving – 
are framed in a complex of visual culture theory, rather than the reductive binaries 
of art versus craft binaries, which tend to miss the “point” of the inter(textile)ual 
web of memory, desire, metaphysics, critique and (re)patterning that flows from 
the multidimensional range of pointure-practices.

In the context of this project, the term “pointure” also encompasses a double bind 
in which actions that have historically been associated with the constructs of 
masculinity and femininity, to some degree, co-exist and operate in relation to 
each other. By extension, pointure-practices have the potential to disrupt and 
restitute (Derrida 2009:307) the divide between activities historically designated 
to the privileged, masculine realm of “high” or “Fine Art”, and the historical relegation 
of needlework and other domestic arts to the “lesser”, feminised category of “craft” 
(Parker 1984). In this respect, Ettinger’s practice was seminal to the colloquium 
and the outputs that succeeded it. Her theory of the ‘matrixial borderspace’ 
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(Pollock 2009:25) is particularly resonant in terms of transcending the limitations 
of Derridean pointure being associated with the historically determined masculine 
realm of theory, as well as the first-generation feminists’ linking of artwork that 
employs pointure-practices with the valorisation of historically gendered notions 
of “women’s work”.4

In contrast to psychoanalytic theories that situate the construction of subjectivity 
as premised on a phallic lack in the subject, Ettinger positions subjectivity as 
emanating within a pre-natal, liminal ‘maternal-feminine’ space that she terms ‘the 
matrix’ (Pollock 2009:1, 5, 13). Ettinger’s "matrix" – a term derived from the Latin 
word for womb – connotes a psychic space that is neither gendered nor anatomical; 
in Ettinger's index the notion of the womb is mobilised for its intellectual potential 
(Pollock 2009:4, 5, 13). Matrixial theory is a ‘trans-subjective’ notion which resists 
gender specificity in the logic that both male and female subjects have once shared 
in this borderline ‘becoming-human’ experience of pre-natality (Pollock 2009:8, 9).

By integrating matrixial theory into the theoretical framework of the Pointure 
colloquium, we sought to graft the Ettingerian matrix (a notion redolent with woven 
and tapestried forms) with Derridean pointure. In our view, these conceptions 
share a common zeitgeist of aesthetic application and revisionist thinking. Allowing 
for a complex “weave” of subjectivities (art-maker, woman, man, infant, mother, 
viewer) within visual representation, and acknowledging the ethical and social 
significance of the feminine in contemporary visual culture (Pollock 2009:13, 28). 
Matrixial theory offers significant possibilities for revising the articulation of pointure-
type visual practices as being predominantly located within a feminine realm. 
Ettinger's application of matrixial theory to her artmaking practice represents an 
interstitial relationship between artmaking and academic writing that challenges 
the phallic binary structure of western aesthetics and discourse (Giffney, Mulhall 
& O’Rourke 2009:1). Given the centrality of her practice to the colloquium, and 
the alternative readings of Derridean pointure that it suggests, it is not by chance 
that articles featured in this special edition by Nicholas Bourriaud, James Sey, 
Brenda Schmahmann and Leora Farber respectively, address particular aspects 
of matrixial theory in relation to visual practice.

Bourriaud (pgs-) provides a fascinating insight into Ettinger’s fluid interaction 
between theory and media-devices employed in her art practice. These interactions 
include notions of trace and inscription in the face of digital anonymity; the interplay 
of mechanisation and mark (‘reprographic’ means) staged alongside the iconography 
of ghostly and traumatic apparitions “becoming” effaced and palimpsestual; the 
detritus of the unconscious, the prosaic, the unsightly and the unvalorised subject; 

4.   While this strategy can be read as a 

challenge to the historical denigration of 

needlework and creative processes as-

sociated with the home, it is also a con-

tested one, as it remains embedded in 

the phallic binary structures of symbolic 

language and, as such, could be seen to 

reinforce these categories rather than 

disrupt them.
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the notebook as an intersection between analyst/artist’s and the residual dialogue 
with an(Other); the employment of the photographic image/object as a ground 
that is diluted through process to that of a fading spectre; a sense of disembodied 
relational aesthetics where classical distance and intimacy implode. 

Sey (pg 34-44) posits that consideration of post-apartheid South African art 
necessitates an ethical dimension which takes into account the trauma of South 
Africa’s historical legacy of racial violence and discrimination. His premise centers 
around Ettinger’s (2005) engagement with the proto-ethical potentiality of art, 
which she considers as being premised on an inter-subjective, encounter between 
the subject and it’s Others. For this encounter to be fully transjective, an ethico-
aesthetic relation, based on what Ettinger (2005) terms a psychic ‘fragilisation’ of 
the ‘I and non-I’, is essential. By extension, she contends that such fragilisation 
is critical and necessary for a transjective encounter between artist, viewer and 
artwork to take place. It is this kind of proto-ethical interaction and exchange that, 
Sey argues, could be mobilised as a potential model for engaging with traumatic 
cultural memory in post-apartheid South African art.

In exploring how the choice and treatment of materials in the Keiskamma Altarpiece 
(2005) might be read in associative terms, Schmahmann (pg 45-71) draws on Ettinger’s 
(2005) theories of the ‘matrixial gaze’, in combination with Norman Bryson’s 
concept of the “glance”. In the Keiskamma Altarpiece, the oil paint and limewood 
carvings of its Renaissance source, the Isenheim Altarpiece (1512-1516), are 
replaced with embroidery, beadwork and digital photographs. Schmahmann 
discusses how the choice and treatment of these tactile materials and use of 
pointure-practices may affect the ways in which the work is received. She proposes 
that, through a series of visual devices, the viewer is invited to experience a sense 
of mutuality with the work through his/her interaction with its surface, and a sense 
of identification with a ‘nurturing milieu associated with a process of healing, which 
is orchestrated and managed by women’ (Schmahmann pg 45 ). Extending Bryson’s 
concepts about looking through the “glance” (as opposed to the “gaze”), 
Schmahmann suggests that such an intimate, bodily engagement may be likened 
to experiencing the work via a matrixial gaze (as opposed to the “phallic gaze”). 
Through the matrixial gaze, the viewer may derive a sense of what Ettinger (2005) 
refers to as the ‘com-passion of I and non-I’, which she in turn associates with 
the process of ‘metramorphosis’. Schmahmann (pg 68 ) phrases this idea as follows: 
as a specifically compassionate form of looking, the matrixial  gaze ‘enables the 
viewer to “remember” trauma and, through the deployment of memory to view 
the account of HIV/AIDS in the work as having mutually experienced import'.
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With reference to her A Room of Her Own series (2006-2007) of photographic, 
video and installation work, first shown on the Dis-Location/Re-Location exhibition 
(2007-2008), Farber considers how what she proposes to be three pointure-type 
practices – the Victorian construct of needlework, the historically gendered 
nineteenth-century psychosomatic disorder of hysteria, and the contemporary 
practice of self-mutilation through cutting – as signifiers of passive, self-negating 
“femininity” (Parker 1984:4, 5), are subverted through redefinition as forms of 
agency. In examining the ways in which these pointure-practices play out in the 
series, and aligning them Julia Kristeva’s (1995) concept of ‘transgressive writing’, 
she suggests that they can be read as empowering forms of preverbal, bodily-
driven self-expression; as means by which the protagonist of the series can “give 
voice” to unspoken traumas and speak in the face of being silenced by nineteenth-
century patriarchal discourses.5 

Alexandra Kokoli and Jillian Carman employ pointure as a framework for critically 
redressing the binary limitations of art/craft discourses. Kokoli (pg 110-129 ) does so 
with reference to the prevalence of knitting, crocheting and stitching in mainstream 
as well as historical and current feminist visual arts practices. Carman highlights 
the hierarchical divide between painting and sculpture (as examples of Fine Art) 
and lace-making (as a craft form), noting that in the South African context, the rift 
between craft and Fine Art, from which subsequent debates would be “cast on”, 
originated at the opening of the Johannesburg Art Gallery (JAG) collection on 29 
November 1910. 

Carman restitutes two apparently discrete female Victorian figures in an interlaced 
continuum: Florence Phillips (1863-1940), wife of Randlord Lionel Phillips, and 
founder of JAG; and the British social activist, Emily Hobhouse (1860-1925), who 
exposed the appalling conditions in the concentration camps for Boer women 
and children during the South African War (1899-1902). She identifies an important 
confluence between these prominent women: both employed arts and crafts ideals 
in social reconstruction initiatives that they initiated during the post-war period, 
and for both, lace-making was an integral part of their schema. Hobhouse planned 
to use lace-making, along with spinning and weaving, to empower impoverished 
Boer farm communities, while Phillips’s plans to initiate an educational museum 
with an affiliated art school, included the use of crafts such as lace as teaching 
examples. Both failed to realise these ambitious projects; an ending that does not 
detract from this compelling and ironic insight into how, despite its delicacy and 
fragility, historically, lace has figured as a tool of feminine empowerment.6 While 
Phillips’s lace and textile collection was not considered ‘appropriate for display in 
a Fine Art museum’ when she donated it to JAG in 1910, where it languished in 

5.   Transgressive language has similar-

ities with other forms of “speaking through 

the body” such as Luce Irigaray’s and 

Hélène Cixous’s écriture féminine (‘the 

inscription of the feminine body and fe-

male dif ference in language and text’ 

(Showalter 1986:249) in that it privileges 

non-linear, cyclical, gestural, rhythmic 

writing. Similarly, Pollock (2009:10) links 

Ettinger’s textual and artistic practice – 

which she  terms ‘matrixial écriture’ (Pollock 

cited in Gif fney, Mulhal l & O’Rourke 

2009:3) – to écriture feminine, noting that 

in its ‘spun-together’ formation of logos, 

matrixial articulation disrupts the phallic 

domination of language. 
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storage for most of the twentieth century, it is now recognised as an integral part 
of that collection (Carman pg 105 ).6

Kokoli presents a response to Rozsika Parker’s (2010:xi-xxii) charting of continuities 
and changes in the gendered associations of craft, and the practice of women 
artists who employ craft techniques and materials. Following Parker (2010:xxi), 
Kokoli traces ways in which feminism informs, influences and can be identified as 
a point of interchange in visual art textile practices. Her exploration reveals an 
inconsistent, yet tangled skein of transgressive cultural and artistic intertextual 
references. As a case study, Kokoli considers her experience of curating a 
retrospective exhibition of crochet and mixed media works by the artist Su 
Richardson, whose juxtaposition of domestic iconography and craft techniques 
with socio-political commentary is seminal to, and characteristic of, feminist 
perspectives. Richardson's work draws connections between past and 
contemporary feminisms, counter-hegemonic practices and “DIY aesthetics” and 
as such, points to the rhetorical irony of how mediums and materials historically 
associated with denigrated "craft" notions can be repurposed in ways that address 
ideological marginalities and conceits.

Christine Chesinska, Anitra Nettleton, and Mary Corrigall consider the restitutional 
aspects of pointure – the act of stitching together discrete surfaces or entities that 
speaks not only of fusion, but also of the interrelationship between two entities 
that are conjoined although they may be in conflict with each other – and its relation 
to the intertwined notions of the body, fashion, dress, adornment, identity 
construction and visual culture. Each of these authors explore the conjoining, 
interlinking, and interconnecting aspects of pointure-practices, and how these 
can be used as a mode of intervention to critique (puncture, prick, rupture) the 
hegemonic constructions of colonial-, gender-, sexual-, racial- identities. When 
used in relation the body, fashion, dress and adornment, pointure can function 
as a means of subversion, resistance, and change, possibly giving rise to hybridised 
and inflected identity constructions. The body, fashion, dress and adornment are 
intricately linked to the concept of identity as performed, masqueraded, and 
transformative; as each of these three authors show, performances of identity are 
often adopted as active forms of self-expression, empowerment and agency.

Chesinska (pgs 130-144) skillfully “interweaves” the thematic of how cultural, racial 
and gendered identities may be (re)fashioned via manipulation of cloth and use 
of masquerade as a subversive strategy through the fabric of her argument. She 
explores how, in their photographic portraits, artists Maud Sulter and Chan-Hyo 
Bae use cloth subversively and employ masquerade as a strategic means to 

6.   While lace and hand spun or woven 

textiles have historically served as vehicles 

of female economic empowerment, the 

numerous connections between these 

materials and mythological or esoteric 

beliefs point to more immaterial forms of 

female empowerment. Homer’s Penelope 

and the Three Fates is an example of this 

magical association. The female embroider-

ers of the historical and political Bayeux 

Tapestry (a visual history of the Norman 

conquest of Britain), most likely working 

under Augustine monks, are thought to 

have stitched in figures and elements of 

their own interpretation (Laynesmith 2012) 

– an act of socio-political commentary 

that is mirrored today in the work of nu-

merous women artists employing poin-

ture-practices.
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“needle into” hegemonic identity constructs based on hierarchical power relations 
between self and other. In so doing, they show how cloth can be used in ways 
that potentially or actively disrupt, alter, reinvent, and/or subvert the hetero-
normativity of the status quo, and how masking can become ‘an art of transformation 
that questions normalised assumptions about difference’ (Checinska pg 130 ). 

Nettleton (pgs 161-185) considers the impact two nineteenth-century colonial imports 
to South Africa, namely glass beads and photography, had on ways in which the 
local populace presented themselves to the Occidental gaze. Nettleton (pg 161) 
aligns these two imports with pointure-practices, noting that both required different 
and complex forms of ‘pointing and stitching’ … ‘within the things they constructed, 
and between the things they constructed and the bodies of those they made 
visible’. The import of glass beads resulted in numerous stylistically differentiated 
beadwork traditions. Proposing an analogy between the ways in which beadwork 
was worn on, tied to, or even stitched into, the body and the practice of scarification 
by isiZulu-speakers, Nettleton suggests that beadwork acted as a "second skin"; 
an integrated material layer of signification, visually marking the wearers’ identity. 
The second import, photography, allowed the pointured forms of scarification and 
beadwork to be recorded over an extended period of time. Drawing together the 
indexical function of photography to record identities via a semiotic reading, and 
identifying beadwork and photography as pointure-practices, Nettleton (pg 161) 
contends that through the action of “pointing” the camera at the pointured objects 
of the mechanical gaze – bodies, scars, beadwork – ‘the photographs have been 
laced onto, and entangle irretrievably with, that which they supposedly “represent”’.

Corrigall (pg 145-160) poses a pivotal question around which she “spins” her 
argument: ‘is it possible to interweave a discourse between Athi-Patra Ruga’s … 
performance works … the form of intertexual polyphony inherent to dandyism and 
the subject matter and mode of Derrida’s text on pointure?’. In grappling with this 
question, she draws a connecting thread between Derrida’s use of intertextuality 
in his critique of Heidegger’s and Shapiro’s texts on the nature and reception of 
art, and the intertextual syntax that informs dandyism. By identifying the junctures 
at which contentions between Derrida's, Heidegger's, and Shapiro’s texts conjoin 
and conflict, and “stitching into” these ruptured intertextual seams, Corrigall 
conducts her own polylogue (fugue) around Derrida's conception of pointure, and 
the polyphonic, intertextual syntax of dandyism. Ruga’s performance work, The 
Future White Woman of Azania (2010-2013) features as the sartorial "weft" (the 
horizontal thematic) of Corrigall's (text)ile. She reads this work, which she argues 
evokes the dandyist mode, in relation to the Derridean "warp" (the vertical structure). 
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Jane Taylor’s and Ann-Marie Tully’s articles can be ascribed to the realm of visually 
and materially applied metaphysical phenomenology and the “ghostly” dimension 
of Derridean pointure. Tully (pg 186-211) “picks” up on Elizabeth Wilson’s (2004:378) 
theories pertaining to the "magical" properties of textiles in relation to items of 
clothing, affect and perception. She extends these theories in her exploration of 
the shamanic properties (and histories) of holes and points in relation to textile 
media (the pointed implements that “knit” warp and weft, and the spaces between). 
This enchanted “weave” is developed in her discussion of the convergence of 
stitched and woven forms (pointured mediums) with the magical associations of 
horned animals found in a range of historical and contemporary western and 
African contexts. Derrida’s two pointure sub-metaphors of “lacing” (relating to the 
shoe lace), and “haunting” (an interlaced relation between actual shoes, Van Gogh’s 
painted shoes, and the viewer), are poignantly crafted into her text(ile) with the 
observation that ‘the vacuum made by the stitch is a haunted site invested with 
themes and experiences of human frailty and desire; filled precipitously by the 
yarn, a wished for end is sympathetically effected’ (Tully pg 186). 

While Tully "casts on" to the mystical notion that garments may be “haunted” by 
traces of the wearer, Taylor (pg 121-228) “links” her argument to Derrida’s 
extrapolation of the "ghost" metaphor to consider the “haunting” that prefigures 
representations where the origin of the representation is simultaneously lacking 
and retained in residue, both within the image and without (in its reception) (Derrida 
2009:305-308). Derrida’s (cited in Payne 1993:229, 230) rhetorical styling of 
pointure, in particular his trinity of “lace”, “trap” and “ghost”, is central to Taylor’s 
discussion of the Trinitarian structure of Christian doctrine and its aesthetic 
manifestation in visual art. Further to this, Derrida’s (2009:305, 306) meditation 
on the ‘inside and outside’ of a text is integral to Taylor’s enquiry and method. 
Taking passage through the wound, she looks beyond the exterior representation 
of the “Father”, “Son”, and “Holy Ghost” in Masaccio’s Trinity (c. 1425-1427), to 
reflect on the interior metaphysics that gives veracity to representations of this 
nature. Taylor turns this sacred interior "inside out" to reflect on the penetrating 
machinations of faith and vision; contrapuntally moving between her discussion, 
and Derrida’s, Heidegger’s and Shapiro’s trinity of voices. 

In "casting off" this editorial matrix, it is useful to return to the Derridean master 
metaphor of “pointure”, and its sub-metaphors, “lace” and “ghost”. In so doing, 
we loop (back-stitch) Jan Vermeer’s iconic painting, The Lacemaker (1669-1670), 
into the discussion. The Lacemaker depicts a young woman holding a pair of 
bobbins in her left hand as she places a pin in the pillow on which she is making 
bobbin lace with her right hand. Despite being a relatively small work – not dissimilar 
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to this special edition (considering the potential scope of the “pointure” thematic) 
– this painterly illusion, the warp and weft of its material substrate (canvas), and 
its daily reception by innumerable viewers at the Louvre Museum in Paris, is 
analogous to the multidimensionality, cross-disciplinarity and chronotopic character 
of pointure, which, in turn, is manifest in the articles included in this edition. 

An intent viewer may be struck by the age of Vermeer’s painting, and the various 
forms of loss inferred by the passage of time: loss of the figure of the lacemaker, 
whose residue remains in paint; loss of the piece of lace that served as a prop for 
this canonised painting, but did not qualify to enter the catalogue of cultural objects 
deemed “worthy” of preservation; the loss of the painter, traces of whom reside 
indexically in the painted surface; or, more likely in the viewer’s informed (haunted) 
reception of the existential object. This bereft loop – from past maker to present 
viewer, lacing through the artist’s, lacemaker’s, and viewer’s lives; and objects 
(the actual lace that was made, and its painted representation on a woven canvas) 
– is representative of the puncturing and connective action (tissue) of pointure, 
threaded through (warp) human lives, and across (weft) objects, and temporal, 
spatial and geographic contexts. The lacemaker’s needle and thread pierces the 
screen of the painting through the ‘eyelets’ (Derrida 2009:307, 308) of the viewer’ 
mind, “lacing” together a haunted bridge across time, space, being(s), and desire. 
Conclusions aside, this "loop" (stitch, snare, spell) remains open, inviting and 
invoking the further fabrication, projection, and restitution of disparity that will 
follow, regardless of our hapless efforts to “hook" this most human phenomena, 
medium and metaphor.
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Bracha Ettinger:  
off (hors1) figures 
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Author: Nicolas Bourriaud 
Bracha Ettinger off (hors) figures: a paper on the work of visual artist,  
philosopher, and theoretician of French feminist psychoanalysis, Bracha  
L . Ettinger. Ettinger has held recent solo exhibitions at the Historical  
Museum of St. Petersburg, Peter and Paul Fortress (2013); Museum  
of Fine Arts (Beaux-arts), Angers (2011); Tapies Foundation, Barcelona  
(2011), and the Freud Museum, London (2009). Recent group exhibitions  
include those at the Museum of Modern Art, Warsaw (2013-2014) and  
the Pompidou Centre, Paris (2010-2011). She is author of Matrix. Halal(a)  
- Lapsus, MOMA Oxford (1993) and The matrixial borderspace, University  
of Minnesota Press (2006). Two volumes of her selected writings (Matrixial  
subjectivity) are soon to be published by Palgrave-Macmillan. 

It was in a small confined studio, situated off the courtyard of her Parisian apartment, 
where Bracha Lichtenberg Ettinger was working at the time when I first met her. I 
was just 22 years old then, and was astounded by the fact that one could successfully 
manage the life of an artist and a psychoanalyst’s practice. I was also impressed by 
the enormous range of her current work including the translation of texts by Jacques 
Lacan from French to Hebrew. In Paris at the end of the 1980s, her work could have 
only appeared as a meteorite; there was no trend whatsoever with which to associate 
it. It was, without a doubt, that aesthetic singularity that attracted me thus to her 
work. The following year, in 1988, the artist called on me to write for the catalogue 
of her exhibition at the Musée de Calais. I realise today that the first lines her work 
had inspired in me were clearly announcing the theses that I would develop twenty 
years later, in The radicant (2009): 

One winter, upon her arrival to Europe, Bracha Ettinger marveled at the 
massive presence of these migrating birds which she had always 
observed traversing Israel on their way to Africa, which she had always 
imagined as absolute nomads – no shelters, no stations – and here they 
were accompanying her to her own exile, bringing her to consider the 
aerial view as an emblem of the re-conquest of the self in the voyage … 

1. Hors in French: off, out, apart, beyond, 

aside, except. 
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We have been led by the evolution of “late capitalism” to envisage all aspects of 
human life in function of the mass, numbers, sums and amounts. We are now so 
accustomed to think quantitatively that it would seem difficult for us to approach art 
in any other way than in these very terms or their equivalents, and in function of the 
tangible effects that it is supposed to produce. The critical dimension of the 
contemporary oeuvre is thus being readily judged by the yardstick of its social 
efficiency. To cite only two recent manifestations of this, among the most visible are 
the biennials of Istanbul in 2009 and Berlin in 2012, which even demanded that artists 
declare their political allegiances. Artists, be efficient in your dissidence from the 
system: such is the trap set before contemporary art, the blind spot through which 
it might topple over, in turn, into the religion of pragmatism. 

When each and every aspect of human life would be able to justify its utility before 
the Tribunal of Economism, art will simultaneously be victorious as media and 
extinct as art, and its ideological defeat will be all the more bitter. That is why, in 
the aesthetic domain, it is crucial to hold fast to the, apparently harmless, question 
of singularity. In an era where a situation is considered worthwhile only by its 
becoming emblematic; when the facts count only in the strict measure of their 
capacity to become marketable information; where specificities must of necessity 
belong to classes, genres or cultures in order for themes to be taken into 
consideration; the irreducible character of a situation, or the unicity of an event, 
must be considered as invaluable today.

Still, contrary to appearances, the concept of art has evolved much less over 
these past decades than certain notions that underlie it and certain schemes and 
devices which accompany it. We no doubt have turned our attention away from 
the most effervescent zones of mutation, in favour of the institutional concept of 
art, which is more suitably circumscribed, more massified and anyway, more easily 
detected. It is, however, in the margins of art – under the visible layer of figures 
and forms, in the bond between the sensible and the traced (and in the evolution 
of the status of the traced) – that considerable upheavals were being fomented. 

If there is a notion that finds itself in crisis today, it is indeed that of inscription. 
How do we inscribe something? And where? In what manner? Here is what does 
not seem obvious anymore in the era of the touch screen. While the book – as 
object and medium (support or even depository) of the word – finds itself today 
in jeopardy of being replaced by other formats issuing from the digital revolution, 
there is an entire scriptural economy that has been insidiously calling itself into 
question. The whole gamut of the traceable and its modes of reception find 
themselves, in return, affected: the page of a book; the canvas on its mount; the 
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television monitor; the white walls of the exhibition hall – so many receptacles 
planned for a classified multitude of gestures of inscription. 

One must resort to the means of contemporary epigraphy in order to register the 
new forms of the traced and the modes of inscription that have appeared since 
the end of the twentieth century, but here it will be enough to evoke certain effects 
of this emergence. The painting? The notebook? It is through these two formats 
that I am going to approach Bracha Ettinger’s work.

Scoriae

Since the 1980s, Ettinger has worked with reprographic means that have become 
more widely used today: first the photocopier, then the scanner. Starting with the 
industrial means of her time, she incorporated the photocopier into the pictorial 
process. The Eurydice series, for instance, which began in 1992, clearly shows 
the process of successive transformations through which her oeuvre constitutes 
itself. On the one hand, the document, or the drawing from which she begins and 
thus departs; on the other, the cold equipment with which the artist operates. The 
original image is not merely reproduced; it is submitted to a complex game of 
decisions within which the machine, deploying the whole range of its mechanisms, 
coalesces into its own material. The imprint of flash; the fixation of errors and 
impurities; the traces of the sweeps effectuated by the “luminous brush”; the 
sudden interruptions; the ridges; the points: the image placed by Ettinger seems 
to be moving further away with each movement of the machine; it is then reloaded 
with her manual interventions, before fading away again in the photosensitive 
vessel. A pictorial surface remains that is not extraneous to the aura as defined 
by Walter Benjamin: the unique apparition of a far-away.

This drive to make the image disappear through the interposition of successive 
versions or copies has been further reinforced, since the turn of the new millennium 
in the first decade of this century, by the recycling of some of her own works as they 
are passed through the scanner. It is clear that the iconographic material she uses 
gives meaning to these technical manipulations, to this ghostly (phantomic) appearance 
of the image, as well as to this symbolic of the distancing farther-away. The question 
is: how to represent the Holocaust? How to even evoke the Shoah as a pictorial 
“subject” without falling into abjection; without slipping into pure sentimentalism 
which would deprive her oeuvre of any productive potential or would suppress and 
revamp it through its being swallowed by another register, namely, that of testimony? 
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Ettinger’s artwork does not address the Holocaust nor the past, but rather the 
enduring traumatism that the Holocaust has engendered, which is, as such, always 
present. Its subject is the obliteration of the memory in its “figurative” dimension and 
the persistence of a symptom, in acute vivide state. Furthermore, Ettinger’s work arises 
out as a ‘traumanatomy’, to use Rosi Hunh’s (2011:113) expression;2 in other words – a 
general study of the shock, by means of active remembrance. Medically, trauma is an 
injury endured by the organism; traumatism, or psychological trauma is its resultant 
traces; its consequences. Ettinger’s artwork thus presents itself as the presentation of 
consequence-images, the origins of which turn out to be deliberately fluffed, vaguely 

unreal, such as these screen-memories or those 
painful endeavors at recollection that surge along 
within the psychoanalytic cure. In her work’s 
iconography, the documents serving as material 
are placed under the influence of parasites that 
obstruct the access to them: lines; scoriae and 

cinders; mechanical defects; progressive dilution of the definition. They appear thus 
coated with fine layers whose paradoxical nature is their being, evidently, produced by 
the light of an appliance. Yet they turn out to have a striking assimilation into dust or 
ash. The technique, in this dance of irreproducibility, reveals a sombre truth that plainly 
pertains to Ettinger’s practice. It is, therefore, the organisation of the defectiveness of 
the technique that founds her method of composition, deliberately placed under the 
sign of the dust, the grain of sand that jams up a functioning, but also evokes the trace 
of time in its passage. The accumulation of scoriae and of defected traces founds a 
relation to the image that is profoundly indexed upon the psychoanalytic practice, 
insofar as, much more than materially bringing forth the event itself, it materialises the 
degree of distancing-away with regard to the event.

But a second range of forms exists in Ettinger’s work, which constitutes precisely the 
juncture of her practice of an artist and that of the analyst: the notebooks. Small in 
scale, un-crisscrossed, these notebooks simultaneously keep her company during free 
time and accompany her analytic sessions. In general, they are born out of those 
moments of floating listening proper to psychoanalysis, within which the unconscious 
of the analyst must connect and respond to that of the analysand. The pages of these 
small notebooks are thus riddled with drawings, words and phrases; sometimes 
coloured masses are imbued, suffusing the paper. All of these, in any case, are born 
out of an encounter with the mental universe of the other; but we could better define 
them, no doubt, by qualifying them as professional residues (rebuts); as excretions 
emanating from a social practice; as derived products of the unconscious while it is 
laboring. At first glance, the drawings and aphorisms figured there seem to belong to 

2.   In using the term “traumanatomy“, 

Rosi Huhn addresses both the anatomy 

of trauma and the anatomy of dream (from 

the German language).

Ettinger’s artwork does not address the Holocaust 
nor the past, but rather the enduring traumatism 
that the Holocaust has engendered, which is, as 
such, always present.



  | 22 Number 23, 2014 ISSN 1020 1497

the automatic pilot of any artist; but here, connected to a “tracer”, the unconscious 
functions in a regime of inscription that can only be qualified as dialogical. Incriminating 
evidence, brought from this zone in which the human spirit proves to be highly receptive; 
open to all stimuli as well as its own phantoms, Ettinger’s notebooks also represent 
instruments for negotiation with the other; relational tools in the interiors of which co-
presences organise themselves.

The common point between the paintings and the notebooks resides in a principle 
strongly affirmed: the transformation/distancing-away. By the interposition of technology 
in the first case, and in the second case, through the “floating listening”, it is about 
giving positive value to the act of distancing-away-from. We should linger over the 
true nature of this constitutive distancing-away in Ettinger’s paintings, and over the 
reasons for which she also constitutes the filigreed hyphen that bind together some 
important figures of contemporary art since the 1960s. 

When Gerard Richter evokes the past of Nazi Germany, for instance, it is under the 
features of Uncle Rudi (1965), a painting that presents some apparent similarities 
with Ettinger’s. Although Richter’s original document is much more decipherable, it 
too is a black and white image, streaked from the mechanical reproduction, clearly 
recognisable as a painted photograph, whereas Ettinger uses the photographic 
cliché only as a point of departure for a long trajectory. Their only common point 
resides in the traumatic effects produced by the material. Richter’s use of the material 
to achieve these effects departs from a banal and familiar image – that of a smiling 
man in German military uniform. He exhibits the source of the artwork clearly – a 
picture magnified up to the point of becoming blurred. It is not only the visible distance 
taken by Richter from his subject (the familiar banality of absolute evil), but also from 
his document (a family picture), that constitutes a remarkable pictorial act. The 
recuperation of such a shot, which must have existed in most German households 
in the 1960s, constitutes a truly political act – that of opening the drawers or exhibiting 
the garbage can … but whereas Richter’s painting ultimately magnifies the original 
document, this is not the case with Ettinger, who dilutes it to the point of conferring 
thereupon the faint consistency of a phantom; of a memorial spectre. Her forms 
seem be captured in a ferocious battle against oblivion or even foreclosure.

Sinthôme, number omega and relations

What Ettinger’s artwork designates is the importance, both metaphysical and political, 
of our mental rubbish dump (déchetterie mentale): through the act of recuperation 
of the daily effects of analysis what is played out is the daily drama of this selective 
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sorting to which everybody delivers themselves, consciously or not, with regards to 
the concrete facts of one’s existence. What to keep? Where and how to arrange it? 
And mainly, what does “to keep” mean? In French, the double sense of the word 
garder (to conserve, but also to “increase the guard” in relation to an object coveted 
by others) implies a whole repertoire of gestures. 

Early twentieth century art is traversed by a general problematic of the rejected or 
discarded, at once expressed through the binary of high culture/low culture and 
through the omnipresent thematics of social exclusion. This problematic represents 
the specific declension of a constitutive theme of Modernity: indeed, modern art 
constituted itself by attacking the then-prevailing consensus through that cultural 
hierarchy: what had been considered worthless became the very object of the new 
painting; the “noble” subjects were abandoned. Courbet’s groups of nameless 
humans or waves, Manet’s asparagus, Pissarro’s factory chimneys, and Degas’s 
dance rehearsals bear witness above all to an enterprise for the valorisation of social 
residue and for the exaltation of the prosaic. The Impressionist painting thus took 
hold of everything that was previously moved off sight or relegated to the background 
of a painting … And all the art of the twentieth century would be caught in this spiral 
of re-valorisation of the rejected: the insignificant; the banal; the stain; the formless; 
the repressed; the terror as well as the appalling would become its major subjects; 
its intellectual mechanic indexes the universe of recuperation. More generally, it is 
haunted by this ethic of division between the useful and useless; the accepted and 
refused; the licit and elicit. It is therefore quite logical that a number of historians date 
the birth of the modern movement to 1863 – the year of the Salon des Refusés.

Ettinger’s notebooks offer a particular twist to this intellectual drive, in the sense that 
they take place halfway between the wilderness of free time and a social vocation; 
between automatic scribbling and scientific notation. As receptacles of the working 
unconscious in process, they form themselves as they go, like a storage warehouse 
of a productive activity. The place where the scoriae embody the formal focal point 
of her paintings represents the subject of her notebooks. 

It would be, however, abusive to trace a parallel between the psychoanalysis – invisible 
center of this “noted” production of the artist – and just any indexing of the unconscious 
under the auspices of the production of mental waste/garbage. It is not under this 
rapport (unconscious = waste/garbage) that Ettinger’s notebooks have the attribute 
of the residue, but as visual-plastic detachments from the Real of psychoanalysis. 
Indeed, the graphic and chromatic scoriae that we find in them represent what exudes 
from a conversation; its supplement; its emerging outlined addendum; simultaneously 
centered and off (hors) the exchange. 
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In order better to discern the importance of this notion, we must go back to the 
more general question of detachment and of the outside in Lacanian theory, which 
is not unrelated to the modern thematic of the rejected I have mentioned above. 
In one word, it is the domain of the off (hors – a French word that translates as 
off, except (from), out (of), apart (from), outside (of), apart (from), beyond, aside 
(from)) that sustains the art of our epoch. Moreover, in his topological efforts of 
the 1970s, Jacques Lacan insisted on figures that do not have an outside such 
as the Möbius strip and the Klein bottle, which are both forms in a closed circuit 
with no external edges to any exterior whatsoever. By contrast, Lacan also 
designates that which detaches itself from the signifying chain as a source of 
mental dysfunction. On this point we cannot overlook the intellectual and friendly 
proximity that engaged Lacan and George Bataille in the 1930s, even before the 
former had actually founded the groundwork of his doctrine. 

It is striking to realise that Lacan’s theory of the Sinthôme, decades later, strongly 
evokes Bataille’s theory of heterology, defined as the “science of all that is other”; 
a discourse of the residue; the scum and the inassimilable – as is the Lacanian 
Real. The sinthôme, a concept that Lacan elaborated upon during his seminar 
of 1975-1976, is defined as a spare-part-symptom – a part literally disengaged in 
order to malfunction, the role of which is none other than to hinder the functions 
of the individual by the mere fact of its detachability. Lacan gives as an example 
a grandiose “spare-part” of world literature – Finnegan’s wake by James Joyce 
– that permitted its author to invent a function for his symptom. 

It is through this register that Ettinger’s notebooks inscribe themselves; spare-
parts of the analysis which had come precisely to invent a function for the rapport 
between the analysand and his/her analyst, but also between the unconscious 
of the artist and that of the other. A function, that is, a specific position inside 
which the inert can finally become productive and a generator of possibilities, 
and creates a zone where traditional roles are being efficiently redistributed. By 
this, they represent veritable supplements. Situated off (out-of, apart, beyond the 
limit of and aside from) the œuvre and off the analytical practice, they form a 
mental figure inside which the one and the other will join, together but otherwise 
interwoven, as a direct result of the fact of such detachment from the grand 
categories under which we have learned to define and recognise them. 

Such could be the meaning of the presence of these many omegas we find here 
and there in Ettinger’s painting since the 1980s. For the mathematician Georg 
Cantor, “omega” denotes the totality of existing prime numbers. This number of 
numbers, which contains them all, authorises thinking on actual infinity and not 
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just a virtual infinity. Consequentially, there could exist an “omega” plus one, plus 
two, plus three, etc. … In the succession of human activities, art occupies the place 
of the number “omega”, since it contains them all; since it covers all the possible 
forms, plus one – that one we just don’t know yet …

It is in this sense that Ettinger’s artwork, and notably her notebooks, proves to be 
haunted by the relational sphere: the relation is forever the horizon of the “plus one”, 
and her artistic practice strives for the exploration of this supplement by systematically 
placing herself off-self.
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Bracha L Ettinger, 2008-2013. Selected pages from Grey-blue notebook. 145 x 215 mm.

FIGURE No 1
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Bracha L Ettinger, 2008-2013. Selected pages from Grey-blue notebook. 145 x 215 mm.
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Bracha L Ettinger, 2008-2013. Selected pages from Grey-blue notebook. 145 x 215 mm.
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Bracha L Ettinger, 2008-2013. Selected pages from Grey-blue notebook. 145 x 215 mm.
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Bracha L Ettinger, 2008-2013. Selected pages from Grey-blue notebook. 145 x 215 mm.

FIGURE No 5
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Bracha L Ettinger, 2008-2013. Selected pages from Grey-blue notebook. 145 x 215 mm.
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Bracha L Ettinger, 2008-2013. Selected pages from Grey-blue notebook. 145 x 215 mm.
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Bracha L Ettinger, 2008-2013. Selected pages from Grey-blue notebook. 145 x 215 mm.

FIGURE No 8
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ABSTRACT 
In this article, I argue that a consideration of South African art should have an 
ethical dimension, which takes into account the trauma of apartheid and the 
country’s deep-lying legacy of race hate and discrimination. An example of how 
this can be achieved is provided by the work of artist, theorist and psychoanalyist, 
Bracha Lichtenberg Ettinger. In both her artistic output and her psychoanalytic 
theory, Ettinger offers a model of ethically engaging with traumatic cultural memory 
through an encounter between artist, artwork and viewer. I use the recent example 
of vitriolic popular response to Brett Murray’s artwork The Spear (2012) to illustrate 
the necessity of an ethical response to trauma in South Africa’s case. 

Keywords: ethics, trauma, Bracha Ettinger, Brett Murray, psychoanalysis, art, the other.

South Africa is a complex place. It is a country beset by seemingly more than its 
fair share of trauma, both symbolic and brutally real. Its identity is fluid and multi-
layered. The process of shaping and establishing that identity, or its identities, is 
often acrimonious and violent. In artwork that is produced in South Africa the 
process seems little different. The most prominent recent example is the allegorical 
work of politicised art, The Spear (2012), by white male artist Brett Murray. The 
work – a pointedly satirical portrait of South African President Jacob Zuma, with 
a crude depiction of a penis daubed onto the original work, which itself is a parodic 
reference to a Soviet propaganda poster – caused public outcry and much media 
attention, especially amongst the President’s largely black supporters in his party, 
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the African National Congress (ANC). This outcry often took the form of accusations 
of ongoing racism by the white artist against the President. Yet often these headline 
debates obscure a more ongoing and deep-seated issue with artistic practice 
and the racial and cultural displacement that went hand-in-hand with colonialism 
and apartheid. 

I return later in this discussion to the issues raised by Murray’s painting, but the 
debates and acrimony around art, historical trauma and race, in fact, go far beyond 
taking offence at the work. For post-apartheid South African art, these debates 
pose a crucial set of questions. There is perhaps a naiveté and an arrogance in 
the notion that one’s art history should be remade in a new image, outside of the 
reach of an acquisitive colonial and disfiguring apartheid history. There is a deep-
rooted and typical post-colonial anxiety in this idea. But it is not only an anxiety 
of influence – it is a central post-colonial response to a perceived ongoing cultural 
imperialism that has replaced the obvious manifestations of occupation and 
subjugation. There are various ways in which a putatively “authentic”, usually 
preceding, cultural structure replaces this type of ideologically loaded, and more 
diffuse, subtle form of imperialism. These were amply demonstrated by the Picasso 
and Africa exhibition mounted at the Standard Bank Gallery in Johannesburg and 
at the Iziko National Gallery in Cape Town in 2006. Officially sanctioned by the 
two respective heads of state at the time, Thabo Mbeki and Jacques Chirac, the 
exhibition was designed to indicate the influence of African art and cultural artefacts 
on the work of the Spanish artist. Mbeki thus explicitly tied the exhibition to the 
idea of an African cultural Renaissance. Implicit in the exhibition was the redress 
of the long history of colonial expropriation of African art and culture, and the 
exoticisation of its art objects. If Picasso could be shown to be heavily influenced 
by African art, then the epistemological rupture represented and achieved by the 
European avant-garde could be recontextualised in the case of African art. This 
is not even to broach the problematic status of the category “African art” in the 
first place, as if that were ever recoverable and as if it could stand as an historical 
category in a world characterised by, and organised around, nation-states. This 
reaction was an attempt to redress the perceived injustice of the failure to 
acknowledge the influence of African art on Picasso, and by extension, on the 
European avant-garde. A key aspect of this injustice involved the turning of important 
ritual artefacts of African culture, such as masks, into art objects. What is clear 
in all of this is the sense of a traumatic cultural displacement. 

The debate about the qualitative and categorical differences between fine art and 
“craft” or ritual objects is well-worn. There has been something of a restoration of 
processes like beadwork, embroidering, stitching, weaving and lacing generally, 
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from a somewhat marginalised and craft-oriented position in art practice, to a 
position of some intellectual weight. This commences partly, in western philosophy 
at least, from Jacques Derrida’s (2009 [1978]) discussion in the essay “Restitutions 
of the truth in pointing (Pointure)”. Derrida’s primary discussion is around the 
significance of the trope of “pointing” – in the archaic sense of puncturing in order 
to admit laces or strings for weaving and binding – or, in the case used in the essay, 
holes in the cobbler’s shoes to admit shoelaces, specifically the shoes represented 
in several paintings by Vincent van Gogh in the 1880s. Behind the trope is an 
argument about puncturing a surface – a representational surface like a painting 
or a text – with meaning, especially aesthetic meaning. In this sense, part of the 
meaning of artworks is to be found in the ways in which the medium of the artwork 
or the language of the text act as types of suture. These representational gestures 
therefore introduce a necessary puncture or point to the medium in order to tie it 
together with meaning. In the course of his discussion, Derrida (2009:437) pointedly 
problematises the status of the “work” and the “product” that is the work of art. 
He also draws on a fundamental distinction involved in the weaving/lacing process 
– that between absence and presence – which is key to the formation of the subject: 

We shall articulate this strophe of the lace: in its rewinding passing and 
repassing through the eyelet of the thing [the shoe] … it remains the 
“same” right through, between right and left, shows itself and disappears 
(fort/da) in its regular traversing of the eyelet, it makes the thing sure 
of its gathering, the underneath tied up on top, the inside bound on 
the outside, by a law of stricture. Hard and flexible at the same time.

Derrida uses the metaphor of Van Gogh’s paintings of shoes, or more particularly, 
Martin Heidegger’s (1998 [1950, 1957, 1960]) discussion of these, to distinguish 
between an outside and an inside to the subject, a subject that is ‘strictured’, yet 
the sense of which is made flexible by the work of art. The adducing of Sigmund 
Freud’s famous “fort/da” game points to this oscillation as also being about the 
relationship between the “work” (of art and of lacing) and the subject. 

As I have alluded to, in the context of practices of weaving, binding and lacing and 
so forth in South Africa, there is also a set of less recondite considerations for such 
work. Here, practices such as beadwork and weaving have practical, economic, 
social and ritual meanings that run parallel to any aesthetic contextualisations such 
practices and objects might have. As such, they become areas of cultural and 
political contestation, linked to the propensity of various colonial appropriations of 
these practices and objects to consider them as simply aesthetic. In South Africa, 
as with most post-colonies, there are socio-political issues of redress at stake, as 



  | 37 Number 23, 2014 ISSN 1020 1497

well as those of definition and privilege. These questions are wide-ranging and, in 
South Africa’s case at least, central to the restoration of certain cultural processes 
to a position of public prominence as forms of (often state-supported) public art. 
Particularly in the case of work with fabric, and its weaving, lacing, embroidering 
and stitching, there is a set of cultural practices with practical outcomes, but whose 
elevation to the status of art – and the concomitant valorisation of work that was 
traditionally “feminine” – marks a shifting set of aesthetic and hermeneutic parameters. 

One artist and thinker has done more than most to bring the theoretical questions 
raised by the tropes of weaving, binding and interlinking in this kind of work to the 
fore. Perhaps even more importantly, she has foregrounded the questions of 
subjectivity, gender and trauma raised by her art in this context. This is celebrated 
Israeli-born artist Bracha Lichtenberg Ettinger. In collaboration with the Visual 
Identities in Art and Design Research Centre, University of Johannesburg, she 
recently showed a body of work at NIROXprojects, Arts on Main, Johannesburg 
(13-29 August), titled Lichtenberg Flower and Medusa (2012).

Ettinger is renowned for breaking down the artificial barriers between theoretical 
thought and artistic practice in her oeuvre. As a trained psychoanalyst, she focuses 
her work on the nature of the relationship between the subject and its Others, 
developing a critical and an aesthetic approach in the same space in order to do 
so. Crucially, that focus is a feminist one, in that her work deals in a series of plangently 
tangential ways with the nature of a (feminine) aesthetic subjectivity in relation to its 
Others – a relation the artist herself terms variously a ‘transjectivity’, or a relation 
taking place within a ‘matrixial borderspace’ (see Ettinger 2005b). This liminal notion 
of a ‘borderspace’ is an unconscious non-place within which Ettinger suggests a 
different way of understanding the idea, common in psychoanalytic discourse, of a 
phallic lack in every subject, organised around the desire of the Other. While they 
are not equivalent, the idea of a ‘matrixial’ experience of subjectivity, organised 
around the womb-like psychic space of the matrix, enables an inter-subjective relation 
that recontextualises the terms of traumatic lack installed by the figure of the phallus, 
and replaces it with a ‘transjectivity’ in which an ethico-aesthetic relation, as well as 
a willing psychic ‘fragilisation’ is essential for the relationship between the self and 
its others (Ettinger 2005b). This same fragilisation is necessary for the engagement 
between artist, viewer and artwork. As Ettinger (2005a:705-706) puts it:

A matrixial borderspace is a mutating copoietic net where co-creativity 
might occur. A matrixial co-emergence has a healing power, but 
because of the transgression of individual boundaries that it initiates 
and entails, and because of the self-relinquishment and fragilisation it 
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calls forward, it is also potentially traumatizing. Therefore, to become 
artistic or generate healing, the aesthetical transgression of individual 
borderlines … calls for the awakening of a specific ethical attention 
and erotic extension: an artistic generosity.

An important part of Ettinger’s view of art here is that the relationship between 
artist, artwork and viewer involves both a willing ‘self-relinquishment’ and an 
‘aesthetical transgression of individual borderlines’ (Ettinger 2005a). This libidinal 
investment is not entirely erotic, however. The relationship of artistic generosity 
entails an ethical dimension. This ethical relationship is tied to a bond; it is one in 
which the belief in the artwork is shared between artist and viewer, and therefore 
entails a breaking down of individual subjectivities; an opening up of intersubjective 
experience, or what Ettinger (2005b) calls ‘transjectivity’. While she acknowledges 
that this opening up of intersubjective experience can be traumatising, the ethical 
dimension of the work of, and in, art renders this potentially traumatic fragilisation 
instead a fulfilling experience.

These theoretical frames form part of a creative 
world in which Ettinger produces works that are an 
aesthetic meditation on the ideas and experiences 
of trauma, loss, reconnection, ethics and the layering 
and relaying of experience and subjectivity. Since 
the 1980s, her work has largely taken two forms: 
paintings and artist’s notebooks. The paintings 
adopt a particular technique, that of repeatedly 
repainting and working over an original photocopied 

or digitally scanned image or set of images – sometimes maps, sometimes aerial or 
family photographs, sometimes found images, all of which recede as a spectral 
residue beneath layers of reworked and reapplied paint, additional scans and copies, 
photocopier dust and other detritus or dendritic materials and images. To gesture to 
the psychoanalytic oeuvre which informs the artist’s work, these images might be 
considered as truly “palimpsestuous”. The notebooks, which proliferate in every 
aspect of Ettinger’s creative and personal life, as sketchbooks, journals, memoirs, 
visual experiments, accompany and provide a different kind of framing for her 
exhibitions. Her artist’s notebooks are both a supplement, and an aesthetic and 
psychological ‘accursed share’, to use Georges Bataille’s (1946) term; a necessary 
and yet inassimilable excess which forms a bridge between the more formal structures 
of canvas and paint on one hand, and the language of the psyche, on the other. The 
notebooks take time to sink in. Visually cryptic, even idiosyncratic, they contain traces 
of an entire aesthetic life. Sketches of memory, text, snatches of quotation, drifting 

These theoretical frames form part of a creative 
world in which Ettinger produces works that 
are an aesthetic meditation on the ideas and 
experiences of trauma, loss, reconnection, ethics 
and the layering and relaying of experience and 
subjectivity.
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thoughts, suggestions of visual imagery, splashes of colour, all are here, in various 
shapes, sizes and states of repair. They resemble fetish objects, recalling the faith 
Freud put into such recordings in notebooks as a “true” and “faithful” rendition by 
the analyst of the analysand’s inner life. 

Nicolas Bourriaud (2012:[sp]) suggests that it is in these two forms – the painting 
and the notebook– that Ettinger responds in depth to what he terms the contemporary 
‘crisis of inscription’: 

If there’s a notion that finds itself in crisis today, it is indeed that of 
inscription. How do we inscribe something? And where? In what 
manner? Here is what doesn’t seem obvious anymore in the era of 
the touch screen. … [A]n entire scriptural economy has been insidiously 
calling itself into question. The whole gamut of the traceable and its 
modes of reception find themselves, in turn, affected: the pages of a 
book, the canvas on its mount …

In discussing Ettinger’s constantly reworked, repainted and palimpsestuous 
reprographic images, Bourriaud (2012:[sp]) makes the point that her working 
process allows for the reinscription of an auratic quality to the paintings, in which 
the experience of trauma is deeply embedded. In Ettinger’s early works, the 
holocaust is referenced in the spectral presence of survivors of the camps. Some 
of these are from her own family – figures whose visual identities have faded as 
layers of scanning, colour and the detritus of the creative process has withdrawn 
them from the gaze. They sink into a matrixial space within the canvas. Similarly, 
in the long series of iterations of paintings, notebooks and installations around the 
mythological figure of Eurydice, some of which were on the exhibition Lichtenberg 
Flower and Medusa, the artist recalls how the trauma of an irrecoverable loss is 
compensated for only by love and by art, in the form of Orpheus’s music. It is no 
accident that Eurydice is recalled from the underworld by love and by art; for any 
artist as familiar with psychoanalysis as Ettinger, the metaphor must be resonant 
indeed. And yet, says Bourriaud (2012:[sp]), 

Ettinger’s art does not address the holocaust, or the past, but rather 
the living traumatism that it has engendered, which is, as such, always 
present: its subject is the expungement of memory in “figurative” 
dimension and the persistence of the symptom, in its brisk living state 
… [H]er work arises out of a … general study of the shock, by means 
of active remembrance. 

This realisation of the presentness, and, in a symptomatic way, of traumatic memory, 
is dealt with in Ettinger’s art not as a wound or as a lack, but as an encounter 
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between the viewer and the artwork, in which both are intertwined as subjects and 
objects in a palimpsestuous and matrixial space. Bourriaud (2012:[sp]) calls the 
domain of this encounter the “hors”, the ‘out-off’, or the work of art as the signifier 
of an ‘outside’ to any encounter with the Other, recalling Bataille’s theory of heterology. 

For Christine Buci-Glucksmann (2011:229), Ettinger’s work on trauma and melancholy 
has evinced an unexpected progression, prefigured by the Eurydice metaphor:

… Bracha Ettinger’s work has made the transition from a melancholic 
ephemeral – that of the photocopy, of the annulled and unwitnessed 
gaze of the images of absence, of a grey, neutral world that has almost 
been plunged into a mourning intensified by the power of words – to 
an affirmative ephemeral that will sweep her into a coloured abstraction 
haunted by the white shadows of Eurydice. It is as though painting 
had succeeded in re-opening time, in emerging from the crypt of a 
historical survival, and in creating a dynamics of the gaze by using an 
other gaze that no longer exists. 

This alternative understanding of the gaze, usually a function of the compact 
between artist, viewer and artwork, but also the defining function in the separation 
of self and other and the power relations between them, brings to the painting a 
sense of what Ettinger (2012) calls a ‘proto-ethics’: ‘Affective knowledge is proto-
ethical. The passage to ethics demands a decision from the subject about affective 
arousal, but a proto-ethical stance is prior to such arousal. In the encounter with 
the work of art, such an ethics and the aesthetic sense are not the same’. 

The coupling of the ethical potential of the subjective encounter with the artwork 
is not easily achieved; it depends on an openness characteristic of the artist’s 
theory of the encounter of the subject and its others in the matrixial borderspace 
– the transjective encounter, which is a counter to the will to master. In bending 
the forces of colour and light in her paintings to the service of this proto-ethical 
encounter, Ettinger situates the work, as Bourriaud indicates, in the space of the 
outside, the hors. This liminal, threshold space is one where the fragility, and 
fragilisation, of the encounter with the artwork can be maintained and explored. 
Ettinger (2005a:797-808) herself locates this encounter as located between the 
aesthetic act and an interlinked – woven – process of the healing of trauma through 
a kind of ‘ethical openness’:

The artist who is working through the cross-inscribed traces and is 
worked through by virtual, phantasmatic or traumatic real strings practices 
her art – art that is an aesthetic-in-action – as a healing, healing that is 
an ethics-in-action. Such is the co-response-ability of artworking and 
of healing in copoiesis. 
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In this ‘aesthetic–in-action’, an ethical gesture is performed in the inclusion and 
constant reworking and renegotiation of traumatic elements in the artwork itself. This 
is a bond which works on the artist, the artwork, and the viewer in an unspoken 
skein of aesthetic practice, in which, counter-intuitively to the usual aesthetic or 
interpretive response to an artwork, an ethical dimension is crucial. Ettinger (2005a:709) 
elaborates on the psychical characteristics of this bonding relationship with art: 

The matrixial exposure of the becoming-m/Other is an openness to 
the uncognized world and to unknown but intimate others by a 
compassionate Eros that is not a sexual libido in the usual sense. 
Compassionate Eros and sexual libido are different psychic instances. 
They might intermix, but they nurture different kinds of love. Where 
sexual libido takes the lead, Thanatos – death drive – is there too, 
never too far. In that case, the potentiality for compassionate erotic 
hospitality is often deformed. By compassionate Eros a non-aggressive 
thanatos is revealed. Not death, but the non-life as the not yet emerged, 
the not yet becoming alive, is accessed and intended. 

This subtle reworking of a crucial distinction in psychoanalytic theory, that between 
Eros and Thanatos, libido and death drive, proposes a remarkable possibility: that 
art, far more than representing a sublimated death drive in society, as Freud (2002) 
alludes to in the essay “Civilisation and its discontents”, enables a different psychical 
phenomenon to emerge – a kind of proto-being which is both open to the Other 
and intimate in its relation to Eros (rendering it compassionate) and Thanatos 
(rendering it non-aggressive).

Brian Massumi and Erin Manning (2011:223) explain it thus: 

The threshold shifts. It vibrates. It is not figure or form. Not this history, 
this or that memory. It resonates with all it touches. But it cannot quite 
be seen. For Ettinger, painting is not about seeing. It is felt, it touches, 
it moves, it resonates. To paint the outside is about a feeling-with, a 
thinking-feeling that occurs in a relational field, across works in the 
making … The outside is intercessor. It is felt more than seen. Thought 
in the feeling. ‘Painting’s thoughts are not the gaze’s thoughts’ says 
Ettinger. It is force before it is form, participant, enabler, disturbance 
before it is figure.

Ettinger’s work thus holds, in a fluid, liminal field, a different kind of encounter between 
viewer and work, between the aesthetic affect and the ethical decision to enter the 
field of the artwork, with its allusion to trauma, loss and matrixial recuperation. 

The revelations about trauma which haunt her work, therefore, as well as the 
snatches of dream, text and affect which inhabit the notebooks as transjective 
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objects, should resonate strongly in South Africa. For the sake of convenience, 
let me institute a symbolic historical point to deal with the trauma of apartheid at 
a national level. This point is the proceedings of the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission (TRC), begun in 1996 under the chairmanship of Archbishop and 
Nobel Laureate Desmond Tutu. If this is considered as South Africa’s institutional 
attempt to encounter and work through this trauma, then it must be considered 
a failure. This seemingly peremptory judgement needs to be contextualised against 
the backdrop of the psychoanalytic thought underpinning Ettinger’s work. In an 
essay on a psychoanalytic view of the civic and political reconstruction process 
conducted through the TRC, Mary Tjiattas (1998:68) comments:

Freud tells us that the traumatic event does not (necessarily) retain its 
original form in the process of retranscription. Presumably those 
witnessing the “abreaction” are then in a privileged position: they can 
influence the meaning of the trauma, by providing alternative, more 
realistic understandings of it, they help, by allowing for the integration 
of traumatic experience, to reconstruct appropriate views of the self, 
and in so doing break the cycle of destructive repetitions, creating the 
space for rational deliberation and a measure of voluntary control over 
present and future conduct … But a necessary precondition for [this] 
is inspiring a sense of trust. 

Here, Tjiattas subtly points to the problem inherent in the process of ‘retranscription’. 
The idealised process of healing she describes is dependent on a mutual sense 
of trust, but also an implied commitment to the ‘integration of traumatic experience’ 
through rational and voluntary means – a kind of contract, agreed upon in the 
public sphere, to engage with trauma, understand it, and by so doing, ‘break the 
cycle of destructive repetitions’. Tjiattas (1998:69) presents her own misgivings 
about this model for the effective working through of trauma:

… a fundamental assumption of curative practices and procedures 
both clinical and social [is that] there is an intrinsic connection between 
telling or revealing or uncovering the truth and the desired outcome 
– overcoming of debilitating pathology, the instatement of a just and 
democratic social order. It is an assumption that is clearly made by 
the proponents of the TRC. However, it is not clear that it is an 
assumption that can be adopted with impunity … Is it not conceivably 
the case that there are other important human goals that trump it 
under certain conditions? Moreover, are not the clearest cases those 
where complex and intricate social problems are at issue? 

In tying together the stakes attached to confessing the truth, and achieving the 
desired outcome, Tjiattas (1998:69) points to the difficulty both of recovering the 
‘whole truth’, and of relating the beneficial effects of truth-telling to social problems 
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that are more opaque and resistant to the process. Ettinger opens a potential third 
way – I am reminded of Bourriaud’s (2012:[sp]) view of her treatment of trauma in 
her art: ‘Ettinger’s art [addresses] living traumatism … its subject is the expungement 
of memory in “figurative” dimension and the persistence of the symptom, in its brisk 
living state’. If Ettinger’s art can open such an ethical dialogue about trauma in its 
transjective relation between artist, artwork and viewer, and about the ways in which 
trauma is buried and expunged by history, only to re-emerge as symptom, there is 
a need to take note of that process in a country which is in the very midst of a 
psychical struggle with the consequences of its own trauma.

It is exactly that struggle which is exemplified by the furore about a very different 
work of art, Murray’s The Spear. The manner in which the work engendered a public 
discourse about South Africa’s race trauma indicates that the TRC truth-telling 
process achieved a temporary consensus rather than the desired working through 
and ‘instatement of a just and democratic social order’ (Tjiattas 1998:69). The 
racialised anger which characterised much of the response to Murray’s painting 
indicates that much work remains to be done in the political and social fields in 
working through apartheid trauma. What is interesting is the depth of emotion revealed 
in the response, not to a political or social issue or discourse, but to a work of art 
– whatever the aesthetic value of the work itself might be considered to be. The wild 
anger, death threats and obviously racially inflected pain which the response to the 
work elicited speaks to a sense of trauma very much not worked through, and liable 
still, in South Africa’s case, to erupt in a violent return of the repressed. What the 
model of Ettinger’s body of work provides is a means of creating and experiencing 
art in an ethico-aesthetic dimension; one which enables those engaging with the art 
to see the relation to trauma differently. It enables the viewer and the artist to engage 
on terms in which a bond of trust is assumed and an ethical relation is developed, 
not one in which, as with The Spear, old wounds are opened and battle rejoined. 
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ABSTRACT 
Made by the Keiskamma Art Project in Hamburg in the Eastern Cape, the Keiskamma 
Altarpiece (2005) speaks of a community negotiating the devastating impact of 
the HIV/AIDS virus. The work is modelled after the Isenheim Altarpiece (1512-1516), 
which was commissioned by the order of St Anthony to provide hope and comfort 
to victims of ergotism, a gangrenous skin condition, and which (prior to being 
disassembled) comprised two sets of folding wings with oil paintings by Matthias 
Grünewald and a central “shrine” with sculptures by Nikolaus Hagenauer. The 
Keiskamma Altarpiece substitutes the oil paint and limewood carvings of the 
Renaissance source with embroidery, beadwork and digital photographs. 

In this article, I use the idea of “pointure” as the starting point for suggesting 
how the choice and treatment of materials in the Keiskamma Altarpiece might 
be read in associative terms. Drawing on the theories of Bracha Lichtenberg 
Ettinger along with work by Norman Bryson, I also explore how the treatment of 
materials affects the ways in which the work may be comprehended, and propose 
that a series of visual devices are used which encourage the beholder to experience 
a sense of being invited into a nurturing milieu associated with a process of 
healing, which is orchestrated and managed by women.

Keywords: Keiskamma; altarpiece; embroidery; gender; materiality; HIV/AIDS.

The Keiskamma Art Project, an initiative from Hamburg in the Eastern Cape which 
involves over 100 people, completed the Keiskamma Altarpiece midway through 2005. 
Comprising two sets of folding wings and offering three different views (Figures 1, 3 
& 5), the Keiskamma Altarpiece was modelled on the Isenheim Altarpiece (1512-1516) 
(Figures 2, 4 & 6), a work featuring paintings by Matthias Grünewald and incorporating 
sculptures by Nikolaus Hagenauer. Commissioned for the high altar of the church of 
the Monastery of St Anthony in Isenheim, the Isenheim Altarpiece appears to have 
been intended to provide hope and comfort to the victims of ergotism, a gangrenous 
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Keiskamma Art Project, Keiskamma Altarpiece, 2005. The closed altarpiece. Mixed media. 
Centre panel: 298cm x 326cm; each side wing: 250cm x 93cm; predella: 75cm x 340cm. 

Courtesy of the Keiskamma Art Project.

FIGURE No 1

Keiskamma Art Project, Keiskamma Altarpiece, 2005. First opening of the altarpiece. 

Courtesy of the Keiskamma Art Project.

FIGURE No 3
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skin condition known as “St Anthony’s Fire”, which resulted from a fungus infecting 
the rye used to make bread.1 The Keiskamma Altarpiece, made in response to the 
impact of HIV/AIDS on Hamburg, also alludes to a potentially lethal contemporary 
disease, and seeks to provide reassurance to a community suffering its impact. 

The Keiskamma Altarpiece has been exhibited in churches as well as gallery or 
museum spaces, both in South Africa and abroad. Unveiled in the Cathedral of St 
Michael and St George in Grahamstown at the beginning of the National Arts Festival 
in 2005, and then moved to the Allan Webb Hall on Rhodes University campus, it 
was exhibited at the University of Johannesburg Art Gallery prior to being shown at 
the Fowler Museum at the University of California Los Angeles (UCLA), as well as at 
various churches during its tour of Canada, the United States and the United Kingdom 
which commenced in July 2006 and lasted over two years.2 Shown subsequently 
at, amongst other venues, the Slave Lodge in Cape Town and the Faculty of Theology 
at Stellenbosch University, it would once again travel overseas in May 2013 – this 
time being shown in the Lutheran Church in Wandsbek in Germany.3 

Keiskamma Art Project, Keiskamma Altarpiece, 2005. First opening of the altarpiece. 

Courtesy of the Keiskamma Art Project.

FIGURE No 5

1.   For detailed investigations of the 

Isenheim Altarpiece, see Scheja (1969), 

Mellinkoff (1988) and Hayum (1993).

2.   Starting its journey by being dis-

played in Toronto’s Cathedral Church 

of St James during the World AIDS 

Conference in July 2006, it was subse-

quently on display in the Episcopal Ca-

thedral in Chicago from 20 August until 

20 September 2006. Following its show-

ing at the Fowler Museum from 10 Jan-

uary to 11 March 2007, i t would be 

displayed only at places of worship – at 

the First United Methodist Church of 

Santa Monica from 12 to 23 March 2007; 

Grace Cathedral in San Francisco in May 

2007; St Mark’s Episcopal Cathedral in 

Seattle in September 2007; the (Episco-

pal) Washington National Cathedral from 

16 January until 9 March 2008, and the 

Southwark Cathedral in London in Octo-

ber 2008. 

3.  The Keiskamma Altarpiece was pur-

chased by GT Ferreira of Rand Merchant 

Bank towards the end of 2012. At the time 

of writing, the altarpiece has returned 

from Germany. Hofmeyr and GT Ferrei-

ra will discuss options for where it might 

be permanently housed. 
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Matthias Grünewald (b. Würzburg, 1475-1480, d. Halle, 1528), Isenheim Altarpiece, 1512-
1516. The closed altarpiece; originally on the high altar of the church of the Monastery of St 
Anthony in Isenheim. Oil on wood. Centre panel: 298cm x 326cm; each side wing: 250cm x 
93cm; predella: 75cm x 340cm. 

Collection of the Musée Unterlinden, Colmar. ©Musée Unterlinden, Colmar, France.

FIGURE No 2

Matthias Grünewald, Isenheim Altarpiece, 1512-1516. The first opening of the altarpiece. 

Collection of the Musée Unterlinden, Colmar, France. ©Musée d’Unterlinden, Colmar, France. 

 

FIGURE No 4
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The imagery in the Keiskamma Altarpiece and the processes followed to make the 
work are discussed briefly by Carol Brown (2006) in a short essay included in a 
booklet that accompanied its 2006-2008 tour. I subsequently developed discussion 
of what I described as ‘the significance of the treatment of subject matter in terms 
of the individual points of view of women who made the work, the specifics of the 
Hamburg context … [and] Hofmeyr’s experience with needlework collectives prior 
to setting up the Keiskamma Art Project’ (Schmahmann 2010:35). In her unpublished 
Honours thesis, Anthropology candidate Amy Shelver (2006) focused on the context 
in which the work was made, and there have been brief commentaries on the 
altarpiece in a short catalogue (Downs et al.) as well as reviews (Hollands 2005; 
South African Press Association 2006). But while it might seem that the work has 
been comprehensively interpreted, there is, in fact, an aspect of it to which neither 
I nor other writers have previously given attention. 

The Keiskamma Altarpiece substitutes the oil paint and limewood carvings of the 
Isenheim Altarpiece with embroidery, beadwork, photographs and wirework. The 
shift in materials and media is observed, but has not been explored as being especially 
meaningful or having impact on how the work might be interpreted. This would seem, 
in retrospect, an oversight. If one reads the work in light of Linda Hutcheon’s (1985:6) 

Matthias Grünewald, Isenheim Altarpiece, 1512-1516. The second opening of the altarpiece, 
revealing centre shrine by Nikolaus Hagenauer. Shrine in painted and gilt limewood. 

Collection of the Musée Unterlinden, Colmar. ©Musée Unterlinden, Colmar, France.

FIGURE No 6
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definition of parody as ‘repetition with critical distance, which marks difference rather 
than similarity’, it would seem, in fact, that the materials deployed in the Keiskamma 
Altarpiece, by being distinctly unlike those of the Isenheim Altarpiece, are afforded 
particular focus, and indeed are highlighted.

The focus on pointure in this publication offers a starting point for attending to the 
meanings of materials and their impact on viewing. Figuring as a key concept in 
Jacques Derrida’s “Restitutions of the truth in pointing (Pointure)” (Derrida 2009 
[1978]), an essay which responds to Meyer Schapiro’s (2009 [1968]) critique of Martin 
Heidegger’s “The origin of the work of art” (1998 [1950, 1957, 1960]) where the 
examination centred on Vincent van Gogh’s painting Old Shoes with Laces (1886), 
Derrida (2009:301) provides the following definition for pointure: ‘Old synonym for 
prick. Term in printing, small iron blade with a point, used to fix the page to be printed 
on to the tympan. The hole which it makes in the paper. Term in shoemaking, 
glovemaking: a number of stitches in a shoe or glove’. The Keiskamma Altarpiece 
might be understood to manifest related practices. Containing appliqué, stumpwork 
(a form of raised embroidery) and an assortment of embroidery stitches on a hessian 
support, it also includes beadwork as well as digital photographs which have been 
reproduced on canvas. It thus incorporates techniques that involve puncturing the 
surface of the work (embroidery and beadwork), while also “cobbling” together diverse 
media and materials within the context of its wooden frame. 

Derrida (2009) uses the idea of “pointure” associatively to engage with the implications 
of a parergon, or boundary, which ruptures the divide between the “inside” and 
“outside” of a work of art. Complying with his belief that, as Donald Preziosi (2009:272) 
explains, ‘both visual and verbal practices were fundamentally heterogeneous, never 
existing in any pure and unmediated form’, Derrida’s essay serves as an exploration 
of how an ‘“otherness” always inhabits a work, and no artistic expression can ever 
be an unmediated manifestation of emotion or thought’. The Keiskamma Altarpiece 
serves as a particularly effective metaphor for this heterogeneity. The work is not 
only the result of making processes which have involved puncturing or stitching but 
it can also be literally opened up and indeed folded out, thus highlighting on an 
associative level the idea of an intersection between “inside” and “outside”. 

The notion of “pointure” emerged from an exchange between three male authors 
(Heidegger, Schapiro and Derrida) and, as Leora Farber and Ann-Marie Tully remark 
(Farber & Tully 2013), it might thus be argued that this concept ‘has limitations in 
terms of addressing a field of visual practice strongly allied with notions of “women’s 
work” and “femininity”’ and that it should rather be understood as associated 
intrinsically ‘with the figure of masculinity and western conceptions of philosophy 
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and aesthetics’. But, as they observe, pointure can nevertheless ‘also be considered 
in close association with Bracha Lichtenberg Ettinger’s matrixial theory, which is 
characterised by an interstitial relationship between art-making and academic writing 
that challenges the phallic structure of western aesthetics and discourse’. Ettinger’swork, 
which as Noreen Giffney, Anne Mulhall and Michael O'Rourke (2009:2) observe, operates 
‘at the intersection or borderline between feminism, psychoanalysis and aesthetics’, 
enables a focus on pointure practices to complement feminist work on the historical 
significance of sewing and its impact on contemporary feminist art practices.4 

In this article, I suggest how the choice and treatment of materials in the Keiskamma 
Altarpiece might be read in associative and metaphorical terms. Drawing on the 
theories of Ettinger along with work by Norman Bryson, I also explore how the 
treatment of materials affects the ways in which the work may be comprehended 
by viewers. In this regard, I propose that a series of visual devices are used which 
encourage the beholder to experience a sense of being invited into a nurturing milieu, 
one where healing (physical and psychic) is orchestrated and managed by women.

Prior to engaging with the materiality of the work, I provide essential background on 
the Keiskamma Art Project as well as considering – necessarily concisely rather than 
expansively – ways in which HIV/AIDS had affected Hamburg when the work was 
made. I also contextualise my exploration by providing an overview of the procedures 
followed to make the Keiskamma Altarpiece as well as a brief introduction to the 
iconography of the work.5 

The Keiskamma Art Project and the Hamburg context

Adjacent to the mouth of the Keiskamma River and about 96 kilometres south-west 
of East London, Hamburg was formerly part of the Ciskei, a “homeland” which 
became self-governing in 1972 and achieved supposed independence in 1981.6 
While including some holiday homes owned by white South Africans, Hamburg 
lacked developed infrastructure and much of its permanent population were extremely 
poor and dependent entirely on the income of family members employed as migrant 
labourers in cities outside the homeland.7 Lack of work opportunities for people in 
Hamburg and surrounding villages would unfortunately remain a challenge following 
democracy and the reincorporation of the area into South Africa. 

When medical doctor and artist, Carol Hofmeyr, settled in Hamburg in 2000, she 
sought to address this issue by establishing the Keiskamma Art Project. Introduced 
to needlework with the assistance of Jan Chalmers and Jacky Jezewski, two friends 

4.   A particularly influential example is a 

study by Roszika Parker (1984).

5.   For more detailed discussion of these 

procedures and the work’s iconography, 

refer to Schmahmann (2010).

6.   Hamburg was one of a number of 

settlements founded by German legion-

aries whom Sir George Grey, Governor 

of the Cape Colony, persuaded to settle 

in the area between the Kei and Keis-

kamma Rivers and the Amatola Moun-

tains in 1857 (see Schnell 1954). 

7.   For discussion of social conditions 

in the Ciskei, see Charlton (1980).
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who became acquainted with Hofmeyr’s efforts, the group exhibited their first series 
of embroideries at the National Arts Festival in Grahamstown in 2002. Working 
thereafter on the Keiskamma Tapestry, their first large-scale work8 which was unveiled 
at the National Arts Festival in 2004, and then on the Cream Tapestry and the 
Democracy Tapestry, which were offshoots of it, the Keiskamma Art Project began 
planning and working on the Keiskamma Altarpiece in December 2004. While the 
focus of the Keiskamma Tapestry was on the history of the amaXhosa people and 
the impact of colonialism and apartheid on South Africa, the Keiskamma Altarpiece 
addresses another issue of crucial significance – the impact of HIV/AIDS on the 
Hamburg community. 

South Africa has a larger number of HIV/AIDS positive people than any other country. 
The following figures appear on the Keiskamma Trust (2013) website:

There are 5.6 million people living with the disease and it is estimated 
that over 2 million adults and a quarter million children still require 
treatment. Despite the largest treatment programme in the world, the 
ARV (anti-retroviral) coverage rate is only 52%, and in 2011 there were 
380 000 new HIV infections, and 270 000 South Africans died due to AIDS 
related illness. Over 2.1 million children have been orphaned by AIDS.

Slow to respond to the crisis, the government in South Africa only approved the 
rollout of antiretroviral treatment programmes towards the end of 2003.

The highly inappropriate responses of the government to the pandemic have been 
well publicised. Influenced by dissident scientists who questioned the link between 
AIDS and the HIV virus, Thabo Mbeki and his health minister, the late Manto Tshabalala-
Msimang, were influenced by views that AIDS was a hoax concocted by the pharmacy 
industry and that, rather than antiretroviral treatment being necessary, those 
manifesting signs of the condition might be treated simply by eating a healthy 
assortment of vegetables. Jacob Zuma has had even less credibility. His explanation 
at his trial for rape (which commenced in December 2005) that he showered after 
condom-less sex with an HIV-positive woman to prevent himself from contracting 
the virus meant that even before he took up the position of president, his ignorance 
about the disease was of profound concern. 

Zuma has also been an especially poor role model in regard to addressing unequal 
relations of power between men and women which have underpinned the spread 
of the disease.9 As is well documented, many women in impoverished communities 
are not only unable to refuse sex with their husbands but also to insist on condom 
use, and because condoms are, in fact, most likely to be abandoned with primary 
girlfriends or wives, women who are monogamous are actually the most likely to be 

8.   While best known for their large-scale 

works which are the outcome of collec-

tive work, the Keiskamma Art Project also 

provides a forum for members to pro-

duce small items individually. The project 

owns a property overlooking the mouth 

of the Keiskamma River that accommo-

dates its main studio. While some small 

items are sent to various retailers of arts 

and crafts in centres such as Johannes-

burg, Cape Town and Durban, others are 

marketed at the shop attached to the 

main studio. 

9.   Zuma alleged that sexual relations 

with the accuser were consensual, argu-

ing that she had indicated her sexual 

availability by wearing a kanga when she 

said good night to him. As Dean Peacock 

and Bafana Khumalo (2007) indicate: ‘Zu-

ma's claims that sex between he and the 

complainant was consensual should 

sound alarm bells about men's under-

standing of what constitutes sexual con-

sent and their sense of entitlement to 

women's bodies.’
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infected (see Da Cruz 2004). Even more invidiously, women may avoid disclosing 
their HIV-positive status not simply for fear of being ostracised by their communities 
as a whole10 but also because they may suffer retribution by their partners – that is, 
the partners who infected them in the first place.11 Disadvantaged by being biologically 
the sex more receptive to HIV-infection (see Karim 2005:245), women are more 
usually left to care for those sick or dying from AIDS-related illnesses and take 
responsibility for bringing up children orphaned by the disease.

Such scenarios have affected Hamburg, as they have other impoverished communities. 
Like in many outlying areas in South Africa, HIV infections were probably first introduced 
by returning migrant labourers in the 1980s (see Bayrd 2006), when the disease was 
little known. By the new millennium the situation was dire, and it was extrapolated 
that the AIDS incidence in the district comprising the towns of Hamburg and Peddie 
along with the surrounding villages was 17.5%.12 Furthermore, not only were no HIV 
treatment services available in the village in 2000, when Hofmeyr settled in the town, 
but there were also no trained doctors residing in Hamburg. In an attempt to address 
the dire need for medical services in the area, Hofmeyr began working in various 
rural clinics in 2002 and, in 2003, employed a project manager, Jackie Downs, to 
take over day-to-day work on the art project.13 She also began collaborating with 
Eunice Mangwane, a widow and AIDS counselor who had moved to Hamburg at 
the end of 2001, to assist educating people to prevent the spread of HIV-infection 
and to care for the increasing numbers of people who had become ill. 

The period in which the Keiskamma Altarpiece was made was one which began to 
see a turnaround in the village’s negotiation of the disease. While government 
antiretroviral treatment had not yet reached Hamburg by 2004, Hofmeyr raised funds 
to enable her to secure antiretroviral treatment for eight people. Improvements to the 
health of these recipients were evident by early 2005. Also, government-sponsored 
antiretroviral treatment finally became available to Hamburg by early 2005, enabling 
greater numbers of people to receive treatment. This period also saw Hofmeyr 
establishing the Umtha Welanga (meaning “Rays of Sun”) Treatment Centre, a facility 
offering personalised care to HIV-positive patients, in the centre of the town, as well 
as setting up the Keiskamma Trust to oversee the various initiatives to upgrade the 
lives of people in Hamburg that were being undertaken. 

The Keiskamma Altarpiece: production and iconography

When Hofmeyr saw the Isenheim Altarpiece during a trip to Europe in November 
2004, she thought of a work modelled on it but which substituted allusions to ergotism 

10.   As project member Nozaliseko 

Makubalo (2008) commented, ‘In our tra-

dition if you died like that [i.e., from an 

AIDS-related cause], you will think you 

were bewitched’.

11.   Nkosazana Veronica Betani (2008) 

explained to me how women’s motives 

for suggesting condom use have a propen-

sity to be misunderstood: ‘When we talk to 

a woman about condoms, she says: “How 

can I talk about this with my husband? 

No I can’t because he is going to hit me 

and say that I have a new boyfriend”’. 

12.   These figures, available at http://

www.keiskamma.org/health in 2008 and 

2009, when I was first doing research on 

the Keiskamma Altarpiece, have subse-

quently been removed from the website 

– presumably because the increased 

availabil ity of antiretroviral treatment 

means that they are no longer relevant. 

13.   Florence Danais took over as man-

ager when Downs moved to Johannes-

burg in early 2007.
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with reference to HIV/AIDS.14 While it is difficult to establish exactly how the specific 
content of the work was devised, it seems that the process commenced with Hofmeyr 
showing members of the project – the five people who would be responsible for its 
drawing and design15 as well as those in management positions – a large number 
of reproductions of the Isenheim Altarpiece. Hofmeyr also made suggestions about 
how they might be substituted with local people, providing photographs as reference 
material, but others also had the opportunity to contribute their own ideas to the 
work. As Nokupiwa Gedze (2008), one of the designers, emphasised: ‘She told us 
what she wanted but she knew that, as artists, we wouldn’t just do what she wanted 
and would also add our own ideas. … She showed us the Grünewald altarpiece first 
and we said, instead of this we will put in that, and so on.’ 

The cloths thereafter went to the embroiderers, who worked in groups of about ten 
people. Noseti Makubalo, head designer, probably showed individual embroidery 
groups the overall design but focused specifically on the section each was required 
to embroider as well as providing them with any reference photographs that might 
be needed. Prior to working on the altarpiece itself, the embroiderers underwent 
training in stumpwork via workshops conducted by Chalmers and Jezewski, and 
this technique is employed extensively in the final work. 

Tanya Jordaan, a graduate in Fine Art from the University of Cape Town who was 
assisting the project, took photographs that feature in the second opening and which 
respond to the sculptures by Hagenauer in the Isenheim Altarpiece. Beadwork, done 
under the auspices of a group headed by Caroline Nyongo working from the adjacent 
village of Ntilini, was added after the embroideries were completed. Once the frame 
for the altarpiece had been completed (it was built by Hofmeyr’s husband, Justus 
Hofmeyr), these various elements were consolidated into a single entity.

Grünewald’s image of the Crucifixion, visible when the Isenheim Altarpiece is closed 
(Figure 2), is substituted in the Keiskamma Altarpiece (Figure 1) by an AIDS widow 
with a cross – a symbol of faith – behind her. Around her are children orphaned by 
AIDS. The figures of St Sebastian and St Anthony, on the left and right of the Isenheim 
Altarpiece, are substituted by two respected women in the Hamburg community. 
On the left is widow, Leginah Mapuma, and on the right, Susan Paliso, who had 
taken on the care of her grandson, Lihle, after her son, Dumile, had died of an AIDS-
related illness at the age of 35 in 2002. Paliso’s circumstances are also the theme 
of the predella which, in substitution of the Lamentation in the Isenheim Altarpiece, 
represents the hospital ward where Dumile spent his last days (on the left) as well 
as his burial and the accompanying church service (in the centre and on the right).

14.   In 1998, Hofmeyr had worked with 

Paper Prayers, an initiative organised by 

Artist Proof Studio in Johannesburg, 

which involved groups of embroiderers 

(see Schmahmann 2010:39-40).

15.   The Keiskamma Art Project spon-

sored two young women, Nokupiwa 

Gedze and Nomfuzi Nkani, and two men 

from the area, Cebo Mvubu and Kwanele 

Ganto, to study towards a three-year Di-

ploma in Fine Art at Walter Sisulu Univer-

sity of Technology in East London. The 

four, who all graduated in 2006, worked 

on the designs for the Keiskamma Altar-

piece during their summer vacation in 

December 2004 and January 2005. They 

worked with the project’s lead designer, 

Noseti Makubalo. 
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The first stage of opening of the Isenheim Altarpiece (Figure 4) reveals imagery 
associated with the revelatory and the miraculous. On the left is an Annunciation 
(indicating Christ’s incarnation as human), while the central panel shows an angelic 
concert and an iconic image of the Virgin Mary, and the Resurrection (indicating 
Christ’s departure from the corporeal form) is depicted on the right. The Keiskamma 
Altarpiece (Figure 3), while offering a counterpart to this focus on the visionary, does 
not depict a left-to-right chronological progression. The far left panel of the Keiskamma 
Altarpiece shows a large and leafy fig tree in Hamburg, which signifies continuity. 
The far right panel, which parallels the circular aura surrounding the resurrected 
Christ in the Isenheim Altarpiece, replaces the representation of Christ’s incarnation 
and death with a spiral of animals, flowers and fish and thus alludes to what Brown 
(2006) describes as ‘a never-ending cycle of life’. The centre panels feature, on its 
left, women wearing formal uniforms of various churches with a following in Hamburg 
as well as a sacrifice of a bull, and thus alludes to the coexistence of Christian and 
customary belief systems in Hamburg. The right central panel depicts Vuyisile Funda, 
known locally as “Gabba”, a holy man who – for a time – would run along the dunes 
on the beachfront in the morning, producing patterns in the sand with his footprints, 
in what he understood as a gesture of thanksgiving to God. 

The second opening of the Isenheim Altarpiece (Figure 6) reveals Hagenhauer’s 
sculptures of St Anthony and the Fathers of the Church, St Augustine and St Jerome. 
These are replaced in the Keiskamma Altarpiece (Figure 5) with life-size digital 
photographs printed on canvas representing three local grandmothers with their 
grandchildren, some of whom have been orphaned through HIV/AIDS. Susan Paliso 
and eight-year old Lihle appear in the left niche. Eunice Mangwane is depicted with 
nine-year old Akona and three-year old twins Lithemba and Thabo in the centre. 
Caroline Nyongo is represented in the right niche with two-year old Nomaxabiso, 
three-year old Siphamandla, four-year old Siphosetsu and seven-year old Aziwe (see 
Brown 2006). The side panels of the Isenheim Altarpiece, which show St Anthony’s 
so-called “Temptation” on the right and on the left his meeting with Hermit Paul in 
the desert, are substituted in the Keiskamma Altarpiece with representations of the 
Hamburg landscape, described by the project as ‘a final resting place for … community 
members who have fallen to illness and who can now be remembered with dignity 
and peace’ (Downs et al. 2005). 

Meaning is not, however, only conveyed through choice of subject matter: also 
significant are technique and composition, and how these may be read and interpreted 
by the viewer.
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Materialities and the process of viewing

In the early sixteenth century, the monks in the Monastery of St Anthony took a 
particularly active role in caring for sufferers of ergotism – a process that was primarily 
one of providing spiritual guidance to sufferers of a condition that was incurable and, 
at the time, of unknown cause. The monastery for which the Isenheim Altarpiece 
was made was subject to the 1478 reforms of the Antonite order which advocated 
that ‘each patient be required for every canonical hour to say twelve Our Fathers 
and as many Ave Marias, and in the church if it is possible’ (cited in Hayum 1993:28), 
and such prayers would have in all likelihood involved viewing the Isenheim Altarpiece 
on the main altar. For these sufferers of ergotism, Hervé Grandsart (2008:13) indicates, 
an experience of the altarpiece in its church setting would have conveyed a specific 
message: ‘Christ suffered so that all men who in their hearts are with him and his 
intercessors the saints can find hope of salvation, despite all their moral and physical 
infirmities.’ Because of the position of the altarpiece above the altar, Grandsart 
(2008:20) suggests, when viewed closed (Figure 2) ‘the nail driven, with terrible 
vividness, through Christ’s feet would have been more or less at the centre of the 
beholder’s visual field, thus becoming a symbol of the inextricable bond between 
man and his saviour’. But for the stricken viewer with compromised mobility and who 
might have required assistance visiting the church and be unable to stand, the centre 
of the visual field might well in fact have been the horizontal body of the deceased 
Christ in the predella (see Figure 7) – a figure with limp hands and mangled feet 
bearing traces of the terrible torture inflicted on them.

A message that enduring pain and misery in this lifetime might bring one closer to 
God was likely also conveyed through various aspects of the composition. The 
crucified Christ (see Figure 2), whose contorted body seems to be spilling the last 
of its life blood through the wound in his side and who speaks of devastating pain 
that many viewers themselves experienced as a result of their own contorted and 
gangrenous limbs, is accompanied by a collapsed – almost melting – Mary Magdalene 
along with the Virgin Mary who swoons in the arms of John the Evangelist. John the 
Baptist’s gesture of pointing at Christ forms a dramatic counterpoint to the wringing 
hands of the Magdalene and the clenched hands of the Virgin. Indeed if the eye was 
to start at the nailed feet, it might perhaps then move to the finger of John the Baptist, 
the wound in Christ’s side, and the hands of the two females – almost in a anti-
clockwise circular direction – before heading down to the predella where the knot 
of the loincloth in some sense reiterates the Virgin’s hands. For a viewer experiencing 
terrible agony and thus seeing the altarpiece in terms of mutual suffering, an emphasis 
on hands and feet would likely prompt an engagement with Christ’s sacrifice not 
simply as the means to everlasting life but also a hereafter free from physical torment. 
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Movement across and between figures is encouraged through the treatment of paint. 
While atmospheric perspective and modelling of form offers the illusion of volume, 
the altarpiece might simultaneously be read in terms of its surface effects. Traces of 
the pigment-infused brush are visible, thus providing signs of the work’s actual 
construction. This is especially true of the predella (Figure 7), where the knot of the 
loincloth and the folds of the shroud form sinuous patterns (almost as if this 
exquisiteness was a counterpoint to Christ’s mangled body), while the specks of red 
and blue across the torso and legs read not only as blood and bruising but as flecks 
of paint which have been loosely applied to the surface. 

Viewing Renaissance art, certainly altarpieces, is normally a process in which the 
viewer is not only transfixed by an iconic image but is also encouraged to lose a 
sense of his or her own body in temporal time and space. Bryson (1983) suggests 
that such viewing is encouraged when a work blots out signs that it is a constructed 
object – in other words, when pigment is applied in such a way that it erases evidence 
of the surface and masks signs of changes the art object might have undergone 
during the making process. Through such blotting out of traces of process, the image 
is able to ‘encourage a synchronic instant of viewing which will eclipse the body, and 

Matthias Grünewald, Isenheim Altarpiece, 1512-1516. Detail of the predella. 

Photograph by Paul Mills.

FIGURE No 7
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the glance, in an infinitely extended Gaze of the image as pure idea’ (Bryson 1983:94). 
The Isenheim Altarpiece would seem, in contrast, to operate in terms of what he 
terms ‘the glance’. For Bryson, a work which elicits the glance is one in which signs 
of process are manifest and which reveals traces of how the artist may have made 
various adjustments to the image as he or she sought out a representational solution. 
The glance, Bryson (1983:94) suggests, ‘addresses vision in the durational temporality 
of the viewing subject; it does not seek to bracket out the process of viewing, nor 
in its own technique does it exclude the traces of the body in labour’ (Bryson 1983:94). 
In the Isenheim Altarpiece, the labour of the artist’s body is indeed made manifest 
through the visibility of the making process, the technique. The viewer is in a sense 
invited to re-experience the making of the work by tracing marks in process, and 
thus to be aware of his or her own body as he or she follows that process through 
and in time. Assuming that such shifts were also in evidence in the sixteenth century 
and are not simply the outcome of deterioration, cleaning and/or restoration of the 
work, this quality would have meant that the victim of ergotism experienced a type 
of double bodily identification with the work: while the patient’s own physical infirmities 
would have encouraged a perception of the suffering of the represented bodies in 
empathetic terms, this would have been simultaneous with an associative re-
experiencing of the labour of making the image itself. 

A sense of mutuality is also invoked in the Keiskamma Altarpiece – but in ways that 
are very different to its sixteenth-century prototype. Insofar as the treatment of subject 
matter is concerned, the main and side panels in the closed view of the altarpiece 
(Figure 1) represent, along with orphan children, widows and grandmothers – 
individuals affected by the scourge of HIV/AIDS but who, in diametric contrast to the 
swooning and collapsing femininity in the Isenheim Altarpiece, seem unyielding, 
tenacious and reliable in ensuring the sustenance and protection of their community 
and families. Also, while the predella establishes a connection between the body of 
the AIDS victim covered with pustules (Figure 8) and the tortured body of the deceased 
Christ in the Isenheim Altarpiece (Figure 7), the primary focus of this panel is on the 
image of the Hamburg community together negotiating the impact of AIDS. But if 
the viewer is shown the mutuality of the Hamburg community through the work’s 
iconography, he or she is also enjoined to experience a sense of accord and 
identification with the represented figures or with the sentiments and concerns at 
play in the narrative through the ways in which materials and form have been treated. 

On one level, this has something to do with materials in the Keiskamma Altarpiece 
being associated with the domestic, the familiar and the everyday. Including not only 
embroidery but also beadwork which, rather than being used for small items or 
garments, has been deployed to refer to the elaborate tracery of the Isenheim 
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Altarpiece (see Figures 5 & 12), as well as sepia photographs of family one would 
normally associate with the private album (see Figure 5), the work in a sense relocates 
making practices usually associated with domestic contexts (whether in Africa or 
the west) into the realms of the public museum or the church. While they may be 
understood to constitute a feminist challenge to the historical denigration of needlework 
and other domestic arts to the level of “craft”, that is, something below the level of 
“Fine Art” (see Parker 1984), this deployment of creative processes associated with 
the home has the additional advantage of investing the altarpiece with a certain 
quality of approachability.

On another level, the work is also one which encourages the beholder to experience 
its making as the result of a process occurring through time. Much of the altarpiece 
is comprised of tactile surfaces (see Figures 9, 10 & 11), including areas where not 
only broad stitching but also raw patches of the hessian support are in evidence. 
One of the upshots of this, to use Bryson’s ideas, is that the Keiskamma Altarpiece, 
like the Isenheim Altarpiece, lends itself to being read in terms of a series of “glances” 
rather than the viewer being transfixed, as it were, by its imagery. But while signs of 

Keiskamma Art Project, Keiskamma Altarpiece, 2005. Detail of the predella.  

Courtesy of the Keiskamma Art Project. 

FIGURE No 8
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Keiskamma Art Project, Keiskamma Altarpiece, 2005. Detail of the predella. 

Courtesy of the Keiskamma Art Project.

FIGURE No 9
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Keiskamma Art Project, Keiskamma Altarpiece, 2005. Detail of the right side panel in the first opening. 

Courtesy of the Keiskamma Art Project.

FIGURE No 10
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process are made manifest, these are not those of a single maker. Nor, as was usual 
in the Renaissance workshop, has idiosyncratic “mark-making” on the part of different 
people been suppressed in favour of achieving a single style. Rather, as one’s eye 
travels across the work, noticing its different stitches along with shifts from embroidery 
to photography to beadwork (Figure 12), it becomes immediately evident how different 
hands have been at work, side by side, in the making of its various panels and 
components. This is then a work which, while inviting the viewer to “collaborate” with 
the producers of the work in imaginatively re-experiencing its making, is also explicit 
about how that process of making was itself the product of collaboration.

One also experiences mutuality associatively. Besides emphasising process, when 
deployed in the context of a work focusing on HIV/AIDS, stitches coupled with raw 
hessian seem to invoke the idea of sutures and bandages, and thus refer to a 
community focused on enabling healing and care of those who are injured. But this 
focus on nurturing and enabling the recovery of the wounded is not only at a physical 
but also a psychic level. The background to the figures in the closed view of the 
altarpiece (Figure 1), rather than providing an illusion of depth, largely consists of 
multi-coloured blocks of colour which call to mind a woven or knitted blanket or 

Keiskamma Art Project, Keiskamma Altarpiece, 2005. Detail of the right side panel in the first opening. 

Courtesy of the Keiskamma Art Project.

FIGURE No 11
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Keiskamma Art Project, Keiskamma Altarpiece, 2005. Detail of the central panel in the second opening.

Courtesy of the Keiskamma Art Project.

FIGURE No 12
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perhaps a patchwork quilt. Although an altarpiece would normally encourage 
sentiments of deference on the part of the viewer and thus encourage him or her to 
maintain physical and psychological distance from the object, the Keiskamma 
Altarpiece seems to challenge such boundaries. Invoking a sense that one might 
actually wrap oneself in the work, almost as if it were a domestic bedcover, it conveys 
an imaginative sense of warmth and comfort.

The idea of mutuality as well as the embrace is conveyed especially clearly in the 
central three panels of the second opening (Figure 5). In the Isenheim Altarpiece 
(Figure 6) Hagenauer used scale hierarchically to differentiate St Anthony, St Augustine 
and St Jerome from ordinary people at prayer for whom the former serve as intercessors 
and intermediaries. Also, one imagines that the sculptures of saints, which are covered 
in gilt, must have seemed miraculous and mysterious apparitions when gazed at in 
a candlelit church. The grandmothers in the Keiskamma Altarpiece are, however, 
much more earthy presences. While the photographs have been taken at a low angle, 
so that the women seem iconic, this does not make them overbearing or overassertive: 
rather, by increasing a sense of their physical size, the viewer may experience the 
idea of the breadth and scale of their embrace. Indeed, while the central image of 
Eunice Mangwane wrapping Lithemba and Thabo in her arms and providing her 
shoulder to Akona may make reference to Renaissance images of the Holy family, 
photographic details convey a sense that the figures have immediacy and palpability. 
Also, while the images are in sepia, these tones imbue the images with warmth rather 
than implying that the photographs are aged or invoking a feeling of nostalgia for 
values and experiences which are implied to be rooted only in the past. 

There is a further aspect of these images which is important – and that is the sense of 
exchange between them and us, as viewers. Not simply looking outwards but almost 
seeming to be in a dialogue with us, the three grandmothers seem to draw the viewer 
into their nurturing milieu. When previously attempting to explain the sense of mutuality 
conveyed by these figures, I referred to ubuntu – the concept that ‘each one of us can 
only effectively exist as fully functioning human beings when we acknowledge the roles 
that others play in our lives’ (Magadlela 2008) and, as I added, ‘when we act to sustain 
this social interconnectedness’ (Schmahmann 2010:48). But while the idea of ubuntu 
may be apt to suggest something about the work’s iconography, it does not really 
explain the impact of the work on the viewer and how he or she may experience a 
sense of being invited into a nurturing environment. To glean a fuller sense of how the 
figures may potentially relate to viewers, it is helpful to consider these images in light 
of Ettinger’s matrixial theories – that is, her ideas about the formation of subjectivity 
and its impact on the making and reading of artworks. 
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Rather than thinking of subjectivity through an essentially phallic model, Ettinger 
posits it occurring within a prenatal feminine space which she terms “the Matrix”. 
Thus, in replacement of a Lacanian model in which ‘“castration” by means of the 
symbolic phallus is the model for every passage into the universe of culture and 
society, for every passage into the symbolic realm’ (Ettinger 2006:43), she ‘invites 
us to consider human subjectivity beyond the effects of Oedipal, pre-Oedipal and 
even anti-Oedipal mechanisms’ (Pollock 2006:14). The acquisition of subjectivity 
within the Matrix, Ettinger postulates, is a process of encounter between ‘the co-
emerging I and the unknown non-I. Neither assimilates or rejects the other, and their 
energy consists neither in fusion, nor repulsion, but in a continual readjustment of 
distances, a continual negotiation of separateness and distance within togetherness 
and proximity’ (Ettinger 1993:12 cited in Pollock 2006:13). As Pollock (2009:8) explains, 
for Ettinger the prenatal experience is 

a shared event whose impact is different for each partial-partner of 
the primordial encounter. The pre-maternal subject is a becoming-
mother only as a result of the encounter with the unknown pre-natal 
subject-to-come. Yet she was herself once in a comparable severality 
as a pre-natal subject, co-affecting with and co-affected by an unknown 
pre-maternal subject whom her own prenatal becoming was, as it 
were, maternalising just as the maternalised other was effectively 
humanising her.16 

Ettinger (2006:143) uses the term “metramorphosis” to describe a ‘co-poietic17 
activity in a web that “remembers” these swerves and relations, inscribes affective 
traces of jouissance and imprints of trauma and encounter, and conducts such 
traces from non-I to I, from one encounter to further encounters’ (Ettinger 2006:143). 
Crucially for the present purposes, artworks can enable such metramorphosis. 
The artwork, she suggests, has ‘the potential to transform the amnesia of lone 
traumatic events into a memory that can only emerge in sharing with an-other, a 
memory that can only be glimpsed in languishing com-passion, in relations of 
separateness-in-jointness’ (Ettinger 2006:150-151). 

The Keiskamma Altarpiece, I suggest, has the potential to elicit the compassionate 
“remembering” which Ettinger discusses. The photographs in the second opening 
of the altarpiece are profoundly compelling not simply because of what is literally 
represented (that is, women’s gestures of protection towards their grandchildren), 
but also because of a mutuality that is inferred: there is a feeling that, in looking 
outwards towards the viewer, the adults and youngsters are engaging with a beholder 
about the negotiation of traumatic events (in this context, terrible losses of life which 
are a result of HIV/AIDS infections) that are somehow jointly grasped and experienced 

16.   Pollock (2009) emphasises that Et-

tinger’s matrixial theory is not about al-

lying female subjectivity with the womb 

or proposing a form of physiognomic es-

sentialism. As a psychoanalytical theo-

ry, it is instead ‘attempting to think about 

subjectivity as a plaiting of the Real (the 

traumatic), the Imaginary (the realm of 

fantasy and images) and the Symbolic 

(words and thought), a weaving of the 

corpo-Real, the fantasised and the sig-

nified’ (Pollock 2009:12). What Ettinger 

is ultimately proposing ‘is that we might 

acknowledge that the maternal-feminine 

could be a source of meaning. It could 

be understood as a thinking apparatus 

for human subjectivity that goes way be-

yond the utilitarian process of generat-

ing little humans. It is a matrix for other 

logics, for ethics, for aesthetics, for po-

etics, and even for social relations per-

haps’ (Pollock 2009:13).

17.   Pollock (2006:35) observes: ‘Auto-

poiesis is the theoretical construct of Fran-

cisco Varela and Humberto Maturano, who 

worked at the borders of biological and 

cognitive science to propose that each liv-

ing system constructs its environment 

through the ‘domain of interaction’ made 

possible by autopoietic organisation. 

Drawing on this recognition that the world 

we inhabit is constructed according to a 

system which includes that which ob-

serves or reflects upon it, Ettinger expands 

the celibate imaginary of isolated autopoi-

etic organization to imagine the psyche as 

also a co-poietic organization, transsub-

jectively constructing shared worlds ….
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even if their particularities are not spelled out. In keeping with what Ettinger terms a 
‘matrixial gaze’ (and which she distinguishes from the phallic gaze theorised by 
Lacan), the process of viewing becomes one which enables the viewer’s ‘participation 
in a drama wider than that of our individual selves’ (Ettinger 2006:153). 

Also contributing to the beholder’s experience in significant ways is the act of revealing 
different views of the altarpiece. Whereas the visibility of panels in the Isenheim 
Altarpiece was dependent on the liturgical calendar, and visitors to the church at the 
monastery would encounter only one of three views,18 exhibitions of the Keiskamma 
Altarpiece have always involved programmes or sessions in which the work is 
ceremonially opened for the benefit of viewers (see Figure 13). Such occasions make 
evident that the impact of the work depends not only what is made visible but also 
the sense of expectation that the beholder experiences prior to each view. 

There would seem to be three significant effects of this process of unfolding the 
work. First, this process of disclosing the initial opening and then the second involves 
physical effort and care in ensuring the altarpiece be kept stable and upright. The 
process thus reminds one that the work is a construction and the product of physical 
labour, complementing the signs of process evident in its stitching, noted earlier. 
Second, the process of opening the altarpiece and revealing its different views 
enhances the impact of its subject matter. By encountering imagery sequentially, 
the viewer experiences the Keiskamma Art Project’s representation of the impact of 
HIV/AIDS on Hamburg as a narrative that unfolds chronologically through time: 
imagery which speaks of suffering caused by disease (the closed view), is followed 
by a focus on religious practices and belief patterns of the community, thus suggesting 
endeavours to come to terms with the effects of the disease through faith (the first 
opening) and finally a community in which the strength and selflessness of 
grandmothers has enabled it to survive the devastation of the virus (the second 
opening). Third, and perhaps most crucially, deploying the topic of HIV/AIDS within 
a work which is opened in stages conveys, formally, the idea of disclosure. Made in 
the context of a community where there has been a long-standing stigma against 
talking about the disease, an emphasis on revealing hidden views is an elegant trope 
for speaking about efforts to counter this silence. 

18.   This is not the experience of the 

current viewer, however. The altarpiece 

has not only been removed from its orig-

inal church context but, even more cru-

cially, it has been disassembled: its various 

components, separated out from one an-

other within the space of the gallery in the 

Unterlinden Museum, are thus displayed 

as discrete works which the viewer is in-

vited to assemble imaginatively.
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Conclusion

It would seem that, for the viewer of the Isenheim Altarpiece in the sixteenth century, 
the establishment of a relationship between the bodies of depicted figures and those 
of beholders enabled particular emphasis to be placed on mutual physical suffering. 
Presenting a message that an afterlife free of torment might be available through 
Christ’s sacrifice, the work was presumably profoundly comforting to victims of 
ergotism – a devastatingly painful condition that was incurable. Bodily identification 
is not only between represented holy figures and the viewer, however. Using Bryson’s 
ideas, I have suggested that painted sections which reveal signs of the process of 
making the work enable a type of empathetic physiognomic connection between 
the artist (in this instance Grűnewald and those who worked with him) and the viewer: 
the beholder’s eye is drawn across the work in such a way that he or she not only 
focuses on hands and feet but also sustains full awareness of his or her own body 
in time and space rather than adopting, to use Bryson’s (1983:94) words, ‘a synchronic 
instant of viewing which will eclipse the body’. 

Opening the Keiskamma Altarpiece during its exhibition in the Allan Webb Hall on Rhodes University 
campus, National Arts Festival, 2005. 

Photograph by Nick Stavrakis. 

FIGURE No 13
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Encouraging a sense of mutuality and interaction is also a feature of the Keiskamma 
Altarpiece, as I have indicated. One might glean, for example, almost a sense that 
the altarpiece (at least in its closed view) is a blanket or quilt in which one might 
imaginatively wrap oneself. Also significant would seem to be meanings and 
associations invoked through the process of opening the altarpiece: pointing to the 
idea of the work’s constructedness while encouraging the viewer to comprehend 
the represented experiences as different stages of a narrative, the act of moving to 
different views may also serve as a metaphor for disclosure of HIV infections and an 
increased impetus towards openness about the impact of the disease. 

Further, as in the Isenheim Altarpiece, there is a sense that the viewer is being invited 
to imaginatively re-experience the work’s production. Tactile surfaces, including areas 
where not only broad stitching but also raw patches of the hessian support are in 
evidence, encourage the viewer to be alert to the process of making – and emphasise 
that in the case of the Keiskamma Altarpiece, making involved collaboration. If one 
were to extend Bryson’s ideas about looking via the “glance” (as opposed to the 
“gaze”) to experiencing the work via Ettinger’s concept of a “matrixial gaze” (as 
opposed to the “phallic gaze”), one may glean a sense of the specifically compassionate 
form of looking which this twenty-first century altarpiece encourages. The Keiskamma 
Altarpiece might be understood in fact, to facil i tate what Ettinger terms 
“metramorphosis”. It enables the viewer to “remember” trauma and, through the 
deployment of memory, to view the account of HIV/AIDS in the work as having 
mutually experienced import. 
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ABSTRACT 
Jacques Derrida’s (2009 [1978]:301-315) metaphor of “pointure” forms a leitmotif 
in the final narrative series of the Dis-Location/Re-Location exhibition (2007-2008), 
titled A Room of Her Own (2006-2007). The metaphor of “pointure” itself is doubly-
bound: although pointure-practices may be aligned with actions that connote 
mastery such as “penetrating”, “piercing”, “pricking”, “puncturing” or “rupturing” 
a surface, their consequences also “point to” restitution: a conjoining of otherwise 
discreet elements through stitching, lace-making, binding, braiding and weaving 
type practices historically associated with femininity and domesticity.

In A Room of Her Own, conceptions of what I propose to be three pointure-type 
practices – the Victorian construct of needlework, the historically gendered 
nineteenth-century psychosomatic disorder of hysteria and the contemporary 
practice of self-mutilation through cutting – as signifiers of passive, self-negating 
“femininity” are subverted through redefinition as forms of agency. With reference 
to the ways in which these pointure-practices are played out in A Room of Her Own, 
and by aligning these practices with Julia Kristeva’s (1995) concept of ‘transgressive 
writing’, I suggest that they can be read as empowering forms of preverbal, bodily-
driven self-expression; a means of “giving voice” to unspoken traumas and speaking 
in the face of being silenced by nineteenth-century gendered discourses. 

Keywords: hysteria; needlework; cutting; transgressive writing; agency; empowerment; 
semiotic and symbolic modes of signification; self-expression.

In that torn bit of brown leather brace worked through and through with 
yellow silk … lies all the passion of some woman’s soul finding voice-
less expression. Has the pen or pencil dipped so deep in the blood of 
the human race as the needle? (Olive Schreiner cited in Parker 1984:15).

Jacques Derrida’s (2009 [1978]:301-315) concept of “pointure” encompasses a set of 
metaphors: as a practice, pointure relates to the ‘small iron blade with a point, used 
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to fix the page to be printed onto the tympan’ and ‘the hole which it makes in the 
paper’ (Payne 1993:228); it also refers to the cobbling or stitching of shoes (Payne 
1993:228), and pertains to the modest shoelace drawing together that which would 
otherwise gape (Payne 1993:229). Derrida ties this term to texts and visual 
representation, making connections between the act of painting (and, by extension, 
visual representation) to his textual mode of “pointing” towards and “puncturing” a 
text, in the sense that the painting “penetrates” the canvas with meaning. Furthermore 
Derrida relates the "pointure" metaphor to a play on the French word for lace (le lacet) 
that can also refer to a trap or snare (Payne 1993:229). Although pointure-practices 
may be aligned with “masterful” actions such as “pricking”, “poking”, “piercing”, or 
“rupturing” the wholeness of a surface, the consequences of these actions point to 
additional dimensions related to the concept of restitution: the conjoining of otherwise 
discreet elements. Pointure-practices therefore also pertain to the seamstress, as 
they resonate with references to stitching, suturing, embroidering, lace-making, 
interlacing, binding, braiding, knitting, knotting and weaving –activities that have 
historically been associated with femininity and domesticity. The term “pointure” 
therefore encompasses a double bind in which actions that have historically been 
associated with the constructs of masculinity and femininity are entangled. By extension, 
their intertwinement may be related to Julia Kristeva’s (1995) conception of the symbolic1 
and semiotic as the two primary modes in the signifying process. For Kristeva (1984 
[1974]:24) the two modes of signification are not discreet; ‘Because the subject is 
always both semiotic and symbolic, no signifying system he produces can be either 
“exclusively” semiotic or “exclusively” symbolic.’ Kristeva’s “speaking subject” is 
produced through, and is dependent on, a continual ‘dialectic between the semiotic 
drive force and symbolic stases’ (Oliver 1993:8).

It is in this doubly bound sense that the metaphor of “pointure” forms a leitmotif in the 
A Room of Her Own series (2006-2007). The series encompasses three photographic 
prints; an installation comprising three separate sections, and one video2 accompanied 
by four sub-videos. These artworks originated from a live performance of the same 
title,3 and collectively formed the final narrative of my exhibition titled Dis-Location/
Re-Location (2007-2008) (hereafter Dis-Location).4 In The Room series ‘three yarns 
are spun’ (Ord 2008:107) from the multiple strands of three South African first- and 
second-generation immigrant female personae’s British and Jewish narratives. Dis-
Location traverses wide geographic and temporal terrain, ranging from the English, 
Jewish, upper-middle class immigrant, Bertha Marks’s (1862-1934) colonial experience 
of living in the Transvaal Republic from 1885 to 1901; my mother, Freda Farber’s (1932) 
diasporic experience of immigration to South Africa from Eastern Europe in 1935, and 
my (1964-) “immigrant-like” experience as a postcolonial, second-generation Jewish 
woman living in post-apartheid South Africa. For each persona, displacement is shown 

1.   Following Jacques Lacan, Kristeva 

(1995:104) identifies the symbolic as a 

system of ‘signification that is manifest 

in linguistic signs and their logico-syn-

tactic organization’. The symbolic order 

is the homogenous, naturalising structure 

within language in which ‘fixed classifi-

cations’ such as vocabulary, grammar 

and syntax, as well as the ‘rules of logic’ 

innately suggest a unity (Felluga 2003).  

2.   The video was exhibited on the Poin-

ture exhibition curated by Ann-Marie 

Tully and Jennifer Kopping (University 

of Johannesburg Gallery, August 2012). 

The exhibition presented an extensive 

collection of contemporary South Afri-

can artworks featuring pointure-type 

practices, including use of fabric as me-

dium and processes of puncturing, in-

terlacing, stitching and weaving.

3.   When referring to the performance 

or video, I include a descriptor after the 

abbreviated title (for example, “the Room 

video”; “the Room performance”) but in 

referring to the works that constitute the 

narrative the term “the Room” series is 

used. References to making the artwork 

and setting it up in the galleries are in 

the past tense; when speaking of the 

performance and exhibitions, I use the 

present tense.

4.   The Dis-Location/Re-Location ex-

hibition, travelled to seven South African 

national galleries/museums from June 

2007 to July 2008. Comprising photo-

graphic, sculptural, installation, perfor-

mance, video and sound art, it formed 

the practical component of my practice- 

led DPhil in Visual Arts (2009-2012). The 

theoretical and practical components of 

the research were interrelated in terms 

of topic, thematic choices and content. 

This article is based on Chapter Five of 

my thesis (Farber 2012). 
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to provoke transmutations in subjectivity, resulting in disjunctive identities and 
relationships with place. Each subject’s genealogy over time, space, history and 
geography is visually and aurally “stitched together” to form a richly brocaded tapestry 
of narrative and memory. Their narratives interface in what was originally Bertha 
Marks’s bedroom and is now the main bedroom in the Sammy Marks Museum, 
Pretoria. The Room5 is the literal and metaphorical space wherein each persona’s 
body-world relations play out from their respective space-time continuums.

In this article, I explore how, in the Room series, historical and contemporary conceptions 
of what I propose to be three pointure-practices – the Victorian construct of needlework,6  
the historically gendered psychosomatic disorder of hysteria7 and the practice of self-
mutilation through cutting8 – as signifiers of passive, self-negating ‘femininity’ are 
subverted through redefinition as forms of agency. I align the protagonist9 of the Room 
series’ practices of cutting her skin and stitching indigenous South African aloe leaves 
into her body, as well as her evocations of hysteria, with Kristeva’s (1995) concept of 
‘transgressive writing’ – a mode of signification originating in the semiotic realm. 
Transgressive writing is phenomenologically-orientated, privileging bodily, preverbal 
experience over pre-referential language. Forms of speech derived from the semiotic 
represent a discharge of the subject’s bodily energy and drives (McAfee 2004:16); they 
are related to ‘archaic processes whose sensory aspects are often nonverbal’ (Kristeva 
1995:104) and are not subject to the rules of logic or syntax (McAfee 2004:17). Although 
it is often interpreted in psychoanalytic, philosophical and feminist discourses as ‘that 
which does not speak’ (Irigaray 1985 [1977]:136), I suggest that hysteria, in conjunction 
with the pointure-practices of needlework and cutting, can be read as empowering 
forms of preverbal self-expression10 that allow the protagonist to “give voice” to unspoken 
traumas and to speak in the face of being silenced by colonial gendered discourses. 
The protagonist’s pointure-practices mimic transgressive writing, in that both are 
rhythmic and cyclical: from the self-initiated action of cutting the skin, closure is 
attempted by means of needle and thread; yet, as the needle’s point repeatedly pierces 
the skin, it reopens the flesh, drawing blood. Puncturing the outer fabric of the body 
becomes synonymous with restitution and repair. Owing to the constant presence of 
the semiotic, like transgressive writing, the protagonist’s signifying processes can be 
considered ‘disruptive, even revolutionary’ in their potential to rupture the unity of the 
symbolic order (McAfee 2004:38).11 Applying Kim Miller’s (2005) comment made in 
relation to victims of trauma in the context of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
(TRC) to the protagonist, I suggest that, ‘speaking about one’s experiences as a victim 
can give the speaker renewed agency, leading to a more empowered life as a survivor’. 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s (1973 [1982]) novella The yellow wallpaper12 bears striking 
resemblances to the Room series in that both foreground the Victorian trope of the 

5.   In instances, I use the term “the 

Room” to denote a combination of the 

“stage-set” (as an artwork) and the concep-

tion of it as the protagonist’s room before, 

during and after the performance. 

6.   As it was associated with docility, 

obedience and love of the home, as well 

as the privilege of leisure, the domestic 

imperative of needlework was considered 

an appropriate activity for an upper-middle 

class Victorian lady (Parker 1984:4-5). 

Rozsika Parker (1984:189) elaborates 

that the act of embroidering was an index 

of gentility amongst the upper classes 

and its content was expected to convey 

the social and psychological qualities 

attributed to a lady. The Victorians con-

ceived of the link between embroidery 

and women as “natural”: ‘women embroi-

dered because they were naturally fem-

inine and were feminine because they 

naturally embroidered’ (Parker 1984:11).

7.   I focus on hysteria during the mid-to 

late Victorian period (1862-1893) as this 

was when the disorder peaked. 

8.   Cutting is a form of self-mutilation; 

an act of deliberate self-injury to the body 

(Ellis 2002:4). Psychiatric practitioners 

classify self-mutilating acts in terms of 

the severity of the injury – the most ex-

treme being the amputation of a body 

part and the least being superficial inju-

ry such as scratching (Favazza 1987). 

Researchers have found that most indi-

viduals who cut are female (Ellis 2002:4). 

Although the practice of cutting has been 

evident in western medical l iterature 

since the 1900s (Favazza 1987), it was 

not unti l 1995, with the Pr incess of 

Wales’s self-disclosure of her own cut-

ting practices, that it became well-known 

to the general public (Ellis 2002:4). 

9.   This amalgam of Ber tha Marks, 

Freda Farber and myself is hereafter re-

ferred to as “the protagonist”.

10.   The term “self-expression” refers 

to all forms of representation, but par-

ticularly speech. 
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room as a ambivalent signifier of physical, social and psychological isolation and 
confinement, while simultaneously representing empowerment and liberation. The 
trope of the room may therefore be related to Derrida’s play on the words lace, trap 
and snare, as both address the phenomenological discourses of imperial and colonial 
disenfranchisement, and experiences of anxiety, alienation, entrapment and paralysis. 
Parallels between these discourses and experiences to relations between hierarchical 
Victorian gender roles, sexual repression, madness and self-expression are drawn in 
Gilman’s novella and the Room series. Through her semi-autobiographical narrative 
of female isolation and madness, Gilman shows how, for a nineteenth-century woman, 
‘solitary confinement’ within the bourgeois family results in psychosis (Showalter 
1985:142). As Elaine Showalter (1985:142) observes, because Gilman deals with a 
woman writer who is denied any legitimate outlet for her imagination, the novella may 
be interpreted as an account of female literary confinement; it is as Sandra Gilbert 
and Susan Gubar (cited in Showalter 1985:142) put it, ‘the story that all literary women 
would tell if they could speak their “speechless woe”’. In this article, I draw analogies 
between ways in which Victorian women’s denial of self-expression under patriarchy 
is made manifest in The yellow wallpaper and the Room series, while also exploring 
the protagonist’s opportunities to “speak her narrative”. I begin my discussion by 
interweaving descriptive passages articulated in factual terms and italicised quotes 
referencing the Room series that are expressed in a more affective, poetic flow of 
words. This interweaving of warp and weft is intended to create an (inter)textual fabric 
comprising both symbolic and semblances of semiotic modes of signification. 

A room of her own 

Hooves clop, a steam-train pulls into a station, a car revs. With these sounds, each 
denoting a spatio-temporal frame, the three personae’s generations are “stitched in 
time” ‘such is the thread of time’ (Deleuze 1997:30) unravelling in a chronologically linear 
sequence. The sounds form part of the soundtrack of the performance that takes place 
in real time and plays out in the video of the same title, produced from edited footage 
of the performance. In the performance and video, the dramatisation is enacted in a 
three-dimensional photographic, archival re-creation of a section of the main bedroom 
in the Sammy Marks Museum (Figure 1). The recreated room (hereafter “the stage-set”) 
was made by digitally grafting photographs of architectural elements and furniture from 
the room (a glass door, curtains, skirting board, floorboards, carpet and fireplace) and 
architectural elements and furniture from other rooms in the house (a frieze and dado 
rail), adding “fictitious” wallpaper depicting a Victorian design of intertwined roses and 
combining these two-dimensional, illusionistic representations with actual period furniture. 

11.   Transgressive language has similarities 

with other forms of “speaking through 

the body” such as Luce Irigaray’s and 

Hélène Cixous’s écriture féminine (‘the 

inscription of the feminine body and female 

difference in language and text’ (Showalter 

1986:249)) in that it privileges non-linear, 

cyclical, gestural, rhythmic writing. Sim-

i larly, Griselda Pollock (2009:10) links 

Bracha Lichtenburg Ettinger’s textual 

and artistic practice or ‘matrixial écriture’  

to écriture feminine, noting that in its 

‘spun-together’ formation of logos, matrix-

ial articulation disrupts the phallic dom-

ination of language. 

12.   The yellow wallpaper is a collec-

tion of journal entries written by a late 

nineteenth-century woman, who upon 

failing to find fulfilment in her prescribed 

roles as wife and mother, is imprisoned 

in the upstairs bedroom of a mansion by 

her physician husband. She is forced to 

take the “rest cure” to remedy what he 

terms ‘a slight hysterical tendency’ (Gilman 

1973:10). The rest cure, often used to treat 

hysteria, depended on bed-rest, seclusion, 

sensory deprivation, immobility, and ex-

cessive feeding for a period of six to 

twelve weeks (Showalter 1985:138). During 

this time, the woman channels her re-

pressed creativity into the yellow wallpa-

per, imagining that she and other women 

are trapped in its patterns. Finally, in a 

psychotic state, she rips the wallpaper 

off the wall in an attempt to release herself 

(Showalter 1985:141). Her entrapment 

within the wallpaper pattern is metaphoric 

of her imprisonment within the confines 

of the room, and within patriarchal nine-

teenth-century sexual politics. 
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Following the Victorian codes of respectability and surrounded by colonial comforts, 
the protagonist is seated within the stage-set, with a sewing box filled with fresh aloe 
leaves next to her. She sews demurely – not the conventional forms of embroidery or 
tapestry traditionally expected of a Victorian lady – ‘[h]er work is a kind of post-feminist 
penal colony in which the machines of torture and, ironically, liberation are needle, 
thread and thorn’ (Law-Viljoen 2008:4). Rather, she inserts an aloe leaf into her cut 
flesh, and delicately “stitches” the indigenous South African succulent into her body 
– “the lily-white corpus of Europe” (Ord 2008:106). Beginning with one leaf, she stitches 
a rosette of six leaves around an already completed petit point wild rose (Figures 2, 
3a & 3b) ‘[t]rying to find the thread that will tie her to place’ (Murray 2008:54). As foreign 
to the body, the aloe signifies insertion of an(other) culture that may take root and 
grow under the skin; ‘[t]he skin is made porous by a needle at work … needlework … 
is simultaneously the rupturing of skin, as thread is replaced by suture in the labour 
of grafting, of affixing one composite to another, so that they are complements of each 
other and supplements of others’ (Ord 2008:107). 

Leora Farber, A Room of Her Own, 2006. Stage-set re-creation of the main bedroom in the Sammy 
Marks Museum. Performance still.

Photograph by Michael Meyersfeld.

FIGURE No 1
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Leora Farber, A Room of Her Own, 2006. Performance still. Photograph by Michael Meyersfeld.

FIGURE No 2

Leora Farber, A Room of Her Own, 2006. Performance still. Photographs by Michael Meyersfeld.

FIGURE No 3a
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The first narrative of the soundtrack is that of Bertha Marks’s; voice-over quotations 
from her letters to her husband are audible over the classical piano music in the 
background. The audio sequence flows into Freda Farber’s articulation of anecdotal 
memories of leaving Latvia and her childhood experiences in South Africa. The third 
segment, representing the postcolonial persona’s narrative, comprises an excerpt 
from South African Prime Minister BJ Vorster’s infamous We will Fight to the Bitter 
End (The Winds … 2004) 1970 speech, protests of Amandla Maatla (The Winds … 
2004) from the Soweto uprising of 16 June 1976, and ambient sounds recorded in 
contemporary Johannesburg (glass breaking, cell-phones ringing, taxis hooting and 
house alarms blaring). These increase in volume to create a cacophony that finally 
overwhelms the harmonious music underpinning each narrative. 

Before the performance the printed wallpaper of the stage-set was built up into relief 
using pigmented wax. Each rose of the wallpaper motif was replaced with a three-
dimensional wax counterpart and the smooth background was modelled into an 
irregularly moulded, tactile surface (Figure 3). During the performance, application of 
heat from the back of the aluminium surfaces of the stage-set causes the wax to shift 

Leora Farber, A Room of Her Own, 2006. Performance still. 

Photograph by Michael Meyersfeld.

FIGURE No 3b
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and melt and the roses to drop to the floor –‘[s]he is a patiently sewing woman whose 
quiet undoing is suggested by the wax roses sliding down the walls of her boudoir, 
whose obsessions with the minutiae of thread and needle is, to our horror, a passage 
into her own flesh, her own past’ (Law-Viljoen 2008:6). The melting wax reveals that 
certain printed roses have been digitally transformed into images of aloes. Wax, as 
used in this artwork, embodies states of formation and transformation; heat is 
metaphoric of the “African sun” that destabilises the fixed certainty of the protagonist’s 
colonial world; ‘[t]he camera evokes her still, with her world melting around her, the 
walls more porous than skin, as porous as time, as porous as borders of countries 
and cultures and cultivations’ (Bishop 2008:115).

The narrative extends into a series of three photographic prints, titled Generation, 
Generation (detail) and Redemption (2007). Time has elapsed since the protagonist 
stitched the aloe leaves into her thigh ‘[h]ere, in this room, we have the long, slow 
smear of time, as the materiality of the world undoes itself, is undone, comes undone’ 
(Bishop 2008:117). Seated amongst the mounds of fallen wax roses and lumps of 
melted wallpaper, she lifts her skirt to reveal that the aloe leaves have withered and 

Leora Farber, A Room of Her Own, 2006. Detail of wallpaper before the performance. 

Photograph by Michael Meyersfeld.

FIGURE No 4
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at their central core, in place of the wild rose, a new, succulent hybrid plant has emerged. 
The blood-red embroidery cotton that she used to stitch the leaves into her skin has 
grown into her flesh, forming a system of roots and veins in her calf. In Redemption, 
she collapses amidst the debris. Her pose suggests that she might have undergone, 
or is undergoing, an hysterical fit, given that its theatricality is reminiscent of, but not 
a direct reference to, poses adopted by women in what the French neurologist Jean-
Martin Charcot (1825-1893) diagnosed as the third stage of an hysterical attack. In this 
stage, known as the attitudes passionnelles (passionate gestures), the hysteric embodied 
heightened, transformative emotional states, such as rapture, ecstasy, rage or hatred. 

In the exhibitions, the three segments of the stage-set are displayed as freestanding 
units each of which has been reworked to form an individual installation. Cast-wax 
aloes of varying scales, suggestive of new growth, nestle amongst the melted roses 
and wallpaper remnants; hybrid combinations of wax roses and aloes rupture the 
upholstery of a Victorian tapestry chair (Figure 4) and two large-scale wax “rose-aloe 
plants” penetrate the floorboards (Figure 5) of the Room. With the exception of the 

Leora Farber, A Room of Her Own, 2006-2007. Detail of tapestry and upholstery of chair, main 
stage-set installation.

Photograph by Clive Hassall.

FIGURE No 5
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tapestry roses, the upholstery of the chair is covered in wax; its texture and range of 
tones suggests Caucasian flesh and skin. ‘She is tracked down by the long trail of 
her beautiful embroidery’ (Parker 1984:7) as trails of cotton emerge from the unpicked 
tapestry roses cascade onto the floor in gradations of light to dark pink and peach 
hues. ‘[T]hread can be used to embroider and embellish … to fabricate a fiction 
falsifying a face – the masking of a culture by its colonisation; or the Africanisation of 
the European immigrant?’ (Ord 2008:107). “Root-vein systems” emerge from the lowest 
rung of the sewing box, each sprouting a strand of thread that collectively form an 
entangled mass which spills over the edges of the main stage-set. At the lowest 
register of each stage-set, photographic prints of “red” African soil, roots and rhizomes 
create the illusion of being able to see into the foundations of the Room. Prints of a 
cross-section of Victorian brickwork, in which young aloe seedlings protrude from 
the plaster, form side panels. 

The culmination of these additions and changes to the stage-set creates a sense of 
the room as having shifted from being a transitional space for the performance of 
self-transformative rituals to being a site of transformation itself. In the gallery installations, 
the Room appears to be in arrested, yet continual processes of becoming: 

Leora Farber, A Room of Her Own, 2006-2007. Detail of cultivars growing out of floorboards, main 
stage-set installation.

Photograph by Brent Meistre.

FIGURE No 6
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the decor and the flowers … are in constant process of morphing into 
something else: the wallpaper flowers slide down the walls of the room 
and decay; Bertha’s/Farber’s body is pierced by the grafts of tropical 
plants; it is as if everything has been invaded by a viral contagion 
already accomplishing transmutation (Venn 2010:330). 

As the “African” aloe has germinated in the protagonist’s body, so indigenous plant 
growth pervades the colonial room. Together with the melted roses, the growth reflects 
the demise of the protagonist’s colonial lifeworld; ‘[t]he room may well be a prison, or 
purgatorio, an in-between place where one awaits transmutation or deliverance: from 
the past, from dislocation, from the unfamiliar or unhomely’ (Venn 2010:330). 

A voice of her own 

Nineteenth-century female experience usually entailed domestic confinement wherein, 
given the authority of the Victorian paterfamilias, the woman was silenced and spoken 
for. To fit the feminine ideal of passivity, docility and submissiveness, Victorian women 
had to stifle their independence and intelligence. Bereft of voice and agency, if 
nineteenth-century women did find a means of intellectual, emotional, sexual and/or 
creative self-expression, this had to be exercised covertly. One may recall Jane Austen 
hiding her half-written manuscripts or covering them with a piece of blotting-paper 
(Woolf 1989 [1929]) and the narrator who secreted away, writes because ‘I must say 
what I feel and think in some way’ (Gilman 1973:21). For her and Bertha Marks, the 
room is paradoxically a space of liberation and confinement: both women deploy the 
room as a private space in which they have the freedom to become a “speaking 
subject”, yet for both, the room represents a “space of otherness” that signals their 
physical and intellectual isolation from society. 

Virginia Woolf’s essay A room of one’s own (1989:4 [1929]) – based on lectures she 
delivered in 1928 at the two Cambridge women’s colleges on the subject of Women 
and Fiction – in which she observes that ‘a woman must have money and a room of 
her own if she is to write fiction’, provides a literary parallel to the protagonist’s quest 
to deploy her “room of her own” as a liberating space. The metaphor of the room as 
a liberatory space also features in EM Forster’s novel, A room with a view (1988 [1908]). 
Forster’s young heroine, Lucy Honeychurch, struggles to reconcile her experiences 
of conformity and freedom signified by the well-bred sterility of England with the warmth 
and violence of Italy. For Honeychurch, Italy is a place of passion that liberates her 
from the sexual repression of English society. For the narrator, the room is a space of 
enforced infantilism and “regression” into psychosis, yet paradoxically, it is though her 
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psychosis that she achieves liberation. Woolf’s room signifies intellectual freedom and 
economic independence; Forster’s protagonist experiences newfound sexual awareness 
and the narrator escapes her physical and mental imprisonment in the room through 
madness. For the protagonist, the Room and the body are private, privatised; it is from 
these inner, interiorised spaces that her forms of self-expression emerge. 

While the nineteenth-century woman was denied logistical forms of self-expression 
(physical space and financial means) and was psychologically “silenced” by her 
required deference to patriarchal authorities, she was also, more fundamentally, 
assigned to ‘a zone of silence’ in western philosophical discourses structured 
around the male as the paradigmatic sex (Irigaray cited in Evans 1991:213). For 
Luce Irigaray (cited in Evans 1991:213), ‘the silence of women results, then, not 
only from the denial of their authority to speak, but also from the lack of a symbolic 
system reflecting their experience’. Feminist writers such as Showalter (1985, 
1997), Mary Evans (1991), Noëlle McAfee (2004), Linda Jones (2012) and Amanda 
du Preez (2004, 2009) concur that psychosomatic symptoms such as hysteria 
arose in reaction to the systemic repression of nineteenth-century women’s speech. 
As Showalter (1997:55) puts it, since hysterics ‘suffered from the lack of a public 
voice to articulate their economic and sexual oppression’ their symptoms ‘seemed 
like bodily metaphors for [their] silence’. By ‘converting their bodies into the site 
of another language, women/hysterics communicate[d] in the pantomimic mode 
of fits, trances, paralysis, anaesthesia, blindness, pain … [to relay] the message 
of their gender as illness, as unsayable’ (Evans 1991:214). 

Two interrelated ways of considering hysteria as a form of bodily speech can be 
identified (Showalter 1985:5). In the first, hysteria is regarded as an unconscious 
form of feminist protest within the historical framework of the nineteenth century; 
in the second, it is considered as a form of desperate communication by the 
powerless. Feminists such as Hélène Cixous, Xavière Gauthier, and Irigaray adopt 
the first position, in which madness is associated with female protest, resistance 
and revolution (Showalter 1985:5). Nineteenth-century hysterics are celebrated as 
‘protofeminists’; ‘champions of a defiant womanhood, whose symptoms, expressed 
in physical symptoms and coded speech, subvert the linear logic of male science’ 
(Hunter 1983:474). In her embodiment of western constructs of femininity (such 
as irrationality, instability, emotionality, madness and “reversion” to the unconscious 
and/or semiotic), the hysteric signifies the ‘woman-type in all her power’ (Cixous 
cited in Showalter 1985:161). These feminists connect ‘the hysteric’s silences, 
symptoms and distorted speech to female symbolism, semiotic or infantile wordless 
verbalisation’ (Showalter 1997:5). Cixous and Irigaray argue that by using a form 
of communication that lies predominantly outside of the symbolic, the hysteric 
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establishes a site of différence from which phallogocentric concepts and controls 
can be deconstructed. By extension, Irigaray and Cixous propose that in order to 
establish a position in language in which specifically female sexualities are dominant, 
contemporary women should ‘speak from the place of the hysteric’ or the bodily 
drives associated with the semiotic (Evans 1991:203).13 

The second position is encapsulated in Shoshana Feldman’s (cited in Showalter 
1985:5) statement that ‘madness is quite the opposite of rebellion. Madness is 
the impasse confronting those whom cultural conditioning has deprived of the 
very means of protest or self-affirmation’. Similarly, Showalter (1997:7) proposes 
that hysteria is ‘an expression, a body language for people who otherwise might 
not be able to speak or even to admit what they feel’. As Robert Woolsey (cited 
in Showalter 1997:7) notes, in this reading, ‘hysteria is a “protolanguage”; its 
symptoms are “a code used by a patient to communicate a message which … 
cannot be verbalized”’. Following Woolsey, Sigmund Freud (cited in Evans 1991:242) 
considers hysteria as the ‘pathology of powerlessness’.

John Everett Millais’s pre-Raphaelite painting Ophelia (1852) formed an important 
reference for my depiction of hysteria in Redemption.14 In making reference to 
Ophelia, I was aware that the work may be seen as aestheticising and romanticising 
historical associations of women with pathologies of madness, and that the imagery 
might be construed as sentimental and clichéd. In an attempt to circumvent these 
readings, I heightened the constructed nature of the image through overt use of 
theatricality. The protagonist’s pose is over-dramatised; she performs hysteria almost 
to the point of parody, echoing the way in which Charcot’s hypnotised patients put 
on a ‘spectacular’ show for their voyeuristic, curiosity-seeking audiences (Du Preez 
2004:49) in the ‘theatrical space’ of the Salpêtrière mental asylum (J Matlock cited 
in Du Preez 2004:48). Similarly, in Redemption, like the nineteenth-century hysteric 
who was both specularised and sexualised by medical science, the protagonist’s 
body is offered as a spectacle for the (male) gaze. Use of chiaroscuro heightens 
this sexual fetishisation; the figure, clothed in white diaphanous garments, is bathed 
in light and set against a background of evocative darknesses. By performing the 
part of the hysteric, a figure already ‘conflated with the signifiers of femaleness (sex) 
and femininity (gender)’ (Du Preez 2004:47), the protagonist enacts femininity as a 
masquerade. Her overtly dramatised performance of nineteenth-century feminine 
ideals draws attention to the artifice of these constructions. 

13.   This strategy is fraught with con-

tradictions. As Evans (1991:205) notes, 

it is difficult to speak of the category of 

“woman” without the ideological weight 

that has historically been attributed to it. 

The alignment of women with madness 

and hysteria as a form of feminist protest 

are contested positions for, as Showalter 

(1985:5) comments, such associations 

risk romanticising madness, reinforcing 

essentialist connections between feminin-

ity and insanity, and endorsing hysteria 

as a desirable form of rebellion. 

14.   Will iam Shakespeare’s Ophelia 

was a prototypical figure used by Victorian 

artists, writers and doctors to represent 

the madwoman and, by extension, the 

young female asylum patient (Showalter 

1985:90-91). 
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Transgressive language and the speaking subject 

Although it is unclear whether the protagonist has undergone, or is undergoing 
an hysterical seizure, or is overwhelmed by the transmogrification of her body and 
identity as a result of her self-induced implants, her pose in Redemption alludes 
to her being in a liminal state, oscillating on the threshold between the symbolic 
and the semiotic. I suggest that it is owing to this fluid and evolving nature of her 
subjectivity that the protagonist might assume the role of the speaking subject 
and that her bodily speech may be construed as a form of transgressive language. 
For Kristeva (1989:265, 272) language is the signifying system in which ‘the speaking 
subject makes and unmakes himself’; the subject is both

immersed in the logical order of symbolic meaning, where identity 
… reigns [and] riven by the body’s and the psyche’s semiotic charges 
and energy displacements. The speaking being is a subject in process 
because her identity is never fixed in place; [it] is continuously disrupted 
by semiotic language’s heterogeneity, polyphony, and polysemy 
(McAfee 2004:105). 

If the protagonist is acknowledged as a speaking subject, needlework might be 
proposed as a means of speech through which she “makes and unmakes” her 
subjectivity. Rozsika Parker (1984:10) observes that in nineteenth-century British 
oil painting genres, women engaged in needlework are conventionally depicted 
as silent and still, with ‘eyes lowered, head bent, shoulders hunched’. As Parker 
(1984:10) points out, in romantic fiction, the needleworker’s silence and stillness 
can have multiple connotations, ranging from ‘serious concentration to a silent 
cry for attention’, but is usually underpinned by a fundamental contradiction: while 
it represents the “ideal” feminine traits of repression, subjugation, submission and 
modesty, the ‘embroiderer’s silence, her concentration also suggests a self-
containment, a kind of autonomy’.15 Parker (1984:165) extends this contradictory 
signification to the way in which needlework was synonymous with femininity in 
Victorian society, noting that in Charlotte Brontë’s writing, embroidery (and thus 
femininity) emerges as a means of self-denial and self-defence, portraying ‘female 
subservience and availability’, yet simultaneously acts a means of establishing an 
‘inviolate female space’. 

Parker’s contention that needlework enabled nineteenth-century women to enter 
an ‘inviolate female space’ finds support in Freud’s and Joseph Breuer’s (1893:13) 
anti-feminist claim that needlework was a potentially ‘disruptive’ activity for Victorian 
women. In their clinical studies, they propose connections between nineteenth-

15.   The needleworker’s “stillness” and 

“silence” may also be linked to a stereo-

type of femininity in which self-containment 

is interpreted as seductiveness (Parker 

1984:10). In Victorian women’s novels, 

sewing is considered as a signifier of 

self-containment and restraint, yet, as 

Parker (1984:166) comments, the critical 

encounter between lovers is invariably 

marked by the moment when the woman 

drops her work and ‘with her embroidery 

… goes her self-containment … she sur-

renders to her lover’. 
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century women’s monotonous existence, needlework and hysteria. According to 
Freud and Breuer (1893:13), needlework induces a form of private daydreaming 
that renders women ‘vulnerable’ to ‘hypnoid states’. In these states, their repressed 
imaginative, creative and emotional energies and drives, or “feminine excesses” 
and, by association, the semiotic, are activated, leading to pathogenic associations 
that engender hysterical symptoms (De Mijolla 2005). Thus, if seen through a 
feminist lens, needlework could be a means of creating a psychic space for 
Victorian women to express their “selves” in order to escape culturally constructed 
and constricting feminine roles. In Jane Przybysz’s words, ‘it led to states of mind 
where women experienced their “selves” creating and enacting narratives in a 
private theater to which men had no access’. Unpicking this argument further, 
needlework, as a form of transgressive language, might be considered a “disruptive” 
force; like hysteria, it has the potential to rupture the containing boundaries of the 
symbolic through the release of “excess”.

The protagonist of the Room series adopts a similar pose to that of her painted 
nineteenth-century counterparts: immersed in her needlework and oblivious to 
the catastrophe of her colonial world collapsing around her, she is the embodiment 
of submissiveness, passivity, docility and modesty – qualities that signify compliance 
with the Victorian codes of femininity and position her as operative within the 
symbolic order. Her heightened sense of self-containment reiterates that she is, 
as Joseph Conrad’s (1971 [1902]) narrator in Heart of darkness (cited in Allara 
2008:54) describes nineteenth-century women, ‘in a world apart’ as she sits 
isolated in a room that is ‘so much her own that it becomes enclosed and claustral’ 
(Murray 2008:54). Yet, while remaining linguistically silent, her enactment of 
needlework as a form of bodily praxis enables her to speak her narrative through 
means that originate in the semiotic. 

Further threads connecting needlework, hysteria and the contemporary practice 
of cutting as forms of transgressive language may be unravelled. Cutting the skin 
to the point of releasing blood is a form of self-mutilation practiced predominantly 
by westernised teenage girls. It is not about the conscious intent for self-harm, 
nor the experience of physical pain; rather, the cutter craves the relief provided 
by endorphins released into the body that ‘anesthetise’ emotional pain (Levenkron 
1998:24). Like hysteria, cutting is a way of speaking when one is unable verbally 
to express overwhelming emotions or unfulfilled emotional needs. It is a desperate 
cry for help in the face of a devastating sense of alienation, lack of belonging, 
powerlessness and abandonment (D’Arcy 2007; Ellis 2002:12). Feminist writers 
such as Rose Ellis (2002) suggest that cutting, like the eating disorder anorexia 
nervosa,16 is not merely a symptom of individual psychopathology, but an extreme 

16.   Although it is usually considered 

as being a disease that affects contem-

porary western women, anorexia nervosa 

was first d iagnosed in 1873 (Evans 

1999:229). It was characterised as a 

subset of hysteria. Modern medical in-

vestigations into the psychic dynamics 

of anorexia point to a range of underlying 

personality disorders, although its root 

disorder is still considered to be hysteria 

(Evans 1999:229). 
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bodily response to expectations embedded in patriarchal ideologies. Like the late 
nineteenth-century hysteric, the present-day anorexic responds to situations in 
which she feels powerless by exercising control over her body in a bid for 
independence and autonomy (Przybysz 1992:180). From this perspective, cutting 
could be seen as a non-verbal way in which contemporary women might respond 
to the patriarchal regulation of the boundaries of femininity, using their bodies as 
means through which this is effected. 

Ellis’s feminist reading of cutting prompts the question as to whether Bertha Marks’s 
self-mutilation could be read as a desperate attempt to speak through the body 
from within the rigid constraints imposed on it in the Victorian era? According to 
Ellis (2002:10), acts of self-mutilation ‘create a renewed sense of external agency, 
through control over [the] body’. While the action is external, it provides ‘an internal 
sense of self-control’ that compensates for those external circumstances that the 
cutter perceives as uncontrollable (Ellis 2002:11; see also Favazza 1987). Speculating 
further, if this contemporary practice were to be reframed in the light of Bertha 
Marks’s alienated, isolated life in the Transvaal, perhaps it could be said that for 
her, cutting is a reaction to feelings of numbness and sublimated desires that such 
alienation probably provoked. If the contemporary psycho-somatic disorder of 
cutting could be projected into a Victorian context, these emotions might be read 
as symptomatic of the gendered constraints and restrictive social norms with which 
women of the upper middle classes were expected to comply and, like the historically 
gendered disorder of hysteria and its attendant sublimation of desire, might be 
seen as enabling a sense of liberation and release. 

My representation of Bertha Marks cutting herself may therefore be read as 
affording her agency to speak in the face of situations in which she felt powerless. 
From this perspective, through its evocation of abjection and potential to act as 
a means of self-expression that derives from the semiotic, cutting, as it features 
in the Room series, has the transgressive potential to “rupture” the sameness of 
the symbolic order. The cut is a “traumatic incision” that is not only a marker of 
physical pain but may be read as a signifier for the psychological trauma that 
accompanies the protagonist’s experiences of dislocation. As forms of transgressive 
language, hysteria, needlework and cutting become means through which the 
protagonist is able to articulate her trauma and, for Bertha Marks, act as empowering 
mechanisms that enable her to speak out against being the victim of colonial 
gendered discourses. For each persona, cutting, together with needlework, may 
be construed as empowering in its potential to lead to new, hybrid identity formations 
and generative cultural fusions. I therefore suggest that perhaps the protagonist’s 
act of “speaking her narrative” is not dissimilar to the manner in which processes 
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of giving testimony at the TRC enabled individuals to achieve a sense of cathartic 
agency and empowerment as survivors. In so doing, I am not proposing any 
connection between the protagonist’s traumas and those of individuals who 
testified before the TRC, but rather that, as Douglass and Vogler (cited in Miller 
2005:41) note with reference to subjects of trauma, through her narrative testimonies 
she is able to ‘move from a state of helpless victimage to a mode of action and 
even potential self-renewal, demonstrating that new actions can still be possible 
in spite of the trauma of suffering’. 

From the self-contained confinement of her room and her position within the 
suffocating patriarchal conventions of the Victorian era, Bertha Marks is shown 
to take advantage of these delimitations; although tightly bound by convention, 
she, like Lucy Honeychurch, Virginia Woolf and the narrator, finds opportunities 
to convert those bonds into wings of flight. And, like the narrator, she attempts to 
reformulate herself within the very space that represents her physical, social and 
psychological confinement. Through enactments of semiotically driven speech, 
Bertha Marks and the postcolonial protagonist are empowered towards achieving 
an (ultimately unresolved) sense of self-renewal. As a speaking subject, the 
protagonist’s transgressive language takes the form of what Couze Venn (2010:334, 
335) terms ‘an anamnesis ... a process of working-through taking place at the 
threshold between unconscious psychic economy and conscious activity, individual 
... and collective identity’. In the final image of the exhibition, Redemption, she is 
infinitely suspended in a perpetual state of becoming, continually crisscrossing 
the boundaries17 of self and Other, the conscious and the unconscious, the symbolic 
and the semiotic, insiderness and outsiderness. Through these ongoing processes 
of negotiation and transformation, the “me/self” and “not me/Other” lose coherence 
as discrete entities, creating an ambiguous space of in-betweenness in which the 
‘logical certainty of either the subject/object or self/not-self binarism’ is threatened 
(Wolfreys 2004:3). It is thus in the contested space of the limen, which represents 
‘neither/nor … both, [but] not quite either’ (Lugones 1994:459) that her subjectivity-
in-process is situated. 

17.   Boundaries become spaces where 

insiderness (self) and outsiderness (the 

psychoanalytic Other) are under con-

stant negotiation. These boundaries, or 

bodily borders, are symbolic (Grosz 

1994:79); they are neither physically nor 

psychologically fixed, and are not con-

fined to the anatomical ‘container’ of the 

skin but rather, ‘have the remarkable 

power of incorporating and expelling 

outside and inside in an ongoing ex-

change’ (Grosz 1994:79).



  | 89 Number 23, 2014 ISSN 1020 1497

REFERENCES

Allara, P. 2008. Leora Farber’s A Room of Her Own: feminist performance as class play. 
de arte 77:53-56.

Bishop, R. 2008. . /, or on how newness enters the world, in Dis-Location/Re-Location: 
exploring alienation and identity in South Africa, edited by B Law-Viljoen. 
Johannesburg: David Krut:111-117.

Conrad, J. 1971 [1902]. Heart of darkness. New York: Norton.

D’Arcy, L. 2007. Cutting. [O]. Available:  
http://www.kidshealth.org/teen/your_mind/mental_health/cutting.html  
Accessed 30 April 2008.

De Mijolla, A (ed). 2005. Hypnoid states. International dictionary of psychoanalysis. Vol. 2. 
Michigan: Gale Cengage. [O]. Available:  
http://www.enotes.com/hypnoid-states-reference/  
Accessed 26 April 2012.

Deleuze, G. 1997. Essays critical and clinical. Translated by DW Smith & MA Greco. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Derrida, J. 2009 [1978]. Restitutions of the truth in pointing (Pointure), in The art of art 
history: a critical anthology, edited by D Preziosi. New York: Oxford University 
Press:301-315.

Du Preez, A. 2004. Putting on appearances: mimetic representations of hysteria. de arte 69:47-61. 

Du Preez, A. 2009. Gendered bodies and new technologies: rethinking embodiment in a 
cyber-era. Newcastle-upon-Tyne: Cambridge Scholars.

Ellis, RL. 2002. A feminist qualitative study of female self-mutilation. MA dissertation, 
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, Blacksburg, Virginia. 

Evans, MN. 1991. Fits and starts: a genealogy of hysteria in modern France. Ithaca/London: 
Cornell University Press. 

Farber, L. 2012. Representations of displacement in the exhibition Dis-Location/Re-Location. 
DPhil thesis, University of Pretoria, Pretoria.

Favazza, AR. 1987. Bodies under siege: self-mutilation and body modification in culture 
and psychiatry. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.



  | 90 Number 23, 2014 ISSN 1020 1497

Felluga, D. 2003. Modules on Kristeva: on psychosexual development. Introductory guide 
to critical theory. [O]. Available:  
http://www.purdue.edu/guidetotheory/psychoanalysis/Kristevadevelop.html 
Accessed 12 April 2006.

Forster, EM. 1988 [1908]. A room with a view. New York: Bantam Dell.

Freud, S & Breuer, J. 1893. On the psychical mechanism of hysterical phenomena: preliminary 
communication. Standard Edition 2. London: Hogarth:1-17.

Gilman, CP. 1973 [1892]. The yellow wallpaper. Revised edition. New York: The Feminist 
Press at The City University of New York.

Grosz, E. 1994. Volatile bodies: towards a corporeal feminism. Bloomington /Indianapolis: 
Indiana University Press. 

Hunter, D. 1983. Hysteria, psychoanalysis, and feminism: the case of Anna O. Feminist 
Studies 9:465-488. 

Irigaray, L. 1985 [1977]. This sex which is not one. Translated by C Porter with C Burke. Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press. 

Jones, AR. 2012. Writing the body: toward an understanding of l’ecriture feminine. [O]. 
Available: http://webs.wofford.edu/hitchmoughsa/Writing.html  
Accessed 15 March 2012.

Kristeva, J. 1984 [1974]. Revolution in poetic language. Translated by M Waller. Introduction 
by LS Roudiez. New York: Columbia University Press. 

Kristeva, J. 1989. Language, the unknown: an initiation into linguistics. Translated by A 
Menke. New York: Columbia University Press. 

Kristeva, J. 1995. New maladies of the soul. Translated by R Guberman. New York: Columbia 
University Press. 

Law-Viljoen, B (ed). 2008. Dis-Location/Re-Location: exploring alienation and identity in 
South Africa. Johannesburg: David Krut. 

Law-Viljoen, B. 2008. Introduction, in Dis-Location/Re-Location: exploring alienation and 
identity in South Africa. Johannesburg: David Krut:4-10. 

Levenkron, S. 1998. Cutting: understanding and overcoming self-mutilation. New York: Norton.

Lugones, M. 1994. Purity, impurity and separation. Signs 19(2):458-479.

McAfee, N. 2004. Julia Kristeva – essential guides for literary studies. New York/London: 
Routledge.



  | 91 Number 23, 2014 ISSN 1020 1497

Miller, K. 2005. Trauma, testimony, and truth: contemporary South African artists speak. 
[O]. Available: http://www.thefreelibrary.com/Trauma,+testimony,+and+truth:+ 
contemporary+South+African+artists+speak- a0140707298 
Accessed 16 July 2006.

Murray, S-A. 2008. Awfully pretty: female embodiment in Dis-Location/Re-Location, in Dis- 
Location/Re-Location: exploring alienation and identity in South Africa, edited by 
B Law-Viljoen. Johannesburg: David Krut:49-58. 

Oliver, K. 1993. Reading Kristeva: unravelling the double-bind. Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press. 

Ord, J. 2008. Parergons of dis-closure: identifying meaning, signifying identity with a 
difference, in Dis-Location/Re-Location: alienation and identity in South Africa, 
edited by B Law-Viljoen. Johannesburg: David Krut:103-108.

Parker, R. 1984. The subversive stitch: embroidery and the making of the feminine. London: 
The Women’s Press. 

Payne, M. 1993. Reading paintings. Reading theory: an introduction to Lacan, Derrida and 
Kristeva. Oxford: Blackwell:212-233.

Pollock, G. 2009. Mother trouble: the maternal-feminine in phallic and feminist theory in 
relation to Bracha Ettinger’s elaboration of matrixial ethics/aesthetics. Studies in 
the Maternal 1(1):1-31.

Przybysz, J. 1993. Quilts and women’s bodies: dis-eased and desiring, in Bodylore, edited 
by K Young. Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press:165-184.

Showalter, E. 1985. The female malady: women, madness and English culture, 1830-1980. 
London: Virago. 

Showalter, E (ed). 1986. Feminist criticism in the wilderness, in The new feminist criticism: 
essays on women, literature, and theory. London: Virago:243-270. 

Showalter, E (ed). 1986. The new feminist criticism: essays on women, literature, and theory. 
London: Virago. 

Showalter, E. 1997. Hystories: hysterical epidemics and modern media. New York: Columbia 
University Press.

The Winds of Change. 2004. Universal: CD-ROM.



  | 92 Number 23, 2014 ISSN 1020 1497

 Venn, C. 2010. Aesthetics, politics, identity: diasporic problematisations. Critical Arts 
24(3):321-347. 

Wolfreys, J. 2004. Critical keywords in literary and cultural theory. Basingstoke/New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan.

Woolf, V. 1989 [1929]. A room of one’s own. New York: Harcourt Brace. 



  | 93 Number 23, 2014 ISSN 1020 1497

The users of lace: a socio-political 
case study
>           Jillian Carman

Visiting Research Associate, Wits School of Arts, University of  
the Witwatersrand

jillianc@bellatrix.co.za

ABSTRACT 
Florence Phillips (1863-1940), wife of Randlord Lionel Phillips, is remembered 
for founding the Johannesburg Art Gallery (JAG) in 1910. The British social 
activist Emily Hobhouse (1860-1925) is remembered for exposing conditions in 
the concentration camps for Boer women and children during the South African 
War (1899-1902). What is less well known is that social reconstruction initiatives 
using arts and crafts ideals devolved from the mother country, were started by 
both women in the post-war period, and that they both used lace as part of their 
plans. In this article, I explore the backgrounds of these two socially-diverse 
women, their differing perceptions of lace, and how they used lace to their own 
ends. Emily planned to use lace-making, along with spinning and weaving, to 
build up destitute farm communities by teaching handcrafts to young Boer 
women. Florence planned to start an educational museum with an affiliated art 
school, in which handcrafts like lace could serve as teaching examples. Emily’s 
lace plans were short-lived. Florence failed to achieve an art school and her 
donation of lace was neglected in favour of Johannesburg Art Gallery’s fine art 
collection. Towards the end of the twentieth century, however, its aesthetic worth 
began to be realised. 

Keywords: Florence Phillips; Emily Hobhouse; lace; South African War; Johannesburg Art 
Gallery; Arts and Crafts. 

During the nineteenth century and into the early 1900s, lace developed a layered 
and shifting nature that continues to resonate today. It became mulitivalent. More 
than ever before, this filigree medium became the point of departure (or meeting) of 
the disparate practices of maker, consumer, collector, philanthropist and craft versus 
fine art debater. I draw together these strands through a case study of two women, 
Florence Phillips (1863-1940) (Figure 1) and Emily Hobhouse (1860-1926) (Figure 2), 
addressing their discrete social backgrounds within the same time frames, the 
individual and wider social contexts that shaped their interests in lace, their differing 
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Florence Phillips (1863-1940), Garden party hosted at Villa Arcadia, Johannesburg, 18 
January 1913.

[Lady Phillips was] much admired in a beautiful gown of ivory white satin ... The 
corsage had insertions of exquisite Irish lace” (Gutsche 1966, opposite page 228). 

Photographed by T Brittain, Courtesy of Museum Africa, Johannesburg.

FIGURE  No 1
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responses to historical events, and how two such different women briefly shared a 
similar goal in the early 1900s. This was the use of lace to reconstruct communities 
in the aftermath of the South African War of 1899-1902.1 The spectrum of this study 

Emily Hobhouse (1860-1925), London, 1 August 1902. Photographed by Henry Walter 
Barnett (1862-1934).

FIGURE No 2

1. Much of my material is based on an 

earlier article (Carman 2004).



  | 96 Number 23, 2014 ISSN 1020 1497

is wide and diverse, and at times, the link with lace may seem tenuous. Lace in its 
object-ness is not the principal focus, but rather its socio-political contexts and uses.
This is not to ignore, however, that the designs of one of the women, Florence Phillips, 
resulted in the ultimate celebration of lace as an aesthetic object: the inclusion in an 
art museum of the finest public collection of lace in South Africa.

By the early 1900s, lace-making in Europe, England and Ireland had assumed an 
identity beyond its more historic one of a specialist trade in beautiful, intricately-
crafted and expensive items bought by the wealthy for the adornment of dress and 
drapery.2 The nineteenth century had been a time of upheaval and change in society 
and fashion, and the production and consumption of lace were affected. There were 
wars in Europe and North America (a prime importer of lace), mechanisation led to 
new techniques, and natural disasters, like Ireland’s potato famine (1840s-1850s), 
resulted in benevolent lace-making initiatives to assist the destitute. The United 
Kingdom Education Acts of 1870 and 1880 made schooling compulsory, and finally 
ended the long-standing exploitation of young boys and girls in lace “schools”. 
Industrialisation saw the growth of rural and urban poverty, and a depletion of the 
wealth of the landed gentry. Colonial resources – diamonds, gold – saw the rapid 
rise towards the end of the century of a wealthy class of mine-owners in South Africa, 
the Randlords, who had money to aspire to the upper echelons of British society, to 
wear lavish fashions, to buy treasures sold by the impoverished British aristocracy, 
and to indulge in leisure activities like collecting objets d’art. Furthermore,a highly 
important cultural development started in 1852 with the founding of the South 
Kensington Museum, renamed the Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A) in 1899.3  From 
the V&A prototype grew the concept of the educational museum housing general 
collections of interest to a broad spectrum of society, with a specific agenda of 
guiding the leisure hours of members of the working class who migrated from rural 
to urban areas in ever-increasing numbers. Aligned with these ideals was the Arts 
and Crafts Movement (a term coined n 1886) which espoused the benefits of handwork 
for the greater social good. The V&A prototype had enormous influence on the growth 
of museums throughout Britain, Europe, North America and other parts of the world. 
It was the initial impulse behind the founding of the Johannesburg Art Gallery (JAG) 
in 1910 (Carman 2006).  

Emily and Florence4 are central to this case study of how lace was appropriated in 
South Africa in the early 1900s for social-benefit ends, namely, the teaching of lace-
making skills in order to provide gainful employment. Their methods of achieving this 
goal, however, differed as widely as their backgrounds. An examination of the social 
circumstances that shaped them gives insight into how lace can gather multi-layered 
uses and interpretations within its fragile self. 

2.   For a general history of lace and so-

cio-political impacts on its making see 

Bullock (1981), Griffiths (1993) and Levey 

(1983). Parker (1984), while not focussing 

specifically on lace, gives a history of the 

circumstances in which handcrafts such 

as lace were made. Emily Hobhouse gives 

a vivid account of the history of lace and 

current practices during her travels in 

England, Ireland and Europe in 1904 (Van 

Reenen 1984).

3.   Information on the V&A and the mu-

seums that flourished in its wake is drawn 

chiefly from Baker and Richardson (1999), 

Carman (2006), Conforti (1999), Purbrick 

(1994), Taylor (1999) and Waterfield (1991, 

1994, 1998).

4.   For clarity and consistency, I use first 

names rather than surnames for Emily 

Hobhouse, Florence Phillips and Lionel 

Phillips.
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The two women were born within a couple of years of each other into very different 
social contexts. Emily came from a higher class than Florence, an irony considering 
their later reversed positions. Florence was born in Cape Town into the relatively 
humble Ortlepp family and spent her childhood in Colesberg in the Eastern Cape 
Colony.5  Her paternal grandfather came to South Africa from Germany as a missionary 
and adopted a metalworker-cum-merchant trade. Her father was a land surveyor 
and naturalist who collected ornithological and palaeolithic specimens for the South 
African Museum and other collections. Her mother, who came from 1820 colonial 
civil-service stock, always claimed she had married beneath her. Florence was 
educated at schools in Cape Town and Bloemfontein before reaching the age of 
waiting for a suitable marriage. By this time her family had moved to the dusty diamond 
fields around Kimberley where they lived in genteel poverty in Beaconsfield.

By contrast, Emily was born into a wealthy and well-connected family in the Cornish 
mining centre St Ive (not to be confused with the sea resort St Ives) where her father 
– educated at Eton and Oxford – was Rector of the local Anglican church.6 Both 
parents came from noble lineage and Emily was mainly home-schooled. About the 
time, Florence was languishing in Beaconsfield waiting for a husband, Emily and her 
sister Maud were coping with their mother’s death (1880), their father’s chronic ill 
health, and parish duties among the farming and mining communities. Maud married 
in 1889 and Emily continued as care-giver to her father and the parish until her father’s 
death in January 1895. Then her life took off with a missionary zeal. Within a fortnight 
after her father died she had left the village never to return, and by September 1895 
she had crossed the Atlantic and settled in the mining town of Virginia in Minnesota, 
USA, home to a number of immigrant Cornish miners. This ‘daughter of the late 
Archdeacon Hobhouse of England, a lady of means’ the local Archdeacon wrote in 
his report to the Diocese of Minnesota in August 1895, had ‘offered her services to 
the Bishop for missionary work among the [Cornish] miners’ (Fisher 1971:28).

By September 1895 – on the other side of the Atlantic –  Florence was also a lady 
of means but, unlike Emily, she came from a relatively poor background, was newly 
rich and had aspirations to upper-class wealth rather than missionary work. And she 
had considerably more life-experience. When Florence docked at Southampton in 
August 1895, her third visit to Britain, she had been married to Lionel Phillips (1855-
1936)7 for ten years, had three children, was suffering the severe after-effects of a 
miscarriage, andhad experienced the struggle of living in poverty. Lionel had come 
to Kimberley in 1875 as a diamond sorting clerk. When he met Florence in 1883 he 
had the fairly humble occupation of a haulage contractor, having recently been 
bankrupted and dropped from the inner circle of mine managers. His future did not 
look bright (though he was gradually regaining his lost fortune) and his background 

5.   Biographical details are from Carman 

(2006), Gutsche (1966, 1972a), Ortlepp 

(1966) and F Phillips (1899). 

6.   Biographical details are from Fisher 

(1971), Harrison (2006) and Van Reenen 

(1984).

7.   Biographical details are from Carman 

(2006), Fraser (2006), Fraser and Jeeves 

(1977), Gutsche (1966, 1972b) and L Phillips 

(1905, 1924). 
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was not particularly auspicious. He was the son of a modest Jewish merchant from 
London’s East End,8 and by his own admission his formal education ‘had been slight’ 
(Phillips 1924:xvi).9 But he was vivacious, came from a cultured family, spoke French, 
played music,was widely-read, and promised the antithesis of the dull life to which 
Florence seemed condemned. All three of his sisters, one of whom was a music 
teacher, in due course took Florence’s cultural education in hand during her first visit 
to London. They introduced her to the V&A, which was later to play a role in forming 
her lace collection. 

After their marriage in August 1885, Lionel and Florence settled in a corrugated iron 
cottage in Beaconsfield.Within a few months, with a baby on the way, Lionel was 
bankrupted again, owing to the diamond-market crash. This difficult period could 
not have been more unlike the financially-stable, though arduous, life Emily was 
leading in Cornwall. Then Lionel’s fortunes turned. The mineowner Alfred Beit 
appointed him in 1888 to manage the successful amalgamation of De Beers 
Consolidated Mines in Kimberley, and then promoted him in October 1889 to the 
position ofmining consultant to H Eckstein & Co in Johannesburg.

By mid-1895, Florence and Lionel’s wealth had grown to such an extent that they 
were known as the uncrowned queen and king of Johannesburg because of their 
lavish lifestyle. Florence was reinventing herself as a high society lady, dressed by 
Parisian couturiers in lace-embellished gowns.10 Emily, by contrast, was divesting 
herself of the type of upper-class origins that Florence desired. Lace had no attraction 
as an item of apparel, if one takes photographs of her as evidence (see, for example, 
the images in Van Reenen 1984, between pages 122 and 123). She lived sparsely 
in the cold and rough mining town of Virginia, where she was engaged in social 
welfare work among the miners and their families, without much success it seems. The 
next couple of years for both women were extraordinarily disruptive and life-changing. 

Florence experienced near-widowhood in 1896 when Lionel was sentenced to death 
for his role in the Jameson Raid of29 December 1895 to 2 January 1896, a failed 
attempt to wrest control of the mines from the South African Republic and one of 
the major causes of the subsequent South African War.11 Lionel, one of the plotters, 
was found guilty of treason, but subsequently had his death sentence commuted to 
a fine and banishment. He left for Britain in June 1896 and did not return to 
Johannesburg until February 1905, thus spending the duration of the War with his 
family in England and Europe. 

8.   Crook (1999:154) describes him as 

‘the Randlord son of an Aldgate pawn-

broker’, but his origins are more respect-

ably middle class than that.

9.   He did, however, have an exceptional 

natural ability in mining matters and qual-

ified, by private study, as a member of the 

Institute of Mechanical Engineers (Gutsche 

1972b).

10.   She was introduced to Worth (her 

couturier of choice), Lanvin and Creed 

in Paris in 1888 (Gutsche 1966:55). Pho-

tographs and descriptions of Florence’s 

outfits show her penchant for lace. 

11.   For a comprehensive analysis of the 

Jameson Raid and its consequences see 

Carruthers (1996). 
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Emily in the USA also experienced trauma. From 1896 to 1898 she was engaged to 
a Virginian businessman who appears to have exploited and betrayed her, and to 
have had a hand in aspeculative venture that cost her most of her money.12 She 
returned to England and, probably as a result of her recent experience, joined the 
struggle for women’s rights. In November 1898 she was elected to the executive of 
the Women’s Industrial Council, on whose behalf she investigated child labour. In 
1900, she became involved in a scheme to provide housing for ‘educated working 
women’ in London (Harrison 2006, citing Women’s Industrial News, December 1900). 
Poignantly, she kept her unused lace wedding veil13 for about ten years after her 
broken engagement before giving itto the first women’s welfare organisation in the 
Orange Free State, the Oranje Vrouevereniging (Orange Women’s Society), founded 
in 1908 in Bloemfontein.14 Her gift was supposedly ‘a symbol of her commitment to 
the uplifting of women’ (National Women’s Memorial, Bloemfontein [sa]), an oft-
repeated phrase on popular websites, with various inflections. Is it a symbolof a 
remarkable woman, or a call to cast aside marriage in the interests of female 
independence, or an example of spurning luxury, or a gift of great value and beauty 
celebrating the worth of women’s work, or a prototype for women to study in the 
gainful occupation of lace-making? How intriguing if the latter were the case, if she 
donated her veil for educational purposes similar to those of Florence, who later gave 
lace exemplars to JAG.

In exile abroad, from 1896 to 1905, Florence and Lionel relentlessly pursued entry 
into English high society. Florence was presented at court, wearing a gown with a 
long lace train (Gutsche 1966:145), and they bought homes in London and the country. 
Florence directed the lavish refurbishment of both, with the guidance of architects, 
interior decorators, and art and antique dealers. She and Lionel acquired a large art 
collection, mainly of eighteenth-century English landscapes and portraits, in addition 
to French and Italian works of the same period and earlier. None of these were donated 
to a South African public collection, and most were sold at auction in England by 
Christies’s in 1913 (Gutshce 1966:143; Stevenson 1997, Appendix 3; Stevenson 
2002:63-74).They appear to have been merely fashionable accoutrements for giving 
an illusion of “old money”, and to have held little sentimental value for their owners.

Apart from creating an “Old Master” collection, Florence adopted a more personal 
means of reinventing herself as a lady of substance. She adopted a pastime of the 
wealthy, ‘collecting beautiful and interesting old things’ (Burton 1999:181), and she 
probably started a lace collection in this way. There was an astonishing growth in 
private collections of objets d’art and antiques in the late nineteenth to early twentieth 
century. Burton (1999:181-182) attributes this to the selling of items by the impoverished 
nobility, whose great treasures were bought by ‘American millionaires’, while ‘their 

12.   Both Fisher (1971) and Van Reenen 

(1984) suggest this interpretation, drawn 

from scant surviving details and Emily’s 

subsequent embracing of women’s rights. 

13.   I have not established whether Emily 

bought or inherited it, or what type of lace 

it is, although (as was usual for veils and 

shawls at that time) it is likely to be needle 

-run lace on machine-made net or muslin, 

such as that made in Limerick (Ireland) 

and Nottingham (UK). See Griffiths (1993: 

98-101) for illustrated examples.  

14.   Founded 25 March 1908 on Onze 

Rust, farm of former President MT Steyn in 

the district of Bloemfontein (South African 

History Online [Sa]).
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lesser possessions floated on to a rising bourgeois collectors’ market’.15 He 
acknowledges that there is little empirical evidence about these collections and that 
one has to rely on anecdotal observations, like the increasing number of guides, 
books and journals on collecting and identifying “applied arts” objects, or memoirs 
such as Lady Dorothy Nevill’s 1902 reflections on her collection of objets d’art in the 
journal Connoisseur (Burton 1999:182-183). With regard to lace, Emily’s memoirs 
and letters of 1904 provide important first-hand evidence. While preparing herself 
to teach lace to Boer girls, she records:

I became a plague to every lady I knew who possessed old lace, and 
many exquisite collections were shewn to me. I studied exhibits in the 
museums and haunted antique lace-shops. I procured introductions 
to the principal lace-shops, asking advice upon my scheme (Van 
Reenen 1984:323).

Current fashion and specialist antique lace shops suggest that Florence probably 
had a lace collection, or at least had the opportunity to create one, before she returned 
to South Africa. But there are no records of it, written or photographic,16 until she 
lent a collection of lace and other textiles to the South African National Union Arts 
and Crafts Exhibition, Johannesburg, in early 1910.

Florence and Lionel settled back in Johannesburg in 1905-1906, and Florence’s 
attitude to private collections began to change from a pastime of the wealthy to a 
desire to donate and create teaching collections for the greater public good. She 
was following the path of the British educational museum and the Arts and Crafts 
Movement, the latter formally named in 1886. Around the time Florence started 
pursuing her plans in South Africa, the Arts and Crafts Movement was diverting from 
its original purpose of providing viable employment to something more akin to a 
women’s institute, where occupation for idle hands predominated over the need to 
generate funds to feed a family.17 This diluted version meant that a wealthy woman 
like Florence could subscribe to the idea of crafted items and gainful handwork 
without allying herself with the socialism of John Ruskin (1819-1900) or William Morris 
(1834-1896) that initially informed the movement. Although there is no evidence that 
Florence read Ruskin or Morris, she seems to have been familiar with Ruskin’s (1862) 
precept that, along with government training schools, there should be established 
‘manufactories and workshops for the production and sale of every necessary of 
life, and for the exercise of every useful art’ and Morris’s (1882) popular aphorism 
‘Art made by the people and for the people as a joy to the maker and the user’.18

15.   In this way, fortunately, the collections 

of many private country estates were 

preserved for posterity (Bryant 2002; Ste-

venson 2002).

16.   Two photograph albums of Tylney 

Hall (Johannesburg Art Gallery archives) 

show an upright display cabinet with fans 

and a flat cabinet with objets d’art in the 

reception rooms, but no evidence of lace. 

According to Stevenson (182 note 42), the 

albums were prepared for publication in 

the Architectural Review in 1904. A bro-

chure prepared c1909 for the sale of Tylney 

Hall has no photographic evidence of a 

lace collection (Johannesburg Art Gallery 

archives).  

17.   Background on the Arts and Crafts 

Movement and the diversion from its 

original purpose comes principally from 

Comino (1980), Greenhalgh (1997) and 

Harrod (1999).   

18.   William Morris repeats this aphorism 

at least four times in his lecture, “The 

beauty of life”, delivered to the Birmingham 

Society of Arts and School of Design, 

19 February 1880, and later published 

in a book of his lectures (Morris 1882), 

which was ‘readily accessible to the gen-

eral reading public in Morris’s lifetime’ 

(Faulkner1994:v). The phrase seems to 

have entered common currency by the 

early twentieth century. 
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Emily quotes Morris’s aphorism in her memoirs (Van Reenen 1984:331-332). Unlike 
Florence, however, she came from an environment where the socialist ideals of the 
Arts and Crafts Movement prevailed, having more empathy with Toynbee Hall in 
Whitechapel, one of the community enterprises of Samuel and Henrietta Barnett,19 
than with the Phillipses’ Arts and Crafts decorations at their country estate, Tylney 
Hall. Around the time Florence was refurbishing Tylney Hall, Emily was concerned 
with civilian suffering in war-time South Africa and, with fellow supporters like the 
Barnetts, formed the South African Women and Children Distress Fund in 1900 ‘to 
feed, clothe, shelter and rescue women and children, Boer, British or others who 
had been rendered destitute and homeless by the destruction of property, deportation, 
or other incidents of the military operations’ (Van Reenen 1984:27-28). She set sail 
for South Africa in December 1900 to assist the destitute. Because of her critical 
reports on the conditions in British concentration camps in the Orange River and 
Cape Colonies, she was denied a second visit and was only able to return to South 
Africa after the end of the War in 1903. She was sharply critical of Alfred Milner’s 
post-war reconstruction initiatives of 1902-1905,20 the unsatisfactory type of British 
settler he had introduced (‘Milner’s especial pets’), the move to import Chinese mine 
labour, and the ‘gold combine’ capitalists in whose hands Milner was merely a tool 
– in other words, the social set of the Phillipses (Van Reenen 1984:323).21 It was 
during this visit that Emily conceived plans for ‘suitable house or cottage industries’ 
for the Boer girls confined to farms with ruined homesteads, where ‘every means of 
occupation had been destroyed’ (Van Reenen 1984:323). 

After her return to England in early 1904, Emily decided that lace-making, particularly 
needlepoint, would be the most suitable occupation for Boer farm girls as ‘they had 
skill with the needle and I had detected here and there a latent sense of art’ (Van 
Reenen 1984:323). They were devoted to their homes and family life and had time 
on their hands, the light from the ‘brilliant skies’ was excellent, what little material 
that was needed was easily available by post, and the finished items could just as 
easily be sent away for selling. Furthermore, lace-work had excellent moral qualities 
in that it was ‘refining and educative’ and encouraged production ‘in hours that are 
otherwise often only idle awork of art which, though not a livelihood, will bring pocket-
money’ (Van Reenen 1984:323, 325).22

In order to equip herself to teach lace-making, Emily set out during 1904 to acquire 
these skills herself (Van Reenen 1984:323-330). In this she fundamentally differed 
from Florence who, some years later, sought to impart skills through exhibition 
displays, and seems never to have practised needlework crafts herself in order to 
educate others. Emily’s investigations took her to Europe, England and Ireland, where 
Alice Stopford Green, an activist in the Irish Nationalist movement, tried to persuade 

19.   For detail on the Barnetts and their 

initiatives in Whitechapel (an impoverished 

area in East London) and Hampstead see 

Koven (1994), Miller (2007), Miller and Gray 

(1992) and Steyn (1994).

20.   Milner, governor of the Transvaal 

and Orange River Colony 1902-1905, 

was charged with the post-war recon-

struction of the mines and surrounding 

communities. He was responsible for 

making Johannesburg (not Pretoria) the 

capital of the Transvaal, for importing 

elite young British graduates to work in his 

administration, and for encouraging Eng-

lish-speaking settlers (Davenport & Saun-

ders 2000:236-239; Marks & Trapido 1981).

21.   Letters to Lady Hobhouse, in par-

ticular one written from Warm Baths about 

July 1903 (Van Reenen 1984:248-249).

22.   The idea of teaching craft as a 

morally-uplifting livelihood for the indigent 

was by no means new. See Levey (1983: 

92) and Parker (1984, chapter 7) for various 

reconstruction initiatives using needlework.
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her to switch her allegiance from lace (‘a “luxury”… that only wealthy Johannesburgers 
would be able to purchase’) to spinning and weaving, which were considered more 
practical and, furthermore, would make use of South Africa’s staple product, wool 
(Van Reenen 1984:328).23

At the end of 1904, the war-time South African Women and Children Distress Fund 
was transformed into the Boer Home Industries and Aid Society, and in January 1905, 
Emily and her assistant, Margaret Clark, armed with the skills of lace-making, spinning 
and weaving, went out to South Africa in order to set up the first cottage industry in 
Philippolis. Knitting, weaving and dyeing lessons started in Philippolis in March 1905 
– lace-making seems to have been abandoned fairly early on, only being established 
at Koppies four years later by one of Emily’s protégés, Johanna Rood.24  By August 
1905, Emily had established a second spinning and weaving school in Johannesburg.25 
Florence possibly visited this school the following year in the company of her cousin 
Dora Poultney.26 

Emily returned briefly to England from April to early July 1907, when she visited a 
handcraft exhibition at the Albert Hall which included some items from her schools. 
Thereafter, with the formalisation of industrial education under a new education ministry, 
it was considered advisable to move the Johannesburg headquarters to Pretoria. 
When Emily left South Africa in October 1908,27 she handed over to the Orange Free 
State and Transvaal education authorities weaving and spinning schools in about 25 
urban and rural centres, with the prospect of more schools being established.28 By 
late 1912, one of the last documented South African National Union (SANU) arts and 
crafts exhibitions included items from the Home Industries Boards established by Emily 
in the Cape, Transvaal and Orange Free State.29 The catalogue describes seven training 
schools and confidently states that, with the introduction at the Pretoria headquarters 
of machinery capable of supplying carded wool to all other schools, laborious toil in 
the country districts would now be alleviated and production would become more 
effective. But unfortunately, with increased mechanisation in other spheres, the 
absorption of the schools into government structures (where their ethos changed), 
and the migration of the rural poor to urban areas, the ideal of income-generating 
craftwork eventually vanished (Fisher 1971:227). There is no mention of lace or lace-
making, which appears to have already been discarded as a craftwork industry.

By the time Emily returned to Europe in 1908, Florence was becoming increasingly 
involved in local arts and crafts initiatives. But this was on a grand scale that would 
have been totally alien to Emily’s ethos, even if the general aims were similar. Florence 
never showed more than a perfunctory interest in the more humble activities of social 
welfare.30 She was more concerned with the larger social picture. Her interests centred 

23.  ‘She [Green] felt, perhaps rather 

romantically, that such handicrafts would 

help the formation of your [Mrs Steyn’s] 

national life, while making use of your 

staple product – wool’ (Van Reenen 

1984:328). A similar ideal – the use of 

local resources to further national interests 

– was at the heart of the South African 

National Union, established late 1907.

24.   Although Emily records a lace les-

son in her diary, 4 April 1905 (Van Reenen 

1984:350), she never established lace 

-making in South Africa. She took Johanna 

Rood, sister of one of the Philippolis pupils, 

with her to Europe in 1908 to study lace- 

making with a view to establishing lace 

schools on her return to South Africa. 

Johanna established the first lace-making 

school, assisted by Lucia Starace from 

Italy, at Koppies in the Orange River Colony 

in 1909 (Van Reenen 1984:6, 501 note 6).

25.   At the Langlaagte orphanage in 

Johannesburg. Further schools were later 

established in Vrededorp and Bellevue 

(Van Reenen 1984:356-386).

26.   Dora, whose husband helped Emily 

find premises in 1906 (Van Reenen 1984: 

363,508 note 8), was president of the 

Johannesburg branch of the Federation 

of South African Women, founded in 

1905 to help the destitute. She took a 

particular interest in Emily’s schools and 

was likely to have been her supporter 

during the South African War when the 

Poultneys, then living in Bloemfontein, 

sided with the Boers. There was a tempo-

rary coolness in Phillips-Poultney relations 

during the war, but the former ties were 

re-established af terwards. Although 

Florence did not join Dora in her work 

for the Federation of South Afr ican 

Women, she appears to have approved 

of Emily’s school (Gutsche 1966:194). 

For information on the Poultney-Phillips 

connections see Gutsche (1966) and 

Poultney (1936).

27.   She never returned to the Transvaal. 

Ill health prevented her travelling beyond 

Beaufort West in the Karoo on her next, and 

final, visit to South Africa for the unveiling 

of the women’s memorial in Bloemfontein 

on 16 December 1913. Her speech was 

read on her behalf and distributed at the 

ceremony (Van Reenen 1984:6).
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on ambitious fund-raising events, lending her name to committees on which her input 
ranged from organising balls to contributing funds, hosting “At Homes” for children of 
the Rand Mines group, accommodating white miners’ wives and children in her 
Dorothea Clubs when they visited Johannesburg, planning ambitious arts and crafts 
initiatives, and organising others in the implementation of her ideas. 

Florence’s interest in local manufacture and home industries grew in a largely imperialist 
atmosphere of reconstruction and political change in the aftermath of the South 
African War and the run-up to Union (1910). Employment opportunities, investment 
in South African goods and the encouragement of a settled community on the 
Witwatersrand were priority concerns, particularly for the Randlord class, which 
depended on such favourable conditions to service its mines. These concerns were 
central to Milner’s eugenics-driven initiatives to anglicise the former South African 
Republic by attracting large numbers of British settlers.31 To Florence’s credit, however, 
she went beyond Milner’s jingoist aims, even though her post-war reconstruction 
plans were framed by the benevolent English tradition of wanting to regulate the 
leisure time of the urban working and middle classes.

Arts and crafts employment initiatives that used local talent and produce were seen 
as important agents in encouraging stable communities. Florence became actively 
involved in the SANU, established late 1907, of which the principal object was ‘To 
promote the spirit of patriotism and the sense of partnership throughout British South 
Africa in the development of our country, its products and its industries’.32 She was 
elected to the SANU executive council and, in early 1909, proposed one of its first 
and most important projects: a permanent exhibition of South African products, 
allied to a temporary loan exhibition of South African arts and crafts (The Star 1909).

Florence pursued plans for this exhibition during her sojourn in Europe and Britain 
from March to November 1909.But she dramatically widened its range – with 
unintended consequences – when she met Hugh Lane in April 1909 and was 
persuaded to change the “permanent exhibition of South African products”into a 
permanent collection of modern fine art. Evidently she understood this to mean that 
the fine art part of the project would not be subsumed into a general museum project 
(as is the case with the fine art collection in the V&A) but would be of equal importance 
to the Museum of Industrial Art, and that the two projects would be developed in 
parallel. She continued planning the temporary exhibition side, resulting in the highly 
successful South African National Union Arts and Crafts Exhibition in Johannesburg 
(28 March-23 April 1910), to which she lent ‘a collection of old lace, needlework, 
embroideries, and tissues’.33 During the exhibition she offered to donate this collection 
to the Johannesburg Town Council, provided it would be properly housed, cared for 

28.   Details given in a letter to Lady 

Charlotte Graham Toler, 21 October 1908, 

reprinted in the final report of the Boer 

Home Industries Committee (Van Reenen 

1984:386). 

29.   Held at “Niagara”, Johannesburg, 

30 October to 9 November 1912 (South 

African National Union 1912:29).

30.   Gutsche (1966:194-195) specifi-

cally draws attention to the fact that she 

was never directly concerned with social 

welfare work throughout her long life.

31.   For a discussion of Milner’s eugen-

ics see Marks & Trapido (1981).

32.   South African National Union ([1908]: 

object (2) a & e) and Beirne (1910:82-83).

33.  For a discussion of this exhibition 

and its national significance see Carman 

(2006:100-107 & Appendix A) and Gutsche 

(1966:243-252).
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and ‘used as a nucleus of a School of Design in this town, for the use of the public’ 
(F Phillips 1910). The“Draft Deed of Trust”, subsequently adopted by the Council, 
refers to ‘an Art Gallery and Museum of Industrial Art’ and the items already acquired 
for it: ‘pictures, statues and other works of art, furniture, lace and the like’ (Johannesburg 
Town Council 1910b). Her lace collection was meant to be an integral part of JAG’s 
collection, but it came to be side-lined to the point of exclusion.

One could say that the opening of JAG’s collection on 29 November 1910 was the 
point when its craft-fine art rift and debate started, and the seeds for subsequent 
wider debates were sown. Lane objected to including cases of Florence’s lace and 
fabrics in the opening exhibition.34 The ‘antique lace and embroideries’, briefly 
mentioned in Lane’s Prefatory Notice to the accompanying catalogue, are not included 
in the comprehensive illustrated listing of paintings, sculpture and drawings (Carman 
2006:xix, Appendix D).The special display cases that were to be designed in 1915 
by Edwin Lutyens and Joseph Solomon, in consultation with JAG’s London-based 
director Robert Ross, were never made. The ‘School of Design’, for which the lace 
collection was intended (Johannesburg Town Council 1910a), was never realised, 
despite a short-lived attempt (1912-1916) to create an art school.35 Florence’s lace 
and textile collection was not considered appropriate for display in a fine art museum 
and spent most of the twentieth century in storage.

Neither Emily nor Florence succeeded in the long-term training of lace-makers. This 
was probably of little concern to Emily, for whom lace was merely a means to an 
end, to be discarded in favour of spinning and weaving when no longer useful. 
Florence, however, had a passion for the material far beyond its usefulness as an 
educational tool, its luxury status as a fashion accessory, or its occupational qualities 
as a lady’s pastime, whether making or collecting. Her appreciation of the medium, 
its aesthetic object-ness, was remarkable, as was her wish to create a quality collection 
that would be housed and properly cared for in a public museum. As a clear sign of 
her passion, she continued to maintain a private collection after her donation to JAG, 
a collection of sufficient importance to be lent to the Iziko South African National 
Gallery when its new premises opened in November 1930 (Gutsche 1966:382).36 
And she was sufficiently concerned about the quality of her gift to JAG that she 
removed it twice for upgrading after she presented it in 1910. She took the collection 
to London in 1911-1912 to have it valued, mounted and framed by A Blackborne & 
Co, and during 1916-1917 she had the collection upgraded under the guidance of 
AF Kendrick of the V&A. It was highly regarded in London and was displayed at both 
the V&A and the Goupil Gallery before being shipped to JAG in 1919. Again it was 
neglected, and Florence threatened to withdraw it in 1921 (Carman 1993:8-9, 2006:80-
83). The collection spent most of the twentieth century in storage boxes.

34.  The day before the collection was 

opened, Florence and her secretary ‘ar-

ranged the fabrics in cases; all was done 

hurriedly, Sir Hugh objecting and Mrs. 

Phillips insisting on the added interest to 

womenfolk by their inclusion’ (Gyngell 1911).

35.   See Brink (2006:162), Carman (2006: 

65, 278), Engel (1963:282-284) and Gutsche 

(1966:308, 322). The art school which 

is today part of the University of Johannes-

burg was founded in 1926 (Brink 2006).

36.   Her granddaughter Elizabeth Banks 

inherited the collection after Florence’s 

death in 1940 and sold it in 1978 (Banks 

1998). The current owner is not known, 

nor whether the collection was kept in its 

entirety or dispersed.
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Florence’s gift constitutes the finest public collection of lace in South Africa and is 
unparalleled in its pedagogic potential. It consists of nearly 100 items covering the 
history of lace-making,the range extending from fore-runners of lace, such as reticella 
(made in Venice c1480-1620), through to the nineteenth century, with a wide 
representation of designs and regional styles within the categories of needle, bobbin, 
tape and embroidered lace. Lace-related techniques are also represented, such as 
Irish crochet. The depth of the collection was only fully appreciated when it was 
“discovered” around 1990 by the Johannesburg Lace Guild, which helped reassess 
and document the pieces comprehensively, create purpose-designed display and 
storage facilities, and produce a fully-illustrated catalogue (Griffiths 1993). Fortunately, 
Florence’s gift survived neglect and art historical hierarchy. A century after its donation, 
it is now recognised as an integral part of the Johannesburg Art Gallery collection.
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ABSTRACT 
In response to Rozsika Parker’s (2010:xi-xxii) preoccupation with charting continuity 
and change in both the gendered meanings of craft and the work of women artists 
employing craft techniques and materials, in this article, I reflect on my experience 
of curating a retrospective exhibition of crochet and mixed media works by Su 
Richardson, a participant in the collaborative mail art (1975-1977) and installation 
project Feministo (various venues, including the ICA, 1977). Superficially, 
Richardson’s domestic iconography has grown in mainstream popularity, as has 
the use of craft, yet the political, aesthetic and historical specificity of her oeuvre 
should not be misrecognised: these self-reflectively home-made objects stir the 
unconscious of domesticity, femininity and their mutual implication from decidedly 
feminist perspectives. Following Parker (2010:xxi), I argue that threads of influence 
and dialogue in textiles informed by feminism are often oblique, broken and 
unexpectedly tangled. If Richardson’s retrospective aimed to forge links not only 
between past and contemporary feminisms but also with current DIY aesthetics 
and countercultural practices, contemporary artists working with textiles mine 
a wealth of cultural and artistic references, suggesting complex and transgressive 
webs of kinship. Bronwyn Platten’s quilted homage to Mike Kelley, For more and 
more love hours (R.I.P. Mike Kelley 1954-2012) (1973-2013), is an example of a 
work in which such cultural and artistic references are brought to the fore. In it, 
Platten questions Faith Wilding’s dismissal of his work as an abject reification 
of ‘bad boy masculinity’ (Wilding 2000:94), to propose feminist and gender-critical 
alliances across genders and generations. 

Keywords: Rozsika Parker; Susan Richardson; Bronwyn Platten; Mike Kelley; feminist 
craft; mourning
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In 2010, a revised edition of one of the most influential books on craft, femininity and 
feminism was published. To be precise, Rozsika Parker wrote an updated introduction 
to her otherwise unchanged text. In it, she simultaneously acknowledged the different 
global landscape that had emerged since the first publication of The subversive stitch 
nearly a quarter of a century earlier, and the double status of her book as both a 
current critical apparatus through which the complex relationship between women 
and craft can be analysed, and an important historical document of the radical re-
evaluation of “women’s craft” in the context of second-wave feminism. In its explicit 
concern with continuities and change, the new introduction is symptomatic of the 
recognition that feminist thought in general, let alone art historiography, is developing 
in self-reflectively retrospective directions, while also contributing to such retrospection. 
To reflect on history, memory, continuities, breaks and returns, while also considering 
how and why one does so, has gradually emerged as a central, timely and pressing 
feminist issue. In Why stories matter: the political grammar of feminist theory, Clare 
Hemmings (2011) formalises a meta-theoretical interrogation of the discursive and 
political effects of feminist narratives of progress, loss and return, which has, 
nevertheless, long been in the making. As Hemmings (2011:5) demonstrates, charting 
continuity and change is ‘affectively saturated’ and fraught with complex and not 
necessarily foreseeable side effects. In the worst case scenario, dwelling on continuity 
and change may devolve into a policing activity of drawing boundaries along definitions 
that are meant to be inherently flexible and open to transformation, if feminism is to 
remain, as Griselda Pollock (1996:5) has argued that it should, not a doxa, a commonly 
held belief or opinion, but a critical practice. Yet, conversely, an unconsidered 
celebration of feminist continuities on the basis of superficial commonalities can also 
result in false optimism and leave the political and aesthetic contexts of craftwork 
from the 1970s unexamined and vulnerable to presentist misreadings.

In her new introduction, Parker (2010:xviii) surveys developments in the ways in which 
textiles evoke women and vice versa, and notes a growing visibility and acceptance 
of craft in art practice. Yet she also expresses some ambivalence. The assertion that 
neither feminism nor embroidery evolve in a linear fashion is embedded in the 
evocation of a varied and not altogether promising landscape.

I wish I could end with an unqualified celebration of the recent history 
of embroidery. Change, however, is slow and uneven. […] while similar 
issues are re-visited […] both feminism and embroidery continue to 
evolve, although tracing a pattern of progress is less suggestive of a 
straight line than a spiral (Parker 2010:xxi).
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The ambivalence and ambiguity inherent in domestic crafts for women, resulting 
from the simultaneous acknowledgement of their role in inculcating female 
subservience and providing an outlet for creativity and woman-to-woman sociality, 
is revisited, amplified and enriched in Parker’s new introduction. This time, a celebration 
of the increasing visibility of apparently gender-critical uses of craft in art practice is 
tempered by a sober assessment of the gender politics of these new practices.

There are real differences between work employing embroidery to 
comment on the condition of women in the seventies and work 
produced in later decades influenced by Second Wave Feminism 
(Parker 2010:xxi).

Parker cites Tracey Emin as an example of an artist who strategically employs craft 
techniques in her work, being aware of their history and gendered connotations, but 
who ultimately has more significant differences from, than similarities with, her feminist 
“foremothers”. Not only has Emin benefited from her celebrity status, for which 
individualism is a precondition, contrary to a feminist commitment to collectivity, but 
more importantly, Emin ‘employs embroidery as the prime medium of personal life 
not to proclaim that the personal is the political, but that the personal is the universal’ 
(Parker 2010:xv). Although such and other disparities between Emin’s practice and 
work produced in the context of the Women’s Liberation Movement cannot be 
doubted, I do not altogether agree with the deduction that her work is therefore not 
feminist. Perhaps there is inherent feminist value in Emin’s intensely – sometimes 
abjectly – embodied approach, marked by gender, sexuality, class and race, combined 
with her ‘breath-taking confidence in her ability to speak as a woman’ (Robinson 
2006:2), born or made, particularly from the perspective of the recent reclamation 
of ‘women’ as an apt analytical category (Moi 2001; Gunnarsson 2011). In her 
discussion of another successful woman artist who never actively embraced feminism, 
namely Louise Bourgeois, Parker finds the means to articulate once more the 
specificity of craft creativity. Bourgeois’s (cited in Parker 2010:xix) own words, at 
once highly personal and evocative of the material and ideological workings of craft 
work, contrast the needle to the pin, the former imbued with the power to ‘repair 
damage’, to forge and maintain connections, the latter attributed with aggression 
and the capacity to puncture. Nevertheless, both separation and aggression are at 
play in Bourgeois’s work, mirroring ‘the dual face of embroidery’ as ‘both a weapon 
of resistance for women and […] a source of constraint’ (Parker 2010:xix). In her effort 
to unravel the threads of continuity and pick out the broken ones, Parker is led back 
to the knotted indeterminacies of craft’s history, its entanglement with femininity and 
its fraught yet powerful pull for female artists. Perhaps Parker’s insistence that 
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discontinuities also need to be acknowledged, even as they tend to mesh into 
endlessly unfolding intertext(ile)s, should be understood in reference to a highly 
influential theorisation of craft and its materials as indexically saturated in affect, 
fundamentally ‘relational’ and ‘connective’ (Pajaczkowska 2010:146). It is that fabric 
that Parker seeks to punctuate, by lacing it once more, more densely, with the 
ambiguity of craft’s multiple cultural meanings and uses, and ambivalence towards 
craft as gendering apparatus. After all, the complex relationship between women 
and craft is often cast in ways that not only foreground an intimate connectivity, but 
elevate such connectivity to a politically purposeful strategy and, even, an assumed 
artistic and historiographical practice. 

[I]n feminist practice, it is possible to construct a sense of solidarity 
across these gaps of time and space through the materialisation of 
memory. […] From a feminist perspective, craft is a telescoping, 
transhistorical optic, a commemoration of a commemoration of a 
commemoration – a series I am conscious of extending here. At every 
stage of this historical procession, craft serves as a means to articulate 
the present: remembering marks a departure from precedent as well 
as continuity. In fashioning their stitches and their texts, feminists have 
been mindful of their past, but certainly do not advocate a return to it 
(Adamson 2013:224).

Craft and the domestic unconscious

The tension between continuities and discontinuities and the troubling dilemma of 
which should be foregrounded, since clearly both are always at play, presented itself 
to me in a very practical and pressing way when I curated the crochet and mixed 
media exhibition Burnt Breakfast and Other Works by Su Richardson (Constance 
Howard Gallery and MAKE, Goldsmiths, University of London, 6 July-9 September 
2012). Richardson was one of the key participants in landmark collaborative feminist 
projects, most notably the Women’s Postal Art Event a.k.a. Feministo (1975-1977), 
alongside Kate Walker, Monica Ross, Suzy Varty, Philippa Goodall and others (Kokoli 
2004; Parker & Pollock 1987:206-214). Crucially, not all of Richardson’s work that 
was included in Burnt Breakfast and Other Works was made for such projects, and 
not all of it was produced in the wider context of second-wave feminist art and 
activism. The question for me was how to exhibit artwork from the feminist 1970s in 
crochet and textiles, work which consciously and subversively uses such highly 
gendered techniques, in the context of the present, when craft has made an impactful 
and multi-faceted comeback. The return of craft has not only, nor even primarily, 
taken place within contemporary art practice, nor in the highly politicised context of 
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craftivist and/or contemporary feminist activism. Rather, in contemporary austerity 
Britain, craft has emerged as a signifier and, to a lesser degree, a money-saving 
pastime, whose connotations and ideals hark back to wartime rationing and the 
thrifty sensibility of ‘make do and mend’ (Make Do and Mend 2014). While I could 
not reconcile the clearly radical politics of feminist craft with some of its contemporary 
uses, which are symptomatic of political and cultural conservatism, a return to an 
implicitly white British identity before the end of Empire and Commonwealth 
immigration, and an economically conservative response to austerity, I also realised 
that the increasing visibility of craft, regardless of where it originated, would be 
advantageous to the exhibition of Richardson’s craftwork. 

Austerity craft is nostalgic, concerned about environmental pollution and opposed 
to certain kinds of consumerism, specifically of cheap and disposable commodities 
favoured by differently classed subjects than its own, while simultaneously supporting 
market values, particularly entrepreneurialism and small business (Jeffreys 2011). 
The contrast between austerity craft and the craft strategically deployed by 
countercultural movements of the 1960s and 1970s, including the Women’s Liberation 
Movement, is not only profound but often becomes discursively explicit: in the words 
of Kirstie Allsopp promoting one of her shows for Channel 4, ‘forget free love, this is 
about loving free’ (Channel 4 2013-).

Simultaneously acknowledging, exploiting and subverting the connotations of feminine 
craft skills such as crocheting and embroidery, Richardson’s self-reflectively homemade 
objects stir the unconscious of domesticity, femininity and their mutual implication. 
In her crocheted food, two different kinds of womanly and domestic “labour of love”, 
cooking and craft, clash and cancel each other out. Burnt Breakfast (1976) (Figures 
1 & 2) is emblematic of the ambivalence that characterises feminist attitudes towards 
such traditional and traditionally womanly techniques (Kokoli 2012). In the words of 
Agnes and Kate Walker (1987:27), ‘although we respect the skills passed on to us, 
they stink of poverty […] your work was used, trodden on, or worn right out, like you 
yourself’. Many of Richardson’s works produced between 1974 and 1977 were made 
for Feministo (Figures 3 & 4) arguably a British equivalent to the famous large-scale 
collaborative installation and performance space Womanhouse (1972) produced 
under the auspices of the CalArts Feminist Art Programme. Others were made for 
Fenix (1977-1978), a collaborative project following on from Feministo undertaken by 
Richardson, Kate Walker, Monica Ross and Suzy Varty (Parker & Pollock 1987:215-
219). Most exhibitions of Feministo, which was originally developed out of a 
correspondence between friends using small handmade objects and was borne out 
of consciousness raising, took the form of uncanny domestic installations, with the 
collaborative exhibition Portrait of the Artist as a Housewife at the ICA, London (1977) 
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Su Richardson, Burnt Breakfast, 1976. Crocheted wool, found objects. Dimensions variable.

Courtesy of the artist and the Goldsmiths Textile Collection, Photograph by David Ramkalawon. 
Installation shot from the exhibition Burnt Breakfast and Other Works by Su Richardson, curated 
by Alexandra Kokoli (Constance Howard Gallery, Goldsmiths University, 2012). 

FIGURE No 1

Su Richardson, Burnt Breakfast, with Packed Lunch: Babyface; Salad; Butterfly; Fly and Tongue, 
and Nappy Sandwiches, 1976. Crocheted wool, found objects. Installation shot. 

Courtesy of the artist and the Goldsmiths Textile Collection. Photograph by David Ramkalawon.

FIGURE No 2
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Su Richardson, Virgin/Mother/Whore, 1983. Crocheted wool, fabric, found objects. Installation shot.

Courtesy of the artist and the Goldsmiths Textile Collection. Photograph by David Ramkalawon.

. 

FIGURE No 3

Su Richardson, (on the armchair, clockwise) Face Cushion, 1976; Feministo Crochet, 1976; 
Wonderwoman Cushion, 1976; (on the coffee table, clockwise) Inside/Outside Breast, 1975; 
Momento Mori, 1975; Consolation Prize, 1975. Installation shot. 

Courtesy of the artist and the Goldsmiths Textile Collection. Photograph by David Ramkalawon.

FIGURE No 4
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being the most developed. Works were arranged in different rooms according to 
their themes (thus much of Richardson’s work was placed in the kitchen), but this 
treacherous home also contained a memory room and a rape room. Feministo 
installations were therefore subversive and transgressive on at least two counts: by 
unsettling the homeliness of home; and, as Parker (2010:209) notes, by disrupting 
the status of the gallery as a non-domestic special space whose identity is maintained 
by what is kept outside it.

Straddling two economic crises and, incidentally, the celebrations of Queen Elizabeth 
II’s Silver and Diamond Jubilees, and also in acknowledgement of the great significance 
of Feministo and Fenix in feminist art history, I was mindful to signpost the context 
in which Richardson made her work, especially as she repeatedly stressed how 
much she was personally motivated by it. Yet I was also aware of the benefits of 
emphasising the timeliness of this show in 2012, in the midst of a craft renaissance. 
After all, the flagship work after which the show was named is not the only crocheted 
full English breakfast in existence.

Kate Jenkins, Le Crochet Frying Pan, 2009. Crocheted wool mounted on A1 board, 59.5cm x 84cm.

Courtesy of the artist, http://www.cardigan.ltd.uk/kate-jenkins.php 

FIGURE No 5
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Kate Jenkins, maker of Le Crochet Frying Pan (2009) (Figure 5), is a Brighton-based 
artist and former knitting consultant for numerous international designers. ‘Famous 
for her unique crocheted food, Kate takes a nostalgic look at everyday items, re-
invented in wool and yarn with wry, comic touches’ (Jenkins 2014). Visitors to her 
website are invited to ‘the home of knitted art goodness’ (Jenkins 2014), a place that 
is indeed filled with humour and wit but appears to lack the critical and subversive 
edge of the Feministo installations, as well as Richardson’s individual pieces. As I 
discovered by following women’s craftivist collectives on social media, even yarn 
bombing initiatives are often free from any reflexive analysis of the media of knitting 

Kate Jenkins, Cupcakes on Cake Stand, 2009. Crocheted wool, found objects. Dimensions variable.

Courtesy of the artist, http://www.cardigan.ltd.uk/kate-jenkins.php

FIGURE No 6
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and crocheting, viewing them instead in purely celebratory terms and casting their 
activities as unequivocally positive injections of colour and joy into the harsh (and 
implicitly masculine) urban environment. The ambivalence so painstakingly drawn 
out by Parker gets lost within a discourse that celebrates women’s craft as inherently 
revolutionary. This is part of a broader issue: Canadian artists and cultural workers 
Anthea Black and Nicole Burisch (2014) coined the term ‘craftwashing’ to refer to 
instances where craft (or a crafted aesthetic) is being used to market lifestyles and/
or fashionable goods in a way that obscures the sticky ethical, environmental, and 
economic effects of their production. 

Against this backdrop, I eventually decided to adopt a curatorial approach that 
underlined the origins of Richardson’s works in art associated with the Women’s 
Liberation Movement and Feministo in particular by recreating a rudimentary domestic 
environment that overturned the comforting associations of domesticity.1 I hoped to 
be not a nostalgic imitator but a student of Feministo, whose lessons, as I was finding 
out, were still far from being heeded, or else had fallen out of favour. In the end, my 
strategy did not exactly pay off. A funding application for essential costs and modest 
fees was unsuccessful despite making a convincing case for the work’s historical 
significance, as the evaluators confirmed. In fact, this strength turned out to be 
perceived as a weakness: according to the feedback, the work was not “contemporary” 
enough, despite eventually including one piece from as recently as 2011, made by 
Richardson as a present for a friend. Instead of postponing the show, we went ahead 
foregoing fees, doing things as cheaply as possible and relying on the unpaid labour 
of many capable and generous volunteers. Ironically, it seemed fitting to re-enact 
the labour of love that Feministo performed, even while it sought to debunk it. 
Feministo truly encapsulated the characteristically eccentric status of craft, in terms 
of both economic and art world systems of circulation and exchange. It had started 
as a craft correspondence and gift exchange running on minimal resources apart 
from the time and commitment of its participants and eventually fizzled out as many 
works where lost in transit or stolen by exhibition visitors. 

Difficult honourings: looping Mike Kelley into 
craft and feminism

A decade after the ending of Feministo, in a substantially different context and with 
much greater visibility and success, Mike Kelley’s work with and on craft, such as, 
famously, More Love Hours Than Can Ever be Repaid (1987), also dwells on labour 
of love and the unconventional economy of the gift. However, the pronounced 

1.   My decision process may seem cal-

culated and deliberate only in retrospect; 

at the time, avai lable resources and 

chance rather than any coherent strat-

egy probably influenced me.
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ambivalence of second-wave feminist work and Parker’s approach to embroidery 
and textiles here seems to have been resolved towards the negative pole of abjection. 
Kelley (2004:52-53) often spoke of the uncanny aura of craft, which he saw not only 
as superseding economic exchange but as partaking in the even more troubling 
economy of the unwanted and undervalued gift, typically from an older female loved 
one, with its associations of guilt, obligation and low culture. Interestingly, the 
wretchedness of such gifts for Kelley is apprehended from the point of view of their 
recipient and not their giver. It has been noted that, as well as using and referencing 
quilting and feminine crafts and evoking an emotional economy of obligation (Rondeau 
1999:66), this particular work hung vertically as it is also alludes to abstract 
expressionism, which for a while remained synonymous with a macho mythology of 
artistic genius and vigour. Whether its masculinist connotations trump its feminist 
links or vice versa, or whether, more convincingly to me at least, by ‘plac[ing] the soft 
toy motif centre-stage as all-over painting, [Kelley] satiris[ed] the masculine, 
Greenbergian sublimity of abstract expressionism’ (Haynes 2013:4) is up for debate. 

According to Faith Wilding’s (2000) influential evaluation of Kelley’s work and other 
abject art that employs textiles in a similar way, economy in this context is not only 
challenged through gifting but also through stealing. A lack of acknowledgement of 
their feminist predecessors by Kelley and others like him, in some though not all 
cases stemming from ignorance, is not miles away from plagiarism, argues Wilding 
(2000), as did Mira Schor (1994:251) before her.

Many artists are “returning” to feminist work of the 1970s without really 
knowing they are doing so – because so much of this early work 
entered the art mainstream, and was picked up by influential artists 
such as Mike Kelley, without acknowledgement of its sources. […] It 
must be noted that these artists are usually not working in the context 
of a strong socio-political movement such as the feminist movement 
of the 1970s. […] Kelley’s reclaimed crocheted afghans, chewed toys, 
and cloth dolls, scattered about in the Whitney Museum, somehow 
do more to reify his bad boy masculinity, than to address or change 
the codes of gender (Wilding 2000:93).

When, in an interview with Lynn Hershman (2006:2-3), Kelley is probed about his 
attitude to feminist art and relationship with feminism, he reminisces about his feminist 
teachers at CalArts but also brings up different gender-critical influences from other 
sub- and countercultural sources, including glam rock, early punk and freak subculture. 
Upon closer inspection, Kelley’s treatment of gender and sexuality, particularly in the 
context of the 1980s, ‘reflects the complexity of this moment, not only acknowledging 
its paradoxical gender politics but embracing such paradox as the centerpiece of an 
alternative approach when others seemed to have stalled’ (Levine 2010:76). With regard 
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to his appropriation of feminist concerns and practices, Kelley evokes ‘cross-dressing 
work’, following ‘a Dionysian trajectory in art’ and ponders whether his involvement 
with this typically ‘feminine mess’ resulted into a form of ‘sissy art’ (Hershman 2006:5). 
The video work and element of the installation Kandor-Con 2000, Superman Recites 
Selections from the Bell Jar and Other Works by Sylvia Plath (1999) exemplifies Kelley’s 
strategically queering cross-contamination of Superman’s hypermasculinity with Plath’s 
profoundly gendered alienation, brought together by their shared iconic status. In his 
lecture “Cross-gender/cross-genre”, Kelley (2003:103), elaborates on his queer aesthetic, 
while also underlining the role of ‘displays of femininity’ across different countercultures 
‘as signs of resistance’. All this is not to suggest that feminist responses to Kelley are 
simplistic but, rather, that they can be revisited and reconsidered within a fluid and 
constantly changing feminist critical landscape. What interests me here, in reference 
to charting continuities and discontinuities, is how Kelley’s (mis)appropriations have 
been looped back into the history of feminist craft, not only in writing but also, crucially, 
through feminist art practice.

Bronwyn Platten, For more and more love hours (R.I.P. Mike Kelley 1954-2012), 1973-2013. Hand-
stitched Marimeko quilt, found soft toys, oats, liquorice, treacle. Dimensions variable.

Courtesy of the artist. Photograph by Sam Roberts.

Also shown is:  
Bronwyn Platten, body to brain and back again, 2013. Digital video of live performance and 96 
printed cards. 

Courtesy of the artist. Photograph by Sam Roberts.

FIGURE No 7
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Bronwyn Platten, For more and more love hours (R.I.P. Mike Kelley 1954-2012), 1973-2013, detail.

Courtesy of the artist. Photograph by Alison Main.

 

FIGURE No 8

Bronwyn Platten, For more and more love hours (R.I.P. Mike Kelley 1954-2012), 1973-2013, detail.

Courtesy of the artist. Photograph by Alison Main.

 

FIGURE No 9
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Upon hearing about Mike Kelley’s suicide in 2012, multi-media UK-based Australian 
artist and researcher Bronwyn Platten was moved to commemorate both the artist 
and her long-standing and ever-changing relationship with his work, from early 
idolisation to a questioning inspired by feminism and finally sadness at his passing. 
The installation For more and more love hours (R.I.P. Mike Kelley 1954-2012) (1973-
2013) (Figures 7, 8 & 9) was shown alongside an earlier work on Mike Kelley in the 
exhibition Mouths and Meaning, held at the Australian Experimental Art Foundation 
in 2013. Referencing Kelley’s 3-dimensional quilt, Platten makes an assemblage of 
old stuffed toys sourced in thrift shops, thereby tracing the uncomfortable trajectory 
of the no longer wanted sentimental gift in which Kelley was so interested. Rather 
than being soiled, these stuffed animals are carefully cleaned and covered in oats, 
whole or in parts, alluding to another labour of love, cooking and feeding, as 
Richardson’s work does. Platten’s animals spell out Kelley’s name and dates of birth 
and death in liquorice as they sit on a quilt made out of Marimeko fabric at a much 
earlier time, when the artist was in her teens and not yet a professional artist. The 
almost dizzyingly colourful offcuts pieced together make for an interesting background 
to the toys, acting almost as camouflage and defying the melancholy tone expected 

Bronwyn Platten, The Charismatic Personality (for Mike Kelley), 1993. Ceramic tiles over wooden 
construction, vanity chair, stuffed toys, rolled oats, strawberry jam.

Courtesy of the artist. Photograph by Michal Kluvanek. 
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of a mournful commemoration. The words fringing the quilt are from another work 
by Platten, a performance, video and installation titled body to brain and back again 
(2013), consisting of selected words found between “body” and “brain” in a children’s’ 
dictionary, and which may have approximated the artist’s own vocabulary at the age 
when she made the quilt. Platten (2013, emphasis added) describes these works as 
‘my good bye to him and a kind of difficult honouring’.

Prior to this work and by way of reflecting on the feminist critique of Kelley’s 
appropriation of the low value women’s domestic and craft labour, Platten made The 
Charismatic Personality (1993) (Figures 10 & 11). At that time, ‘whilst my work sought 
to be admiring of Kelley’s practice it also doubled as a tribute to the domestic and 
the low that he appropriated and in some way also seemed to denigrate’ (Platten 
2013). In her response to Kelley’s practice and artistic uses of craft more generally, 
Platten strove to underline the multiple pleasures of feminine domestic practices, 
through the act of coating the teddy bears with oats (as she did in For more and 
more love hours) and in the inclusion of a strawberry “jam smile”. According to Platten 
(2013), ‘[t]he coating of the teddy bears in oats was to doubly domesticate them – to 

Bronwyn Platten, The Charismatic Personality (for Mike Kelley), 1993. Ceramic tiles over wooden 
construction, vanity chair, stuffed toys, rolled oats, strawberry jam, detail. 

Courtesy of the artist. Photograph by Alan Cruikshank.
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intensify or underline their place in the order of things – as domestic, interior, beloved, 
comforting’. I however, see considerably more ambiguity stemming from ambivalence 
in these works and the interpretation of their different elements. The uncanny 
domesticity of Richardson, Feministo, and, in a different way, Kelley’s too, suggests 
to me a smear of blood or excrement as well as a jam smile, almost at the same 
time, flickering between the two, as in a lenticular print. The oats coating may “doubly 
domesticate” the reclaimed toys by recuperating and making literal their nurturing 
function, but it also resembles dried vomit, a reminder that behind the sheen of 
sentimentality, these toys are also transitional objects, to be used, abused and 
eventually overcome and abandoned. 

Kelley’s approach to his transitional materials has itself been transitional: in his artistic 
career, stuffed toys and craft techniques alike have been cast by him as stages to 
entertain, work through and come out of. The Arenas series (1990)2 ‘puncture the 
mythic preciousness for which stuffed animals and handmade baby blankets are 
renown’ (Gilsdorf 2010), while Craft Morphology Flow Chart (1991)3 virtually exorcises 
their wretched sentimentality by imposing on them alien and inappropriate classification 
systems. In Craft Morphology, the collected second-hand stuffed animals are no longer 
salvaged but are made to look well and truly finished, dead, paradoxically hollowed 
out and re-stuffed, as if embalmed for mysterious scientific purposes. In their metaphorical 
emptiness, they remind me of Richardson’s disturbing crocheted skins and stitched 
soft sculptures, made to be worn but also perhaps to be shed, in a different kind of 
exorcising ritual. Richardson’s Underwear Skin Sale (1979), for example, made around 
the time of the feminist demonstrations against the Miss World contest, gives material 
form to the disturbing idea of ‘wearing your skin like a costume — heart on your sleeve, 
sleeve with a price tag. Wig on, arms in sleeves, the skin costume trails behind you’ 
(Richardson cited in Kokoli 2012:7). Despite seeming perhaps facetious, this connection 
may well deserve further exploration for at least two reasons: because the poetic and 
artistic literalisation of metaphors has been a pervasive second-wave feminist strategy 
(Kokoli 2011); and also because it follows a spiral trajectory that pries progress away 
from chronological sequence, and in which a second-wave feminist craft work may be 
seen to converse with and even anticipate the gender-critical practice of a famous male 
artist over a decade later.

Even as he announces the abandonment of craft and transitional objects in his art 
practice by submitting them to purification through classification with the intention of 
foregrounding their materiality over and above their ‘psychological baggage’, Kelley 
(2004:54) foresees defeat: ‘Of course, by attempting to repress them, these emotional 
qualities become even more pervasive’. Returning to the beginning of this article, and 
Rozsika Parker’s preoccupation with continuities and discontinuities, it appears that 

2. 2 For images of the Arenas series, see 

[O]. Available: http://dailyserving.com/ 

2010/06/mike-kelley-arenas/

3. 3 For images of the Craft Morphology 

Flowchar t, see [O]. Available: http://

mcachicago.org/exhibitions/collection/

browse/title/2/59
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one possible characteristic of craft informed by feminism across different cultural and 
historical contexts might be the tacit yet resonant understanding that the formal purity 
sought by Kelley can never be achieved, nor is it desirable. Kelley’s attempted shedding 
of craft’s baggage is turned on its head and mined for its repressed undercurrents in 
Platten’s unashamedly sentimental and openly ambivalent tribute as it loops Kelley 
back into the story of craft and feminism, not as an outsider, let alone a plagiarist, but 
as a critical discussant.

In mourning the death of a fellow artist, who is simultaneously admired and a little 
begrudged his gender and geographic privilege, Platten allows her ambivalence to 
punctuate and stitch together, in delicate reconciliation, mixed feelings, divergent 
thoughts and disparate artistic practices into a material collage. In this manner, Platten 
lays the ground for a rapprochement between feminist approaches to craft, in both 
theory and practice, and Kelley’s craft legacy. Craft, as both process and product, 
mourning, and making (up) for the loss of love and intimacy have always been intricately 
connected, and their affective relationship has not gone unnoticed in feminist craft 
history and theory. Writing on embroidered memorial samplers, Parker (2010:138) 
combines a semiotic analysis of text and image with a quasi-phenomenological and 
implicitly psychoanalytic focus on the activity of sewing in the aftermath of the death 
of a loved one: ‘the time taken to complete a memorial sampler or picture allowed a 
period of mourning, and possible acceptance of separation and loss’. She specifically 
evokes a sampler sewn by a ten-year old daughter upon the death of her mother, in 
which she vows to continue to be good and obedient, not least ‘by maintaining the 
code of behaviour laid down in sampler making’ (Parker 2010:138). It is revealing and 
relevant that Freud’s definition of decathexis, namely the ‘incremental divestment of 
libido from memories of the lost object’ (Hagman 2001), emphasises the dimension 
of labour: the work of mourning is hard work, just like craft. ‘The task is carried through 
bit by bit, under great expense of time and cathectic energy, while all the time the 
existence of the lost object is continued in the mind’ (Freud 1917:244-245). ‘[M]ourning 
is a kind of work, the work of memory’ (Laplanche 1999:241), the template for which 
is, tellingly, Penelope’s weaving on the loom while waiting for the return of her husband 
Odysseus, feared dead (Freud 1975:248-253).

Visual conversations between artworks, practices and ideas continue to unfold, not 
in lines but in spirals, or perhaps in patterns that proliferate rhizomatically. It is thanks 
to the survival of craft informed by feminism that practices which do not bear the 
hallmark of any historical Women’s Liberation Movement can be included in the 
conversation, or rather that their actual participation can now be confidently recognised, 
without the fear of watering down, contaminating, let alone betraying feminist memories 
or feminist futures. 
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ABSTRACT 
In this article, I take the photographic portraits of Maud Sulter and Chan-Hyo 
Bae as my point of departure to explore (i) the place of cloth in the refashioning 
of cultural, racial and gendered identities, and (ii) the use of cloth as a vehicle 
with which to challenge structures of power that render certain peoples, their 
histories and their cultural expressions invisible. 

Staged at the Ben Uri Gallery, London, 2013, the exhibition Looking In juxtaposed 
the work of Sulter and Bae. The show featured seven photographs from Sulter’s 
Zabat series (1989), depicting African and African diasporic women artists as the 
Greek Muses. This was contrasted against nine self-portraits from Bae’s Existing 
in Costume series (2006-2013), which emerged from his migration to Great Britain 
from Korea in 2004. There are clear parallels between these artists’ use of cloth. 
Both embrace masquerade as a subversive strategy; masking becomes an art 
of transformation that questions normalised assumptions about difference. 

Keywords: dcloth; masquerade; gender; race, diaspora; borders. 

Introduction

“Second skins: cloth, difference and the art of transformation” takes as its point of 
departure the photographic portraits of Maud Sulter and Chan-Hyo Bae to explore (i) 
the place of cloth in the refashioning of cultural, racial and gendered identities, and 
(ii) the use of cloth as a vehicle with which to challenge hierarchical structures of power 
that render certain peoples, their histories and their cultural expressions invisible. 
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Staged at the Ben Uri Gallery, London (9 July-22 September 2013), the exhibition 
Looking In juxtaposed the work of Sulter and Bae. Seven photographs from Sulter’s 
Zabat series (1989) (Figure 1), depicting African and African diasporic women artists 
as the Greek Muses, were featured alongside nine self-portraits from Bae’s Existing 
in Costume series (2006-2013) (Figure 2), which derived from his migration to Great 
Britain from Korea in 2004. There are clear parallels between the two artists’ use of 

Maud Sulter, Urania (Portrait of Lubaina Himid); Zabat, 1989, Photograph, dye destruction 
print, 122 x 153 cm.

Copyright Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

FIGURE No 1
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cloth, yet these similarities are not culturally and societally determined. The draping 
of the sitter’s body in swathes of tie-dyed indigo cotton, or the clothing of it in a 
voluminous leg-o-mutton sleeved green brocade dress, is at once a method of 
communication and a means of resisting society’s constraints. In these moments 
the sitters’ identities are temporarily re-fashioned out of the conscious interweaving 
of cultures, and performed through the manipulation of cloth.

In this article, I pick up the thread of the Institute of International Visual Arts (Iniva), 
event Second Skins: Cloth and Difference, which I conceived and developed in 2009.1 
expand the notion of “cloth and difference” to include a coming together of race, 
culture and gender, opening up the politics of cloth to include other feminisms such 
as Black Feminism, as well as definitions of masculinity that look beyond the west. 
Cultural and gendered identities are considered as multi-dimensional, psychosocial 
constructs, whose characteristics are created and communicated through 

Chan-Hyo Bae, Existing in Costume (Sleeping Beauty), 2009, C-Print, 320 x 180 cm.

Copyright the Artist.

FIGURE No 2

1.   The Iniva Second Skins: Cloth and 

Difference event (30 April 2009), brought 

together a cross-cultural, interdisciplinary 

group of artists, designers, cultural crit-

ics and thinkers all working with cloth. 

Postcolonial in its theoretical approach, 

an aim was to interrogate the use of cloth 

as a vehicle with which to refashion and 

articulate individual identities in contem-

porary societies, where some remain 

marginalised and without voice. Sarat 

Maharaj and Sarah Quinton provided 

keynote addresses. Other speakers in-

cluded Yasmin Canvin, Jessica Hem-

mings, John Hutnyk, Barbara Taylor, and 

artists Sokari Douglas Camp CBE, Raimi 

Gbadamosi, Hans Hamid Rasmussen, 

Margareta Kern, Grace Ndiritu, and 

Rosanna Raymond.
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representation and material culture, one element of which is cloth. Clothing is seen 
as a kind of border that mediates the meeting point between the ‘public, exterior 
persona’ and the ‘private, interior identity’, to reference Malcolm Barnard (1996:173).

Setting this article into the context of my post-doctoral research, my concern is with 
the connection between fractured African diaspora narratives, postcolonial life writing 
and creative making. I am interested in the disconnections/connections between 
personal histories and dominant received histories, how neglected or obscured 
diaspora histories can be mapped through textiles or how history can be ‘worked 
by hand’ (hooks 2007:326).

In examining the works of Sulter and Bae I ask: how are shifting notions of the ‘self’ 
and the ‘other’ articulated through cloth? My argument is thus underpinned by an 
exploration of the role of cloth in the re-creation of self, a theme that is central to diasporic 
experiences, and to the negotiation of cultural, social and racial borders. Indeed, a 
defining feature of diasporic experiences is the negotiation of physical and metaphorical 
borders. Drawing on Homi K Bhabha’s (1994) and Frantz Fanon’s (1986) writings, the 
border is seen here as both a site of transformation and a space of innovation. 

What captures my imagination is the theatricality of Sulter’s and Bae’s portraits; the 
way in which each image has been carefully staged making use of props such as a 
drum, or an African sculpture, or a mechanical toy robot. I am intrigued by the way 
in which each sitter has been meticulously dressed; the way every gesture, every 
pose, carries meaning. Cloth – whether cut and tailored into historical costume, or, 
loosely shaped around the body – is utilised as a vital tool in the construction and 
performance of identity. Cloth is pivotal to Sulter’s sitters’ and Bae’s own masquerades. 
It is used to close the distance between the ‘public exterior persona’ and the ‘private, 
interior identity’ of each sitter (Barnard 1996:173) and to articulate refashioned cultural, 
racial and gendered diasporic identities that challenge stereotypical view of others 
grounded in colonialist thinking.

I frame my discussion to follow with two quotes. The first, by Martin Heidegger, is 
as cited in the opening pages of Bhabha’s seminal text, The location of culture: ‘a 
boundary is not that at which something stops but, as the Greeks recognised, the 
boundary is that from which something begins its presencing’ (Heidegger cited in 
Bhabha 1994:1).
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The second is taken from the British Museum’s “Africa” gallery wall text (c 2002): 

Masquerade is an art of transformation. Masquerades often occur at 
the changes of the seasons and rites of passage … they often maintain 
and express [the] secret knowledge [of insider groups].

I return to these passages later in my discussion.

Looking In

In the exhibition Looking In, Sulter and Bae interrogate their positions within British 
society and western art history. Their works are about the traces of colonialist thinking 
that remain; about inclusion and exclusion; visibility and invisibility; about stereotypical 
definitions of gender, culture and race. Both embrace the boundary-crossing potential 
of costume and masquerade as subversive strategies. Masking, under Sulter’s and 
Bae’s respective lenses, becomes an act of transformation through which hetero-
normative assumptions about difference are troubled. The staging and performance 
of each masquerade poses a challenge to notions of self and other. But what role 
does cloth play in this process?

Much of Sulter’s work – both her writings and her visual art practice – is concerned 
with the critique of received British history, the foregrounding of African diasporic culture 
and heritage, and the questioning of the relative absence of black women in the received 
history of photography. The word “zabat” – the title of the series of images shown at 
the Ben Uri Gallery – describes a traditional ritual danced by women on ‘occasions of 
power’ (Sulter 1989). The Zabat series is Sulter’s response to the 150th anniversary of 
the invention of photography in 1989. The images evolved from a collaborative process 
between artist and sitter. The sitters are all female creative practitioners from a range 
of disciplines, for example, visual artist Lubaina Himid is depicted as Urania, Muse of 
Astronomy, writers Alice Walker and Dorothea Smartt are shown as Phalia, Muse of 
Comedy and Bringer of Flowers and Clio, Muse of History.

Similarly, in his Existing in Costume series, Bae questions his place as a Korean male 
living within British society. He states that as an Asian man, he sees himself as being 
invisible to British women, adding that he finds it ‘difficult to engage easily and fully’ 
with [British] culture, since he feels ‘isolated’ and ‘alienated’ within it (Bae cited in 
Barron 2013:17). With the exception of Hollywood’s stereotypical martial arts 
caricatures, images of Asian men are seldom seen in western popular culture. 
Furthermore, Asia itself is often seen as femininised. Bae places himself centre stage 



  | 135 Number 23, 2014 ISSN 1020 1497

in reconstructions of traditional European fairytales such as Cinderella and Rapunzel, 
using cloth to challenge his sense of isolation, alienation and invisibility.

Urania (Portrait of Lubaina Himid); Zabat

I now shift focus to the photograph of Lubaina Himid as Urania, daughter of Zeus 
and Mnemosyne. In classical representations, Urania is typically depicted draped in 
undulating folds of cloth embroidered with stars and carrying a globe in her left hand, 
and a small rod or staff in her right. In Sulter’s images, her classical drapes are 
replaced by a loose-fitting tie-dye indigo tunic dress, or djellaba. In place of her rod 
and globe are what appear to be two large wooden discs carved with symbols 
relating to African cosmology, but are actually cardboard plates masquerading as 
ancient African artefacts.

Indigo, of course, is one of the oldest known dyes, having been in use since 2500BC. 
Indigo dying is still a current art form in West Africa and South East Asia and also 
features in the artwork of contemporary African artists, such as Aboubakar Fofana 
whose work is nourished by his Malian heritage. The honouring, preservation and 
renewal of natural indigo dyeing techniques is a key driver for his seeking out of 
master dyers and weavers (Balshaw 2012:46-47). 

In certain West African societies Indigo cloth symbolises wealth and prosperity. The 
distinctive deep blue colour results from a lengthy process that begins with extraction 
of the dye from the plant by boiling or, more typically, by beating, rolling and drying 
the leaves. This residue must then be fermented in an alkaline solution to render it 
soluble enough to penetrate the required fibers. This process takes place in large 
vats that are buried underground. When the vats are unearthed, the dyed fibers are 
yellowish in colour but return to the familiar indigo blue once exposed to the air. 
Indigo dyeing is a complex process, hence the association with wealth. This somewhat 
contradicts the apparent understated simplicity of Himid’s wide-sleeved gown. 
However, as John Picton (2004:28) notes,

West Africa is a complex social and historical entity, and any summary 
account must point up the illusion of a seemingly unified presentation of 
the subject … there are continuities of form, practice and idea … but 
whether that amounts to a common set of values is another matter 
altogether. 
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In contrast to the association with wealth that I highlight, Picton observes that in the 
western Yoruba city of Abeokuta, although indigo dyed yarn was commonplace, 
local indigo adire cloths would only be resist or tie-dyed if they were old and worn. 
Nevertheless, my focus on the association with the wearing of indigo with wealth 
and therefore status, makes the deployment of this particular garment by Sulter and 
Himid fitting, on such an ‘occasion of power’ to return to the origins of the Zabat 
ritual (Sulter 1989).

Sulter and Himid’s decision to dress their contemporary brown-skinned Urania in 
loose fitting djellabas parallels the wearing of traditional robes by some formerly 
colonised African peoples in the “moment” of achieving independence. Documentary 
photographs of pre- and post-independence Ghana, for example, show Kwame 
Nkrume’s shift from wearing Savile Row-style tailored suits to traditional printed cotton 
tunics, visually marking a break from the past. Clothing has always been part of the 
means through which society’s experience of the social order is constructed. The 
distribution and mechanism of power within that social order are experienced as 
legitimate. Thus Sulter’s and Himid’s choice of traditional dress visually marks not 
only a reversal of power, but also the refashioning of complex cultural, racial and 
gendered identities temporarily free of the colonial gaze.

In Sulter’s Urania, the indigo cloth combines with the flow and volume of the tunic 
dress to create an authoritative aristocratic air. Increased bulk in dress is a marker of 
a higher social status in West Africa and drape and elegance in movement is an 
important aspect of West African dress aesthetics. From a social psychology of 
clothing perspective, JC Flugel (1930:36) suggests that because they enhance the 
bulk of the body, thereby allowing it to occupy more space – dress and adornment 
become extensions of the bodily self, and as such, can serve to increase the stature 
and therefore the perceived status of the wearer. The colour blue, particularly from 
a western perspective, is associated with serenity, calm and spirituality, yet can also 
denote sadness; the ‘blues’ or, as Nina Simone sang, that ‘mood indigo’. Himid, 
though uncharacteristically still and silent, almost screams from the page. Here, her 
composure is unsettling. Read twenty-four years later against what is known of Himid’s 
tireless work with museums, archives and galleries on the unearthing of hidden 
diaspora histories in Britain, and the raising of the visibility of black women artists, 
Sulter’s image takes on a new poignancy.

Where the Greek Urania is typically shown looking up to the stars, Himid looks directly 
at the viewer – quietly challenging him/her to look and take note. The overall effect 
is completed by the use of an ornate gilt frame that places Sulter’s photograph into 
the tradition of European portrait painting.
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As stated in the Victoria and Albert Museum’s contextual notes (2014): ‘The contrast 
between these anachronistic and aristocratic styles and the actual histories of her sitters 
is used to poetic effect and also raises questions about the nature of “national” heritage.’

By repositioning her black female sitters as Greek Muses, Sulter elegantly reverses 
the colonial gaze that fixes these women as other, and relegates them to subservience 
at best and at worst invisibility. Furthermore, where the Muses in western art operate 
in the ‘realm of passive inspiration’ (Butchart 2013:21), Sulter’s Muses are active; they 
are co-collaborators in the amplification of female presence, and the critique, or 
removal of the stubborn stain of colonial discourse, the troubling trace of the west 
and the rest thinking that colours western art history.

Existing in Costume

Turning now to Bae’s images: Existing in Costume 1, Sleeping Beauty and Beauty 
and the Beast. Bae’s title, Existing in Costume, clearly resonates with the central 
concern of this article, that is, how we who are relegated to the periphery, use cloth 
as a subversive strategy to refashion our identities and to disrupt the hierarchical 
power structures that shape prescriptive representations of difference. The phrase 
itself suggests that cloth or clothing is the means through which existence or visibility 
can be readily achieved. His appropriation of British early Tudor and late Victorian 
female dress, together with the tension between the whitening out of his face and 
the leaving bare of his brown-skinned hands, draws visual attention to and exaggerates 
his articulation of otherness. The prominence of his hands is especially fascinating 
– this is not a simple cross-dressing exercise; nor is it merely a reversal of the ‘Western 
tradition of travesty or breeches roles’ (Butchart 2013:21).

Through the appropriation of iconic images of Britishness such as Elizabeth I, the 
Virgin Queen, and well-known fairytales of western origin, for instance – Sleeping 
beauty and Beauty and the beast – Bae sets up a double narrative that weaves its 
way in and out of his central themes: femininity, masculinity, race, desire, deception, 
destruction, love. His restaging of these children’s stories calls to mind Angela Carter’s 
darkly Gothic yet highly sensual re-workings in the anthology The bloody chamber 
and other stories (1979). Carter, for example, retells the classic tale of Beauty and 
the beast in The courtship of Mr Lyon and The tiger’s bride. Although The courtship 
of Mr Lyon is set in London, in modern times, the narrative follows the original version, 
ending with the Beast’s true identity being revealed once Beauty and the Beast 
declare their love for one another via a kiss: ‘when her lips touched the meat-hook 
claws, they drew back into their pads and she saw how he had always kept his fists 
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clenched but now, painfully, tentatively, at last began to stretch his fingers’ (Carter 
1979:51).The Beast is human after all. They live happily ever after. 

However, in The tiger’s bride, the couple’s declaration of love causes them both to 
be transformed. The Beast Milord’s mask slips to reveal that he is, in fact, a tiger. 
Beauty, no longer bound by the idea of women as the weaker, fairer sex, also becomes 
a tiger: ‘each stroke of his tongue ripped off skin after successive skin … and left 
behind a nascent patina of shining hairs’ (Carter 1979:67). The match is one of equals. 
They live happily ever after.

Bae’s photographic retellings brush against those meanings evident in Carter’s texts. 
In casting himself as all the characters, he simultaneously critiques the conflation of 
femininity with a particular kind of western beauty, with innocence and with passivity, 
whilst raising the undesirability, or perceived asexuality of Asian men, and exposing 
the feminisation of Asian masculinity; indeed, he highlights the feminisation of Asia 
itself– a concept that is rooted in the self-affirmations of the west as pinpointed in 
Edward Said’s study Orientalism (2003). Through the construct of Orientalism, the 
Orient (primarily the Middle East in Said’s text and Asia in a contemporary context) 
was constructed as the west’s opposite or other. If the west, or the Occident, was 
rational, civilised, dominant and therefore gendered masculine, then the Orient was 
exotic, uncivilised, passive and therefore gendered feminine (Said 2003). In addition, 
the whitening out of his face points to notions of beauty rooted in the equation of 
whiteness to purity, virginity, and the Anglo-Saxon ‘ideal’. The prominence of Bae’s 
brown hands – their strength and colour, their sheer brownness – set against the 
intricate patterning of each of his costumes, parallels the slipping of Milord’s mask 
in Carter’s The tiger’s bride. The fallacy of this somewhat outmoded feminine ideal 
is revealed, as are the many myths surrounding the male Asian other. Viewers are 
given a glimpse of the complex multiple subject positions or “doublings of 
consciousness”2 Bae occupies. The boundary between male and female, east and 
west is shaken. The masquerade ends. But does anyone, can anyone live happily 
ever after?

Cloth, difference and the art of transformation

Amber Butchart (2013:25) draws a parallel between Sulter’s and Bae’s photographic 
works and the nineteenth-century Victorian ‘fancy portrait’. Commissioned by ‘artistic 
and literary circles’, according to Butchart (2013:25), ‘fancy portraits’ captured the 
then interests in ‘revivalism and pre-industrial fantasies’. In using these terms, she 
refers to the ways in which historical costumes are worn to reconnect the wearer to 

2.   I use the phrase “doublings of con-

sciousness” to highlight the tensions 

between the multiple-subjectivities char-

acteristic of being in diaspora, belonging 

not to one culture or another but to both. 

The phrase itself is drawn from WEB Du 

Bois’s (1994:2) notion of ‘double con-

sciousness’ which describes the tension 

between being both African and American, 

striving to measure oneself against some-

one else’s measuring tape and always 

coming up short.
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past values that in turn shape the present and potentially framed the future. However, 
in my view, one cannot look at Sulter’s and Bae’s portraits without considering the 
use of ‘fancy’ costume as a way of amplifying the ‘private interior identity’ from the 
point of view of diasporic peoples (Barnard 1996:173). One cannot look at Sulter’s 

Malick Sidibé, Untitled, 1975/2003, Vintage silver gelatin print, 5 3/8 x 3 1/4 inches image 
size, 15 1/8 x 12 1/2 x 1 1/2 inches framed, 14 1/8 x 12 1/2 inches framed.

Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York.

FIGURE No 3
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and Bae’s portraits without therefore also considering the everyday masquerades 
depicted in the studio portraits of Birmingham’s Ernest Dyche, or those of Mali’s 
Seydou Keta and Malick Sidibe (Figures 3 & 4), or even the hyper-real, contemporary 
“swagger portraits” of New York based artist, Kehinde Wiley.

Malick Sidibé, Le Deux Amies, 1971/2001, Vintage silver gelatin print, 4 1/2 x 3 inches image 
size, 11 1/8 x 9 1/8 x 1 inches framed.

Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York. 

FIGURE No 4
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Through a series of highly finished paintings presented on the exhibition The World 
Stage: Jamaica, held at the Stephen Friedman Gallery, London, 2013, Wiley raised 
the profiles of everyday Jamaica people by re-presenting them in classic eighteenth 
and nineteenth century poses. In his exhibition, Wiley brought together the extensive 
research undertaken by the artist in Jamaica – in the dance halls, on the beaches 
in Negril, in the streets of Trench Town in Kingston – and research conducted in key 
British galleries and museums, such as the John Soane Museum and the National 
Portrait Gallery, London. Opposition, resistance and play collide here! Wiley plays 
with images of power; with the history of European painting and with the marker of 
Englishness in British material culture, that is, William Morris. In this way, like an 
Anancy figure, Wiley artfully comments on the history of Jamaica and its close but 
uneven relationship with Britain, the island’s former colonial master. The sitter’s 
sideways glance subjected on the viewer is a powerful act of counter gaze that 
parallels Himid’s direct stare. Wiley’s show stopping “swagger portraits” may appear 
playful, but they are deeply serious. As Wiley (2013) himself claims, this is ‘beating-
the-chest’ art.3 There is so much more to say about this work and what it reveals 
about black and brown masculinities but this is not an appropriate forum for such 
extended discussion.

What Sulter’s and Bae’s studio photographs and Wiley’s hyper-real paintings have 
in common, is that they have the potential to simultaneously raise awareness of 
cross-cultural entanglements and interwoven histories on a global scale, by 
appropriating and re-inscribing recognisable visual tropes, or traditions, in art and 
culture. They question the positions of those in diaspora within western society and 
art history.

Reflecting on Sulter’s and Bae’s use of cloth, I am reminded of Irving Goffman’s 
(1959:234-235) statement that ‘when one appears in a public space, one consciously 
and subconsciously projects a concept of one’s inner self, at the same time as 
projecting a reading, or definition, of the situation’. The projection of one’s inner self, 
or indeed one’s ‘private, interior identity’ (Barnard 1996:173), is key to these artists’ 
work and to my argument. As appearance is re-fashioned, ‘public space’ is re-
negotiated, and vice versa. In this case, the ‘public space’ is constituted first by the 
bricks and mortar gallery, and secondly, by the metaphorical space of received 
historical canons. Both sitter and viewer are momentarily transformed.

And so through encasing the body in tie-dyed indigo cotton, clothing it in a leg-o-
mutton sleeved green brocade dress, and adorning it in a “cut ‘n’ mix”, psychedelic 
clash of colour and pattern, the border between the interior self and the outside 
presentation, between the private and the public, is ruptured. This amplification, or 

3.   A film depicting Wiley’s process was 

presented alongside the portraits. The 

camera follows him as he conducts his 

research in Jamaica and in London. He 

speaks candidly about his influences, the 

hierarchical nature of the art world and 

the representation of black and brown 

people. Wiley (2013) uses the phrase 

‘beating-the-chest’ to describe his own 

work in the film.
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“presencing” of the inner self acts, I believe, as a counter gaze, challenging received 
understandings of the other. Through these portraits, Sulter and Bae interrogate and 
undo binary essentialist west and the rest thinking. They visually capture the notion 
that culture itself is by nature, as Bhabha (1994:1-19) writes, complex and multi-
faceted. They convey what it is to occupy the space in-between, and, to draw on 
Bhabha (1994:1-19) again, to be neither one thing nor another. In doing so, they 
simultaneously resist the oft-repeated stereotypical representations of black women, 
as either ever-smiling Mammies, devoid of sexuality, or overtly sexualised red-hot 
Mommas, and of Asian men as femininised, where ‘femininity’ is taken to mean 
passivity. I would also argue that Wiley’s colourful hyper-real dandy with his side-
ways look resists by ‘signifyin’ on the stereotype of the flashily dressed black male, 
to use Henry Louis Gates’ (1988) term. Wiley’s sitter is “cuttin’ ‘im eye on yuh”, to fall 
back on my somewhat limited Jamaican patois.4

What is highlighted in each portrait is a state of emergence that is integral to the 
negotiation of physical and metaphorical borders characteristic of diasporic 
experiences. In each portrait, the experiences of those that do not reflect the 
predominant, mainstream representations of gender are underscored. However, the 
state of emergence is temporary; freedom and transformation are fleeting. The re-
creation of self, the refashioning of one’s identity, is something that is ongoing. It 
never reaches completion. It is always in process. As Frantz Fanon (1986:229, 231) 
writes on the refashioning of his own African diasporic body, ‘In the world in which 
I travel, I am endlessly creating myself … And it is by going beyond the historical, 
instrumental hypothesis that I will initiate my cycle to freedom’. 

Reading “freedom” as “presence”, parallels can be drawn between Fanon, Bhabha 
and the Heidegger (cited in Bhabha 1994:1) quote that I began with: ‘a boundary is 
not that at which something stops but, as the Greeks recognised, the boundary is 
that from which something begins its presencing’.

In summation, these images reveal the way in which cloth, like a second skin, or 
even a chrysalis, facilitates transformation, mapping a state of emergence, allowing 
“presencing” to begin. Cloth clearly plays a central role in the refashioning of cultural, 
racial and gendered identities. It provides a vehicle with which to challenge the 
structures of power that render certain peoples, their histories and their cultural 
expressions invisible. The sitters’ dressed bodies mimic that of a masquerade 
performer, making the familiar unfamiliar, marking the rite of passage from one sense 
of being to another, facilitating transformation and thus heralding wider change.

 

4.   The literal translation of “cuttin’ ‘im 

eye on yuh” into Standard English is “cut-

ting his eye or you”, meaning looking down 

on someone with a degree of condescen-

sion or contempt. 
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ABSTRACT 
The “pointure” theme, as informed by Jacques Derrida’s (2009 [1978]) appropriation 
of this term, speaks not only of fusion but also of the interrelationship between 
two entities that are conjoined, though they may be in conflict with each other. 
This could be read as a form of intertextuality – Derrida’s text is indebted to 
Martin Heidegger’s essay, titled "The origin of painting" (2008 [1950, 1957, 1960]), 
though he works at critiquing and subverting its content. The process of 
intertextuality is one that informs dandyism, a mode of strategic dress where the 
wearer is forced to operate with an existing or dominant sartorial syntax. In this 
way, the dandy’s mode echoes Derrida’s proverbial “rereading” of Heidegger’s 
text “against the grain”. For this reason, dandyism is characterised as a product 
of what Sima Godfrey (1982:28) terms ‘intertextual polyphony’, involving a tricky 
renegotiation between a dominant sartorial syntax and a subversion of it. Athi-
Patra Ruga’s artistic practice evokes the dandyist mode; not only does he work 
with a sartorial vocabulary but pushes it to its logical limit, affecting a subversion 
thereof. However, is it possible to interweave a discourse between his performance 
works, dubbed The Future White Woman of Azania (2010-2013), the form of 
intertexual polyphony inherent to dandyism and the subject matter and mode of 
Derrida’s text on pointure? Or will the form of definitional crisis attached to each 
of these ideas, bodies of work or texts prevent a smooth dialogue? Does the act 
of pointure that Derrida advances inherently bring about a definitional crisis? 

Keywords: dandyism; intertextuality; race; gender; identities, fashion; performance. 
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Introduction

It is the crudeness, the manner in which Martin Heidegger’s academic rigour gives 
way to facile illustrations as he interweaves his thesis on "The origin of the work of 
art" (2008 [1950, 1957, 1960]), that prompts Jacques Derrida (2009 [1978]:301) to 
appropriate and apply the antiquated word “pointure” in his rebuttal. As both a 
synonym for “prick” and a term used by the printing fraternity to describe the sharp 
action of a blade as it fixes the page to the tympan, it aptly captures the rough 
ideological imposition(s) that Heidegger assumes to conjoin, as well as the process 
of intertextuality – a scheme whereby new texts are drawn from existing ones or 
influenced by them (Worton & Still 1990:1). Intertextuality stems from the idea that 
texts are neither self-sufficient nor closed systems; not only are they shaped by 
preceding texts, but by social structures or ideologies (Worton & Still 1990:1). 

Derrida’s text is overtly intertextual because it relies on Heidegger’s as a primary 
reference, although his intent is to upturn or “unpick” some of Heidegger’s content 
through (critical) rereading and rewriting. Derrida (2009:301) is so dismayed by 
Heidegger’s mode that goes so far as to label Heidegger’s text ‘barbaric’, thus 
evoking the ‘violence’ and messy edges that seemingly ‘protrude’ from his text. It 
could almost be described as an unsuccessful form of pointure. Once uttered and 
fixed to the page, the text and the insights it communicates, assumes a seriousness 
and finality that appears to deny its intertextuality and the fact that it is an open 
system. Via his own self-reflexive musings, Derrida “opens up” Heidegger’s text and 
weaves it into his own, though he allows the faultlines – the rough seams between 
ideas, illustrations and differing rhetorical voices – to remain visible. 

Embracing this spirit of critical transparency, in this article, I interweave a discourse 
on Athi-Patra Ruga’s series of performances, dubbed The Future White Women of 
Azania (2010-2013), with theories on dandyism – a sartorial phenomenon that 
originated in nineteenth-century Europe – and Derrida’s notion of “pointure”, allowing 
any disjunctures between these theories, texts and visual “texts” to remain discernable. 
The notion of intertextuality, which pointure indirectly evokes, facilitates this “dialogue” 
and smoothes the edges, as does the idea of the dandy as a product of ‘intertextual 
polyphony’, in the sense that this strategic mode of dress is the result of playing with 
two discourses at once (Godfrey 1982:28).

Given that both Derrida and Heidegger’s arguments around the ontological status 
of art centre on artwork/s (although Heidegger never identifies a particular work) by 
Vincent van Gogh featuring a pair of shoes, the sartorial-centred theme of this article 
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seems appropriate; although in Ruga’s work there is no actual frame around his 
garment, which is worn and animated during performances, unless one considers 
the performance itself and the places where some of the performances have concluded 
(art galleries) as those “framing” devices that would allow it to be dubbed an artwork 
or an act of representation.

Both Heidegger and Derrida are concerned with the ontological status of art, which 
drives them towards identifying different classes of objects, and furthermore, with 
exploring the differences between an art object and a functional object. This may 
be clearly an over-simplification of Heidegger’s philosophy, and of Derrida’s critique 
thereof, however, in the context of this article, this pursuit is useful in highlighting a 
definitional crisis – it is the pursuit of dandyism and is manifest in Ruga’s Future White 
Women of Azania series. 

Dandyism presents an ‘exemplary faultline’, proposes Christopher Lane (1994:48), 
in that the manifestations of this strategic deployment of dress not only signals both 
the ‘cause and effect of social decline’, but those that utilise or perform this subversive 
grammar of dress similarly claim a position ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ the social body, 
‘pushing the limits of each toward a profound definitional crisis’. This crisis could be 
linked to Heidegger’s pursuit of identifying the “origin of art” and arriving at a definition 
of what it might be: discerning between this art “thing” in relation to other “things”.

“Definitional crisis” is also an apt phrase to describe the effect of Ruga’s Future White 
Women of Azania. Concealed behind an outfit fashioned from balloons, Ruga is both 
familiar and unthreatening – balloons are associated with children’s parties and 
celebrations. However, as his face is concealed, he also looms as an unknowable 
figure of ambiguous gender and race that has surrendered to “pure surface” – a trait 
linked to the dandyist, who assumes to abolish his internal existence via immersion 
in the external self (Figure 1).

Utlising both dress and performance as his mode of expression, Ruga’s artwork 
bears a close relationship to dandyism, which relies on mobilising the semiotic 
signification of garments. Stated plainly, to attain their goals, both the dandyist and 
Ruga use dress in such a strategic manner that the resulting ensembles could be 
perceived as “art” – through which process the boundaries between the classes of 
those objects involved, and thus, by extension, the disciplines of fashion and art, 
collapse. Ruga’s work draws from the rhetoric of fashion, though he stretches it to 
its logical conclusion– this is a characteristic of the dandyist mode (Lane 1994:37), 
in which case his work may be deemed to be both a product of “meta-fashion” and 
performance art.
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Driving a further link between Ruga’s work, dandyism and Derrida’s text, is Heidegger’s 
position on the nature, or perhaps even the function of art. Heidegger asserts that 
it is through art that a garment, or a product’s explicit appearance, which, for him 
represents “the truth of its being”, can be disclosed (Schapiro 2009 [1968]:298). This 
presents an interesting statement through which to juxtapose the function of clothing 
in the dandy mode and Ruga’s representation of a garment. In his role as the White 
Woman of Azania, Ruga does not per se wear a conventional ensemble, barring 
fishnet stockings and platform shoes. His character is identified by a collection of 
brightly coloured balloons that are joined to appear like a garment that covers his 
upper body. This balloon costume could be read as a signifier of a universal garment 
revealing an underlying “truth” underpinning the function of all clothing. 

This costume also obscures the “truth”, which in this context might refer to the identity 
of the wearer, and, as in all façades, it is part of a semiotic enterprise invested in the 
deceit of its artifice. However, considering the balloons’ fragility and their short lifespan 

As part of his Performa Obscura performance at the National Arts Festival in 2012, Athi-Patra 
Ruga traversed Grahamstown in his distinctive balloon outfit that would come to define his 
White Women of Azania character.

Courtesy of the National Arts Festival, Grahamstown.

FIGURE No 1
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– they can be burst and punctured easily when they come into contact with other 
things – this is not a conventional garment, and the artificial screen, which is only 
temporary and fragile, can only sustain this game of misdirection for a limited period.

This paradoxical interplay between revealing and concealing is a characteristic of 
the dandyist mode, which through ‘careful self representation may also have 
encouraged an ontology of deception that turned the dandy’s complete emotional 
repression into a corollary for this extra-ordinary emphasis on material exhibition’ 
(Lane 1994:37). Extreme sartorial expression regularly functions as a form of 
misdirection and self-erasure; however, because this sartorial syntax is rooted in an 
exaggerated (re)quotation of this language of dress, it operates as a “truth-bearing” 
exercise that is engineered to unveil the rules not only governing dress, but the social 
codes in a particular society.

At its core, dandyism is a citational system, in the sense that its vocabulary is grounded 
in quotation – or re-quotation of styles, silhouettes, and embellishments. Dress codes 
are duplicated and repeated through the lens of distortion, or the act of exaggeration 
(Miller 2009:1). Of course, all clothing conventions ‘make visible the structure and 
organisation of interaction within a specific social context’ (Rubenstein 2001:9). 
However, dandyism is not simply a basic form of cultural duplication, it is a more 
complex form of mimicry that haunts or revises the dominant political or social order 
and thus questions it. Establishing a link between the strategy Ruga embraces in 
The Future White Women of Azania performances and the dandyist mode, therefore 
largely (there are numerous other factors) rests on identifying whether he manipulates 
hegemonic social or sartorial conventions.

A “definitional crisis” manifests at different levels of the discourse being developed 
here, implying that the acts of pointure being advanced – this suturing, weaving and 
fusion – remains clumsy, in that the ideas, texts, discourses or syntaxes being married 
inherently resist clean unification.

Dandyism and its definitions

The dandy is wired to resist conventions or fixed rules, thereby challenging the very 
conditions that are used to define him. For this reason, the definition of the dandy is 
more elusive than models of this approach, Sima Godfrey (1982:23) suggests. Echoing 
this sentiment, the Algerian author Albert Camus (cited in Godfrey 1982:24), describes 
dandyism as ‘a singular spirit of negation’. This phrase appropriately captures the 
dandyist’s compulsion to cancel out the properties that fix him (historically the dandy 
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was a male character). Nevertheless, the etymology of the word marks out a clear 
historical narrative charting the emergence of dandyism that I argue remains relevant 
to an approach in artmaking that relies on the strategic mobilisation of dress. 

Historically, the dandy is a social phenomenon of nineteenth-century Britain. The 
word was coined in France at the height of Anglomania in 1816 to describe an 
Englishman with a preference for flamboyant dress (Godfrey 1982:25). In those times, 
this eccentric dress sense was characterised by a starched collar, an extravagant 
tie and corseted waist (Godfrey 1982:25). The dandy’s dress was not only a tool of 
self-definition or redefinition but also an expression of his exile or rejection of a shifting 
socio-political context. The emergence of this sartorial phenomenon in the 1800s is 
attributed to a response to dramatic socio-economic and class shifts brought on by 
the rapid expansion of technology and the onset of the industrial age that prompted 
the emergence of a middle-class bourgeoisie ‘preoccupied by material accumulation’ 
as a means of claiming status that was once only reserved for the landed gentry 
(Lane 1994:36). It was the first time that people’s status was no longer fixed; it could 
be attained through accumulation not only of objects, but also clothing, providing 
artful wearers with the opportunity to experiment or project new identities. 

Also defined by his ‘impertinent manner of speech’ and keen wit, the dandy’s persona 
depended on his performance of being a dandy, though this figure was haunted by 
the notion that he was all style and no substance (Glick 2001:131). This notion is 
attributed to the dandy’s assiduous cultivation or mastering of his external appearance, 
as well as, perhaps, his predilection for idleness, pursuit of beauty and rejection of 
anything useful – attributed to his rejection of the social values that the rise of capitalism 
instilled (Godfrey 1982:27). 

Yet the dandy’s ethos is also positioned to be politically rebellious and transgressive.
It is his subversion of prevailing dress codes that speaks of resistance, articulating 
what Barbey d’Aurevilly (cited in Glick 2001:131) calls ‘the revolt of the individual 
against the established order’ that upturns ‘heterosexual norms, materialism, 
industriousness and utilitarianism’.It is this dimension of the dandy, or dandyism, his 
mode of dress and performance, and his representation by 1830 (as in the works of 
Musset, Balzac and Barbier) that the dandy evolves into something more complex 
(Godfrey 1982:27), and is transformed from a “mindless model” to an intellectual 
rebel. Yet in order to mimic and subvert the prevailing model, the dandy is compelled 
to work within an established sartorial syntax. 
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Dandyism as intertextual polyphony

Working from within the system is risky: the dandy can and does so easily become 
complicit with it, and his necessary immersion within it is a result of the dandy 
deriving pleasure from it, luxuriating in the aesthetics of dress. 

These two contradictory aspects of the dandy are in conflict, positioning him as 
‘a privileged emblem of the modern, who embraces the aesthetics of the 
commodity, beauty and pleasure and style, while protesting against the 
commodification of modern life and the drive toward production’ (Glick 2001:131). 
Yet, as indicated earlier, as the dandy’s language is derived from the dominant 
culture, his subversion of it cannot be enacted outside of it. For this reason, 
Godfrey (1982:28) suggests that the dandy is inherently a product of an ‘intertextual 
polyphony’ in the sense that he plays with two discourses at once; the everyday 
language of the dominant culture and his own idiosyncratic interpretation of it, 
which relies on inverting the former in order to ‘echo it at a distance’.

This intertextual vocabulary, or approach, speaks quite directly to the “pointure” 
thematic, which is predicated on fixing, conjoining not only the text to the page, 
as per its literal meaning, but also weaving two texts together, with one responding 
to the other, as per Derrida’s (2009) retort to Heidegger‘s essay (1950). It is this 
aspect, which allows its intertextuality to be perceived, though of course, all texts 
are inherently intertextual – Julia Kristeva, who coined the term, asserts that no 
text is hermetic or self-sufficient (Worton & Still 1990:1).

It is the manner in which Derrida subverts Heidegger’s text, the self-conscious 
approach that echoes the dandyist’s deliberate intertextual polyphony. Stephen 
Melville (2009:274) identifies Derrida’s process as one of deconstruction that: 

presents itself as, in general, a practice of reading, a way of picking 
things up against their own grain, or at their margins, in order to 
show something about how they are structured by the very things 
they act to exclude from themselves, and so more or less subtly 
to displace the structure within. 

This idea coincides with the way the dandy works within an existing sartorial code, 
inverting and subverting it, “reading” it against the grain, so to speak. Intertextuality 
also relies on mimicry; as texts directly or indirectly build on previous texts or 
social systems, they are inherently copies of those that precede them (Worton & 
Still 1990:3). This form of imitation, however, can become the: 
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means of forging one’s own discourse … Imitation is not repetition, 
but the completion of an act of interpretation – and a mode of 
interpretation which is, as Gadamer says, a highlight in which the 
reading and writing translator declares her/himself, while also engaging 
in the process of self-alienation (Worton & Still 1990:6). 

Once again, this echoes the dandyist approach, which while concerned with self-
definition, also brings about self-alienation. This is attributed to the dandy’s emphasis 
on material exhibition, which works at annihilating the self and suppressing the truth 
about the wearer (Lane 1994:37).

Ruga and dandyism

Ruga’s Future White Women of Azania performances have not been uniform; they 
take place in different settings, which impacts on their meaning, and have, at times, 
included processions. These processions or journeys see the performance artist 
starting the work at one venue and concluding it elsewhere – such as in Grahamstown 
in 2012, where the work began in a township on the outskirts of this Eastern Cape 
hamlet and ended in the centre of town, or in 2013 when Ruga and five other 
“Azanians” journeyed from the Drill Hall to the Standard Bank Gallery in Johannesburg. 
A number of common elements, however, unite the Future White Women of Azania 
performances, such as the character’s outfit – fishnet stockings, stilettoes and the 
balloon ‘garment’, which obscures the wearer’s entire upper body. The resulting 
appearance consists of a large balloon body supported by a pair of legs, resembling 
‘a stylised cartoon character, a kind of hybrid object/subject being … a faceless 
character that presents us with the apotheosis of otherness’ (Corrigall 2012b).

Hence the costume is a misleading façade; firstly, the balloons cover the wearer’s 
head, acting as a camouflage; secondly, the fishnets and shoes evoke a female 
subject, though mostly, in this series of works, the wearers are predominantly male.
As a result, the outfit obscures not only the identity of the wearer but his or her gender 
and racial profile – the fishnets are worn over a set of coloured stockings that conceal 
the legs. Being hidden behind a wall of balloons is a liberating experience for the 
artist: ‘I can’t see a thing through that costume, but it gives me so much freedom. I 
like going back to this character that doesn’t have the restrictions of an identity. I 
just want to perform without any limits’ (Ruga 2012a). The name of the character 
(and performance) is also misleading and/or unclear, as it situates the performer/s 
as supposedly white females of an imagined place – Azania, a utopian African state 
where presumably indexes of race and gender are no longer relevant. 
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The ambiguity of the "White Woman of Azania" character and the temporal uncertainty 
surrounding Ruga’s conception of Azania coincides with Lane’s (1994:37) 
characterisation of dandyism as an extreme exhibition facilitating an ‘ontology of 
deception’. Ruga negates every aspect of his identity other than that of performance 
artist. This ambiguity recalls the illusiveness that Albert Camus (cited in Godfrey 
1982:24) identifies as ‘a singular spirit of negation’. 

Monica Miller (2009:11) prefers to situate this element of the dandyist mode as the 
means for the subject/wearer to propose more fluid identities. In other words, the 
contrived façade is not necessarily designed to misdirect the viewer, but rather to 
allow the wearer to transcend indexes of race, gender and class. Miller’s (2009) 
reading of this element of dandyism is rooted in her focus on what she terms ‘black 
dandyism’, a phenomenon she traces from black slaves to Enlightenment London, 
and through to the sartorial approaches embraced by prominent black hip hop artists 
in contemporary “Afro-cosmopolitan” New York. The result is a loosening of dandyism 
from its occidental genealogy that allows the term and the sartorial mode to be linked 
to arbiters of style who engage in a deliberate or self-conscious act of reconstruction 
or deconstruction of masculine identity that is ‘relative to negotiations of race, sexuality 
and class’ (Miller 2009:5). In this way dandyism is no longer about resistance to rapid 
expansion of new technology that was transforming European society in the later 
1800s (Lane 1994:36), but becomes a response to an ambivalent relationship to any 
social shifts that have ramifications for identity. It also offers a means of resistance 
to or reversing of prevailing power relations.

Azania and the “psychic seam”

Most of Ruga’s characters – since he began performing in 2007 he has done so 
under the guise of different personas – are products of a violent society (Ruga 2012a). 
The garments that costume these various characters operate both as a protective 
barrier, a necessity for survival, while at the same time – because they attract attention 
and constitute a spectacle – also invite ridicule, and possibly attract violent responses 
from the intolerant society that Ruga aims to both tease and challenge with a façade 
that denies easy categorisation. In response to the attacks on young women wearing 
mini-skirts at the Noord Street taxi rank in Johannesburg in 2008, he put a lampshade 
on his head and, in a mini-skirt and stilettoes, and under the guise of the character 
he dubbed “Beiruth”, wandered around a taxi rank before boarding a taxi. 
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Part of Ruga’s modus operandi is to confront viewers (the public), with overstated 
manifestations that provoke prejudice, thereby drawing attention to it. His preference 
for performing White Women of Azania outside galleries and embarking on processions 
down busy city streets and through townships, demonstrates his interest in addressing 
society, and the public, although this work is less confrontational than previous 
performances. The balloon façade shifts attention to the character’s vulnerability to 
the external environment – the balloon can pop if someone brushes up against it – 
and emphasises the wearer’s sensitivity to violence. 

The title of the work and its character evoke a future generation that are products of 
the current socio-political context; the marginalised and persecuted rising to claim 
their rightful place in the public domain by putting their otherness or difference on 
display in an effort to celebrate it, even though, of course, it is a façade. Ruga (2012b) 
refers to this imagined population as being the offspring of the victims of the xenophobic 
attacks of 2008 – the setting for the procession through the inner city prompted this 
reference as the majority of residents in this area are African nationals. However, in 
a new body of work for a solo exhibition at Whatiftheworld Gallery that opened at 
the end of 2013 titled The White Women of Azania Saga, where through photographs 
and tapestries the artist expanded on his vision of Azania, the ballooned figure reads 
as one that might embody the euphoria and ideals attached to the concept of the 
‘rainbow nation’ or could represent an Africa state where whites no longer exist. This 
possibility is intimated through the series The Night of the Long Knives (2013) (Figure 
2), which refers to the myth that following Nelson Mandela’s death, all whites would 
be annihilated. As with Camus’s observation that the dandy constantly works at 
undermining that which might define him, the White Woman of Azania character has 
become a malleable tool in Ruga’s hands, which he employs to evoke a variety of 
socio-political conditions, myths or ideals. 

On his blog Ruga (2013b) maps the etymology of the term “Azania” from its Greek 
origins to its appropriation by the black consciousness movement ‘as a pre-colonial 
utopian black homeland – this Promised Land, referenced in struggle songs, political 
sermons and African Nationalist speeches’ is a staple of struggle rhetoric and has 
shaped perceptions of what the “new” South Africa would be like. Ruga (2013b) was 
inspired by Cold War pop culture, such as Marvel Comics’ Black Panther, where 
Azania appears ‘as a fictional backdrop to a Liberation story that bares a close 
resemblance’ to apartheid South Africa. In this light, the Azanians that feature in 
Ruga’s performance are of the past and the future; they are a displaced population, 
hailing from a dream and a nightmare. This paradox recalls the figure of the dandy 
whom Lane (1994:37) suggests represented ‘a complex hinge between the fulfillment 
of a sublime ideal and the jaunting embodiment of a reprehensible social failure’.
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The liminal space that Ruga, or the dandy, occupies points to the kind of ‘terror’ that 
Ashraf Jamal (2010:121) characterises as more than an actual act of violence but ‘a 
pervasive and variegated psychic seam’ that is rooted in a desire for ‘a sense of 
place … but recoils before its lack of substance’. In this way, Ruga’s reference to a 
hallucinatory projection of both an imaginary utopian future or a dystopian past is 
forced into a hyper-real existence, manifest in this artificial ballooned façade that is 
at once both pleasing, evoking celebrations and parties, as well as menacing; it is 
false, conceals the truth and cannot be sustained – the balloons will contract or pop. 
Hence the outfit and the performance operate as a parody of a ‘sublime ideal’ that 
speaks of a utopian black homeland that has become an echo of what has existed 
before – apartheid and the concomitant prejudice and violence. For this reason, the 
façade is a cheap and empty display. The colourful balloons and accessories have 
a visual impact, but the fishnet stockings and high heels are sluttish, evoking a 

Athi-Patra Ruga, The Night of the Long Knives III, 2013. Archival inkjet print on Photorag 
Baryta. Edition of 5. 150 x 190 cm.

Image courtesy Whatiftheworld Gallery.

FIGURE No 2
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prostitute. This aspect to the character was highlighted during the performance of 
the Future White Women of Azania in Cape Town (2012), where Ruga and fellow 
performer, Jade Paton, performed in a shop-front lit with neon lights:

It is like a scene from Amsterdam’s red light district, but for the fact 
that not a single inch of their bodies is on display and they are not 
stereotypical female personas, but The Future White Women of Azania 
– an unknown population still in the making. They appear like 
mannequins, too, though they totter from side to side, like inebriated 
whores, struggling to remain inert as their heels slide on the neon 
liquid released from the balloons as they pop (Corrigall 2012a). 

The rough seams – disjuncture between dan-
dyism and Ruga’s Future White Women of Azania

In this context the performance is centred around disclosure – the big “reveal” (to 
use reality makeover-show parlance) – where the wearer’s identity is revealed during 
‘a gradual “striptease”, each burst balloon promising to bring us closer to the identities 
concealed behind the wall of bright plastic’ (Corrigall 2012a). In this way Ruga undoes 
or reverses what the outfit is intended to achieve: concealment, misdirection or a 
sense of liberation from a fixed identity. This literal “puncturing” of the façade appears 
to be at odds with the dandyist mode, even though it conforms to its characteristic 
interplay between the exterior and interior. However, dandyism depends on denying 
an interior state, coinciding with the view that an overstated exterior implies the dandy 
is ‘all style and no substance’ (Glick 2001:131). While Ruga promises to reveal what 
lies behind the wall of balloons, he delivers a performer covered in sweat. In this way, 
it is not as if the viewer has “penetrated” or been given access to what lies beneath; 
as stated earlier, Ruga and the performers end the performance at that point; they 
“give” nothing of themselves. In this light, the White Women of Azania performance 
might be said to draw attention to the absence of interiority – a factor that is emphasised 
when the “curtain is drawn back” to reveal nothing of interest. 

Another significant disconnect between the Future White Women of Azania, the 
intertextual polyphony that Derrida’s text evokes under the banner of pointure, and 
the dandyist mode, is the fact that the balloon outfit is neither a conventional nor 
recognisable garment. As mentioned previously, the intersection between dandyism 
and the notion of Pointure as an intertextual mode depends on the fact that Derrida’s 
text (2009) is an overt product of Heidegger’s text (1950), although it is subject to 
reinterpretation and subversion and is thus an intertextual product. This form of 
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intertextuality echoes the manner in which the dandy also works with the everyday 
language of dress of the dominant culture, while also subjecting it to interpretation 
and an inversion (Godfrey 1982:28). 

Intertextuality, dress and art

Balloons may be deemed to be part of a visual vocabulary, though not one 
conventionally connected to dress. Given this fact, one may ask what syntax is Ruga 
drawing from and playing with, and does it belong to a dominant culture?

The balloon ensemble may not be part of conventional sartorial expression, but it 
could perhaps be read as an abstract representation of the function of dress. Roland 
Barthes (1983:3) distinguishes between a garment and a representation thereof. 
Within the context of his study of these two aspects, the representational rendition 
of a garment is not only a photograph of a garment worn by a model, but is also 
realised in the description of the garment – in other words, the text that represents 
the garment. Barthes (1983:3) draws a distinction between his concept of ‘image-
clothing’ and an actual garment, which he claims cannot exist at the level of language: 
‘for as far as we know, language is not a tracing of reality – real clothing is technological 
– the result of a manufacturing process’. To further illustrate this point, Barthes 
(1983:6) compares the structure of the actual garment to the mother tongue, while 
suggesting that the image-garment functions as a translation into an iconic structure 
through a process of transformation or transition when the actual garment is 
transformed into a ‘representation’. 

Ruga’s balloon ensemble is not an actual garment in a structural sense. As Barthes 
proposes, “real” or actual clothing is the product of a specific technological process 
– a process that this ensemble has not been subjected to (certainly while the balloons 
are products of mass-production they were never intended to be worn). Ruga has 
manipulated the balloons in such a way that they are translated into an iconic language 
that evokes the hyper-embodiment of a garment, any garment. On a base level, Ruga’s 
balloon ensemble is nothing but an eye-catching artificial façade that can only temporarily 
obscure the identity of the wearer, yet, despite its contrived nature, Ruga suggests 
nothing concrete exists beyond it. This state could be said to apply to all clothing. 

The dandyist mode is driven to push the logic of culture to its limits (Lane 1994:37). 
Ruga’s balloon outfit could be considered as an extreme manifestation of a garment, 
if one had to apply the logic behind clothing to its limit. It is this subversion that brings 
to mind Godfrey’s (1982:28) notion of the dandy ensemble as a result of intertextual 
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polyphony, except that in this instance, with the exception of the fishnet stockings 
and high-heels, Ruga deems to disrupt fashion, or clothing itself, rather than a specific 
set of signs. Yet the fact that the various elements that make up the ensemble are 
familiar – balloons are everyday objects – but have been combined in such a way 
that they appear unfamiliar and strange, evokes the manner in which the dandy inverts 
the syntax of the dominant culture so that it ‘echoes it at a distance’ (Godfrey 1982:28).

This effect of the dandyist mode allows its products to present and occupy an 
‘exemplary faultline’, for this kind of ensemble, which is both familiar and unfamiliar, 
exists both inside and outside the social body; a condition which ‘pushes the limits 
of each toward a profound definitional crisis’ (Lane 1994:48). It is this subversion of 
the logic of culture that permits this to occur. The definitional crisis that the dandy, 
or in Ruga’s context, the artist, creates, links up with the disturbed ‘psychic seam’ 
(Jamal 2010:121) that is the result of a yearning for a place that does not exist and 
one that cannot be escaped – the apartheid past which reverberates through violent 
acts, perversions and prejudice in the present. The Future White Women of Azania 
series embodies this ‘psychic seam’, this hallucinatory projection of an unattainable 
future place. The elegiac tone of the performances, and the processions in particular, 
which appear funereal, speak of this mourning for this unattainable “dream” and the 
“nightmare” of apartheid that lingers. 

The definitional crisis could be said to occur or be the product of intertextual polyphony, 
which through interpretation of a linguistic or cultural text, occurs at the level of language 
and the melding of the everyday and an extreme version thereof. For Heidegger (cited 
in Harries 2009:73, emphasis added), the transformation that occurs is what allows 
an object to become deemed an art object, or something more than just a representation 
of an object: ‘The artwork is, to be sure, a thing that is made, but it says something 
other than the mere thing itself, is, allo agorreuei … it is an allegory’. 

In this way, Ruga’s ensemble (and performance which activates it) operates as an 
artwork; it articulates ideas beyond what it is; its visual signs are designed to 
communicate. However, the fact that it is worn on the body and embraces the spirit 
of the dandy in the sense that he takes ‘delight in the dissolution of boundaries’ (Lane 
1994:29), together with Ruga’s preference to locate his acts in public spaces rather 
than in galleries and to destroy the main part of the ensemble at the end of each 
performance, allows the ensemble to exist as that which cannot be claimed or contained. 
It seems fitting then, that the balloon ensemble depends on air to give it substance. 
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ABSTRACT 
In the nineteenth century, two imports to South Africa, beadwork and photography, 
were to impact on the ways in which people presented themselves to the gaze 
of others. Both required some forms of pointing and stitching, both within the 
things they constructed, and between the things they constructed and the bodies 
of those they made visible. Both were imported via colonial intrusion and were 
used to control the local population by visibly binding them to particular identities. 
At the same time local populations used these imports to reinforce their own 
identities and to speak back to the power of the colonists. 

The first import, of glass beads to the east coast, resulted in a tradition of beadwork 
in a multitude of styles. I examine the ways in which beadwork can to be linked 
to isiZulu-speakers’ scarification in the way it is tied to the body, worn and 
sometimes even stitched into the hair. I argue that these praxes talk of beadwork 
as a creation of a second level of skin and of a combined, layered set of meanings 
and identities. 

The second import, photography, allowed the different manners of scarring and 
of wearing beadwork to be recorded over a long time span. By bringing together 
the indexical function of photography (via Barthes) to record identities, the pointing 
of the camera at the object to be fixed, the bodies, the scars and the beadwork 
and, I argue, following Jacques Derrida’s (2009 [1978]) notion of "pointure", that 
the photographs have been laced onto, and entangle irretrievably with, that which 
they supposedly “represent”.

Keywords: beadwork; photographs; pointure; punctum; scarification; stitching; pointing; Zulu.
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In the nineteenth century, two imports to South Africa were to impact on the ways 
in which people presented themselves to the gaze of others.1 Both imports were 
brought to Africa by European colonial powers and were used to varying degrees 
as a means of controlling the local population by binding them to particular ethnic 
identities. At the same time these imports were turned by local populations to make 
their own identities and to speak back to the power of the colonists. The two imports 
in question here both required different and complex forms of “pointing” and “stitching” 
– both within the things they constructed, and between these and the cultural bodies 
they made visible. 

The first of these imports, chronologically, were glass beads, acquired from Asia and 
the Mediterranean, via trade along the African East Coast, over many centuries, and 
sometimes picked up off shipwrecks off the coast, but in very small quantities. Some 
of these trade beads were considered particularly valuable among different peoples 
in Southern Africa.2 Larger numbers of, generally smaller, so-called seed beads 
started to arrive in the latter half of the eighteenth century and were acquired by 
isiZulu, isiXhosa and Khoisan speakers in the coastal regions, in larger quantities 
than before, but with specific preferences for white, red and blue/black beads.3 The 
glass beads were of a size and type that enabled forms of assemblage very different 
from those available to workers using older, indigenous materials such as shells and 
seeds. The peoples of the region found these glass seed beads increasingly desirable 
as they were consistent in size, texture and shine, enabled more variety in form and 
pattern and potentially more colours, although initially white, red and dark blue/black 
were preferred. The colonial masters, as importers of the beads, responded to this 
desire by trying to satisfy the market both in quantity and in its swings in colour 
preference, and as masters of the colony, attempted to control the use of the things 
indigenous peoples made with the beads.4

Nguni-speaking peoples in particular, to varying degrees, adopted, adapted and 
developed numerous beadwork techniques, inventing some along the way. The 
simplest technique was that of stringing beads together in a line, often using gut as 
the thread, in colour sequences that repeat or reverse, or, when they are multiplied 
in fringes, make up horizontal stripes or chevrons. Simple stringing extends into 
winding – turning strings of beads round a core of another material, with patterns 
that emerge as the different colours meet around the core.5 Imported needles and 
long, durable threads essential to the techniques of stitching involved in more complex 
forms of beadwork were also obtained by trade with European travellers, missionaries 
and merchants. Further expertise or skill is evident in a number of different techniques 
for making bead fabric; stitching that doubles back upon itself in so-called brick 
stitch, net-stitches that have lace-like qualities, and single-thread weave stitches that 

1. The research for this paper was fund-

ed in par t by the National Research 

Foundation of South Africa (NRF). 

2.   Among these are the so-cal led 

“beads of the water” owned by the Kings 

of the Venda-speakers (Stayt 1932), and 

North Sotho rulers (Mőnnig 1967). These 

were larger tube beads, quite different 

from the later small glass seed-beads. 

Interestingly, these larger trade beads 

appear to have greater spiritual impor-

tance than the later smaller beads.

3.   See Saitowitz (1994) and Kaufmann 

(1994) for some of this history among 

Southern Nguni groups.

4.   Histories of beadworks for specific 

groups from South Africa have been at-

tempted, for example, Kaufmann (1994); 

Klopper (2000); Preston-Whyte (1994), 

and Wood (1996) on the “Zulu”. While 

these have contributed to understandings 

of beadwork in South Africa, they have 

had a somewhat dif ferent focus from 

that which I adopt here. Frank Jolles 

(2004) makes some reference to the 

ways in which traders helped to stabilise 

“traditions” of colour by limiting choice 

in their bead socks, but the nineteenth 

-century records are more likely to point 

out how fickle local tastes for colour 

could be. This would suggest that tra-

ditions only hardened well into the twen-

tieth century.

5.   The complexity of these designs in-

creased rapidly over 50 years, resulting 

in some very complex patterns by the 

late nineteenth century. Papini (1994) 

has traced some of the more complex 

designs to a source in Pashmina shawls 

imported into Natal.



  | 163 Number 23, 2014 ISSN 1020 1497

join rows of beads parallel to each other. There are other techniques for stitching 
beads to fabric or leather, and for sewing them at right angles to one another, or in 
tightly sewn strings coiled around each other so that the resultant surfaces are three-
dimensional in texture.6 The ways in which the beads, thus sewn into works, were 
tied to, or around the body, worn or sometimes stitched into the hair and looped 
through earlobes, talk to beadwork as creating a second level of marking the skin, 
and of its extended layering and suturing of meanings and identities. The beads that 
were introduced by outsiders, along with other sewing skills, became embedded in 
indigenous lifestyles as part of bodies, as integral to identities when they were placed 
on parade, as they were in the photographs which I explore in this article.

The second import, which allowed both the variety of forms and the different manners 
of wearing beadwork to be recorded over a long time span, was photography. 
European visitors, traders, settlers and missionaries to southern Africa introduced 
photographic processes in the mid-nineteenth century, with a number of early studios 
established in towns such as Durban, Cape Town and Grahamstown.7 These studios, 
run by European settlers, produced images of settlers, land- and seascapes, early 
townscapes and many pictures of indigenous peoples dressed in a variety of exotic 
items. Most of the early (mid-nineteenth century) photographs of black Africans were 
made in studios, with the subjects fastened, or pinned, into place by the clamps 
commonly used at the time to keep sitters still. Somewhat later photographs showed 
African subjects posed against a background of landscape painting, and leaning 
against a studio prop, after the 1860s often wearing copious amounts of beadwork.
Real “field” photographs of indigenous peoples in their own rural contexts were rarely 
attempted before then, and these were carefully constructed and posed to illustrate 
particular aspects of “tribal” life. 

Most images of indigenous peoples were, initially, largely consumed by outsiders, 
visitors and colonial officials to show the otherness of the “other”, although indigenous 
people increasingly acquired studio photographs of themselves as the century 
progressed. It is difficult to tell which studio portraits of Africans wearing beaded 
finery were exclusively aimed at a foreign audience – many could equally have been 
treasured by their sitters/subjects as records of their own appearance, had they been 
given, or bought, copies. Photography has the power to fix historically grounded 
identities for outsiders and to bestow modernity on its sitters, depending on how its 
images were both executed and viewed. In either case, however, such images have 
become part of the genre of photograph as document, as archiving an existent “fact”, 
something that needs some attention in relation to the issues at hand. Roland 
Barthes’s (pre-digital) understanding of the photograph suggests that what was 
present in the photograph actually existed: ‘Every photograph is a certificate of 

6.   Information on the stitching techniques 

of beadwork is to be found in Labelle 

(2006), Costello (1990) and Carey (1986) 

inter alia.

7.   Bensusan (1996) provides a useful 

but sketchy overview of the early pho-

tographers. Webb (1992) and more re-

cently, Stevenson and Graham-Stewart 

(2001) identify a number of others. Much 

of the information provided by Stevenson 

and Graham-Stewart is repeated in the 

re-publication of the same images in 

Garb’s (2013) edi ted volume of the 

Walther collection.
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presence’ (Barthes 2000:87). ‘… [T]he photograph’, he continues, ‘possesses an 
evidential force’ and its ‘power of authentication exceeds the power of representation’ 
(Barthes 2000:88-89). Using this understanding, I bring together the photographic 
“record” provided by the images made by settler photographers, and beadwork of 
the kind it recorded.

Punctum and pointure

Here I follow a chain from bodily scarification to dressing the body in beads. I posit 
that scarification and its analogous extension, beadwork, act not only as “punctum” 
(Barthes 2000) within nineteenth-century photographs of indigenous peoples, but 
also as mechanisms of pointure (Derrida 2009 [1978]). The merit in binding these 
ideas in relation to an investigation of beadwork, bodies and photographs is that it 
brings into focus a number of questions about histories of bodies and their 
representation/construction in photographs. Barthes (2000:26-27) suggests that a 
punctum in a photograph serves to punctuate an image and to pierce/wound the 
spectator; he says that a photograph may be ‘... speckled with these sensitive points’ 
(Barthes 2000:27), in effect offering multiple piercings. These piercings within the 
“ethnography” or “studium” that is the ostensible subject of the photograph he 
suggests, constitute a ‘kind of subtle beyond’ (Barthes 2000:59). Although Barthes 
suggests that the punctum is in essence unintended, and many of the elements that 
I examine below are intentionally included in the photographs by the photographers 
or the sitters, his argument, that it is the detail that ‘changes my reading. … The 
detail is the punctum’, allows one to follow such detail more closely and it is the detail 
which explains the different levels at which the gaze is instrumental in fixing identity, 
in the process of pointing/pointure. 

In the colonial context, the production of images which purport to “record” the 
appearance and customs of Africans was largely in the hands of white settlers who 
had access to the technology and the equipment. Africans were photographed, often 
at the behest of the photographer who made images for sale to Europeans in the 
form of cartes de visite and postcards. These photographs are ethnographic in their 
recording of the appearance of the individual, they present her (or him) dressed in 
particular ways and understood as already “other”, because they prickle with intentional 
punctums for the outside viewer. For most Europeans, these images functioned as 
records of what was perceived of as the “strange” and “primitive” habits of the 
colonised subjects they represented, and the beadwork was one of the elements 
that produced the effect of “piercing” the viewers. I suggest, however, following 
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Deborah Poole (1997) that the fixity implied by the notion of the photograph as 
document is at odds with Barthes’s own notion of the unsettling function of the 
punctum. The photograph of the person in beaded finery offers to the “outside” 
viewer a studium that is pierced and thus perforated and destabilised by the punctums, 
but for indigenous viewers, who would recognise the types and use of beads in 
particular ways in relation to the modernity of the photographs and the beads 
themselves, the same visual elements do a different kind of indexing. In this sense, 
the photograph and the beadwork become linked as contradictory signs laced 
together in complementary conjunction.

Jacques Derrida’s (2009) notion of “pointure” is useful here. Initially outlined in relation 
to a lace being passed through the eyelets of a shoe (in response to the debate 
between Martin Heidegger (1998 [1950, 1957, 1960]) and Meyer Schapiro (1994) over 
the boots in a painting by Vincent van Gogh), it was extended through an analogy 
between the way an ‘invisible lace … pierces the canvas’, and the pointure ‘pierces 
the paper’ (Derrida 2009:440). He invokes puncturing, pointing and particularity of 
reference, as well as the process of stitching or lacing different layers together8 in a 
manner which closely parallels Barthes’s tracing of the punctum. For Barthes, the 
punctum is the element, wound or mark within the wider studium (the whole 
photographic context), which allows particularity of the photograph to be established, 
and relates to Derrida’s account of pointure as the piercing; the detailed eyelet hole 
that allows the detail to be laced into, tied and enmeshed within a contextual framework 
extending beyond the painting/photograph as a whole, beyond Barthes’s studium.

The investigation of the relationship between the body image of isiZulu-speakers in 
Natal in the late nineteenth century and the photographic images that point to 
particularised identities in this article, follows some of these threads and pierced 
apertures. I first examine the evidence of the scarred body among isiZulu-speakers, 
understanding it both as a form of pointing and punctuating, but also in terms of the 
ways in which the (here metaphorical) lace moves through the punctured hole, 
bringing the inside out and, through confusing the boundary between the body and 
that which lies on its surface, redefining the frame (Derrida 2009:437) and rendering 
the body more graspable, possibly more erotically appealing.9 The raised scars 
(izinhlanga/izimpimpila) on the surface of the skin brought the interior of the body 
into a three-dimensional interaction with the enveloping world, and made it tangible, 
refusing the smoothness of the skin as an envelope.

In what follows from there, I explore the ways in which the punctum as a mark of 
particularity and pointure as a method of both sewing together and lacing/unlacing 
helps to establish a particular relation between photographic re-presentations of 

8.   Michael Payne’s (1993) reading of 

Derrida’s notion of “pointure” expands 

it quite considerably beyond its initial 

framework.

9.   The possible erotic appeal of scar-

ification among the Luba is discussed 

by Nooter (1992:86) and Net t leton 

(2007:362ff). 
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isiZulu-speaking people from Natal and the Zulu Kingdom, the scars and the beadwork 
in the photographs, and the actual stitched pieces of beadwork from the same region. 
Using examples of photographs from the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, 
I unpack the ways in which they invoke and thus “fix” particular, but often constructed, 
identities through their re-presentation of beadwork/stitching.

Scarring the body: the physical punctum 

In 1907 Father Mayr, a German missionary at Marianhill (near Durban) in Natal, 
published an account of female scarification procedures among isiZulu-speaking 
women. In making these patterns young women (largely) punctured their skins with 
incisions, inserting foreign matter (usually dung) under the skin flaps and applying 
heat to cause scarring (Mayr 1907b:644). Mayr’s article was illustrated with 
photographs, some by his fellow Trappist monk Father Müller, a photographer of 
some ability, and others drawn from the already large archive of photographs of 
“Zulu” subjects (Webb 1992). At the time that these articles appeared in the 
ethnographic journal Anthropos, raised keloid scars were still part of some women’s 
body praxis in the regions inhabited by isiZulu-speakers,10 but it was no longer very 
common. Mayr (1907b:644-645) claimed that scarring was more often executed on 
girls with lighter skins, and that it was confined to cheeks, upper arms and hips. 
While scarified bodies are presented in a number of European-authored photographs 
of peoples from Natal, from the mid-nineteenth century onwards, the majority of 
women shown in the wider corpus of images of isiZulu speakers do not have scars. 
The praxis is still evident on the bodies of some women in Müller’s images taken at 
the turn of the century. 

For scarification to be visible and noted, of course, required that the subjects of the 
photographs were unclothed, at least in the western sense. I make a distinction here 
between the “naked” body, or even the “nude” as an ideal form,11 and the body which 
is not covered by western clothing, but is in some sense nevertheless “dressed”. 
This unclothed, dressed presentation of body is the predominant mode in many of 
the photographs of isiZulu-speakers in the nineteenth century where scars and/or 
beadwork circumscribed both men’s and women’s heads, faces, torsos and limbs 
and punctuated their exposed skins. Scars and beadwork would have played a 
significant role in establishing identity, possibly not “ethnic” in the pan-“Zulu” sense,12 
but definitely related to group, status and gender. This identity was represented in 
the photograph – as Barthes (2000:28) says ‘... it immediately yields up those “details” 
which constitute the very material of ethnological knowledge’. For Barthes (2000:5) 

10.   Photos taken by Mrs Jaques in the 

1930s (housed in the Wits Art Museum) 

and Katesa Schlosser (Schlosser 2004, 

2006) in the 1950s of tshiTsonga-speaking 

women from northern Natal, the Transvaal 

and Mozambique, show that women’s 

abdominal scarification was still prac-

tised well into the twentieth century by 

peoples other than isizulu speakers.

11.   The most famous and controversial 

definition was offered by the aesthete 

and arch formalist Kenneth Clark (1956) 

in which it was put forward as a western 

idea, and as part of western art history.

12.   Issues of “Zulu” identity have come 

under increasing scrutiny in the past few 

years. See for example, the essays in 

the tome edited by Carton et al. (2008).
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Seated “Zulu” woman with chest scarification, 1860-1880. Carte de visite photograph. Silver 
gelatin print. 

Iziko Museums, Cape Town.

FIGURE No 1
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a photograph is primarily that which always and inevitably ‘points’ to ‘certain vis-à-
vis’, in this case, constructions of corporeal identity.

Two mid-nineteenth century photographs of the same woman with scars on her 
chest, show her sitting (Figure 1) and standing13 in the same studio setting. In both 
images, the young woman confronts the camera dead-pan, her head encircled by 
a white band. Sustained looking at both images reveals details such as a snuff-spoon 
tucked beneath the headband over her right ear and into the hair, pointing to and 
puncturing/punctuating the boundary between face and hair that is enforced by the 
headband. Each of these details stands, alongside the scars, a just-visible beaded 
belt and a rather odd tube pendant from her left ear,14 as an ethnographic punctum 
within the photograph. They “represent”, or rather offer evidence of, body dressing 
practices that were particular to isiZulu-speaking women in the nineteenth century. 
They pierce the viewer’s attention with their particularity, moving the female nude 
from the generic to the particular. Another photograph of similar date15 has a similar 
effect. It captures another woman, posed kneeling; she is, eternally, wearing a 
necklace and belt composed of cowrie-shells attached to straps, a white bead 
necklace of multiple strings and two small gourds and other natural objects attached 
to the ends of the thongs that tie her belt. She has a beaded strap tied around her 
head and prominent keloid scars on her upper arms. All these elements stand on 
the skin, punctuating her body’s smooth uninterrupted circumference, marking 
significant parts of the body or transitions from one part of the body to another. In 
all these photographic records the body scarring is limited to, and isolated on, 
particular bodily sites that apparently were not prescribed: Mayr (1907:646) suggests 
that there were no rules as to the number of rows, nor as to the numbers of scars 
in each row, and I have found no record of the praxis being ritually prescribed. 

That, in the past, some isiZulu-speaking women scarred their bodies more extensively 
is evident in two further photographs. One, in the Marianhill mission archive16 shows 
similar scars on the back of a woman in a reclining pose, back to the camera/observer. 
The scars are confined to one side of her spine in an asymmetrical fashion not 
normally associated with traditional practice, but visible in some of the other images 
of scarification as well.17 This figure is in a pose that recalls the image-type made 
famous by Diego Velazquez’s The Toilet of Venus (1647-1651).18 There can be little 
doubt, though, that the pose was chosen for the photographs of “natives”, not only 
because it enables one to see the scarification marks on the body, but also for its 
ability to titillate the (assumedly male) viewer.19 The tradition of the female nude in 
western art history has been unpacked over the past 50 years as being essentially 
oriented towards consumption by the “male” gaze, where the female is present as 
a sexual object. The male gaze is that which then “owns” the image. As is usual in 

13.   This image can be accessed on-

line at the British Museum collections 

search site. [O]. Available:http://www.

britishmuseum.org/research/search_

the_collection_database/search_ob-

ject_detai ls.aspx?objectid=1409039 

&partid=1 .

14.   This is only present in the photo-

graph reproduced here, and not in the one 

that is in the British Museum collection.

15.   This image is also in the British 

Museum. [O]. Available: http://www.brit-

ishmuseum.org/research/search_the_

collection_database/search_object_de-

tails.aspx?objectid=3151778&partid=1 

16.   This image was illustrated by Arm-

strong and Whitelaw (2008; see also 

Nettleton (2012)) in relation to the tradi-

tion of lumps on pottery called ama-

sumpa that have been associated with 

women’s scarification. That these pho-

tographs circulated widely is clear from 

the fact that they pitch up in dif ferent 

museums with quite different notations 

about authorship and provenance. A 

fragment of this image which was taken 

by the clergy at Marianhill (Müller) is in 

the British Museum collections. The 

image of the seated woman in the Iziko 

Museum is clearly by the same photogra-

pher from the same photo-shoot as the 

image of the standing woman in the Brit-

ish Museum collection. Some of the peo-

p le who appear i n more than one 

photograph are given dif ferent ethnic 

appellations in the different album loca-

tions. This makes attribution of author-

ship to these images very problematic.

17.   These include a studio photo of a 

young woman decked out in beads (Brit-

ish Museum Af, A3.72) with a row of 

scars running from her left upper arm 

across the left upper part of her chest; 

the semi reclining figure (British Muse-

um Af, A5.17) with scars on the right side 

of her lower back; an image of two 

women, seated against a backdrop (Brit-

ish Museum Af, A5.2), of whom the 

younger has prominent scars on her 

chest. Two photographs by John E Mid-

dlebrook from before 1895, preserved 

in the Pitt Rivers Museum (1998.210.6.4 

& 1998.210.6.1), show young women 

with scars on abdomen and shoulders.
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Scarified “Zulu” woman with headgear, 1860-1880. Carte de visite photograph. Silver gelatin print. 

Iziko Museums, Cape Town.

FIGURE No 2

18.   Painted between 1647 and 1651, 

during the nineteenth century the work 

hung in Rokeby Hall/Rokeby Park and 

was thus nicknamed the “Rokeby 

Venus”, a name that has stuck with it 

since. It was acquired by the National 

Gallery in London in 1906 as part of the 

Morritt Collection, but was well known 

before that via engraved reproductions.

19.   Two earlier iterations of this pose 

are seen in photographs in the British 

Museum (Af, A5.10 & Af, A5.17) from 

an album collated by Captain Parish 

between 1860 and 1880. The first has 

a woman in the Rokeby Venus pose, 

mirror in hand, but the second pose 

is reversed, with the woman leaning 

on her right arm. Only the latter has 

scarification, and this is on the right 

side of her body only. She wears a 

headband, a very long tubular ear plug 

and two belts.



  | 170 Number 23, 2014 ISSN 1020 1497

these somewhat prurient images made for the outsider, male and undoubtedly 
colonial master’s gaze, the woman in Figure 2 has only a beaded belt to further dress 
her un-clothed body.This belt plays off against the scars in pointing to difference. 
The second photograph, another of the kind made as cartes de visite, shows a 
woman seated on a chair against a background of grass mats (Figure 2). Her lower 
body is clothed in a wrap-skirt, but she has extensive scarification on her stomach 
around her torso, above her breasts, on her lower and upper arms and on her cheeks, 
again making a definitive statement about identities that would draw different responses 
from differently positioned viewers. 

Mayr’s (1907b) account of the scarification process suggests that it was followed as 
a matter of choice, mostly by teenaged girls between the ages of 13 and 16, and 
without any attendant ritual. However, if this account is correct, given that girls of 
this age group would have been going through puberty, it is possible that continued 
scarification in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, reflected the survival 
of a need to mark one’s status on entry into the stage of child-bearing potential. 
Among the isiZulu-speakers of the Zulu Kingdom, older rites of passage, which 
initiated boys into manhood and girls to womanhood, were supplanted by their 
drafting into amabutho (age grade regiments) in which bodily modifications such as 
scarification and circumcision were no longer required or allowed.20 Female 
scarification, if it was voluntary, could thus possibly have been a remnant of an older 
praxis in the sense that it was still done by younger women, at their own behest.

However the photographic evidence suggests that Mayr might have been mistaken 
about the age at which women acquired their scars; the women with scarification in 
the images that I have found, in a search that has covered a number of archives and 
publications, were all beyond puberty. As they were captured on film from 1860 
through to the early 1900s, it is unlikely that these women could have been subjected 
to scarification as part of puberty rites, which had been abandoned (in the Zulu 
Kingdom at least) in the first decade of the nineteenth century: they are all clearly 
young women rather than adolescent girls – some of them appear to have suckled 
children. Furthermore, images of pubescent girls from these archives do not show 
any with such scars. In a pair of photographs from an album of cartes de visite 
assembled by Arthur Spring Natal (1865), and preserved in the Pitt-Rivers Museum, 
Oxford (1998.67.1-51) there are two photographs which bear this out. One (Pitt Rivers 
Museum 1998.67.46) that purports, according to the annotations in the album, to 
represent ‘girls from 12 to 16 years of age’, formed the basis for one of the illustrations 
in Gustav Theodor Fritsch’s (1872) compendium on the native “races” of southern 
Africa (Nettleton 2011:232, fig 15; Dietrich 2008) (Figure 3).

20.   This structural organisation of 

young people appears to have been fol-

lowed across all isiZulu-speaking splinter 

groups beyond the Kingdom and Natal, 

such as the SeSwati speakers of the 

Swazi Kingdom, Ndebele speakers of 

Zimbabwe and Ngoni speakers of Malawi/

Zambia. There was a corresponding sim-

ilarity in many other aspects of material 

and other cultures among these groups.
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“Zulu maidens“, 1860-1880. Carte de visite photograph. Silver gelatin print. 

Iziko Museums, Cape Town.

FIGURE No 3
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It shows no scarification on the bodies of the young women. The second (Pitt Rivers 
Museum 1998.67.48) shows ‘full grown … girls about 18-20 years of age’,21 both of 
whom, perhaps significantly, do have scars on their chests above their breasts. It 
has been suggested22 that the scarification of the reclining woman in the Marianhill 
photograph discussed earlier, is not complete, because when complete it should be 
asymmetrically placed on the body. Accepting this for the moment, and noting that 
the woman in this photograph is certainly older than 12 or 13, calls into question 
Mayr’s assertion about the ages at which scarification was completed. There is a 
possibility that scarification might have been acquired slowly around the time a 
woman entered, and then during, her child-bearing phase, so that the asymmetry 
seen in these photographs is the result of a process which could be stopped and 
re-started at various stages. This process is similar to the paths followed by individuals 
in accumulating beadwork items as they moved from childhood through courtship 
and marriage in isiZulu-speaking societies.

While scant attention has been paid to any form of scarification amongst South 
African Bantu-speaking peoples in general,23 and there is no mention of men’s 
scarification as such among isiZulu-speakers, there is some evidence that medical 
forms of scarification were practised by men. One photograph of a young man 
bedecked with a number of beadwork items, which I examine later (Figure 4) has 
keloid scars on his upper left arm arranged in a pattern that is almost identical to 
that on the women in the other photographs I have discussed.

Interestingly, while there is, in fact, no real evidence that this young man was indeed a 
speaker of isiZulu, or that he was born in the region of Natal or the Zulu Kingdom, he 
has a very close “cousin” in an almost identical photograph (of a different young man 
without visible scars) against the same background, identified as being made by the 
Caney studio in Durban in the 1880s (Webb 1992:51). The presence of scars on this 
young man is enough to disturb the notion that scarification was a specifically female 
body modification practised in accordance with a strict gender code. Men probably 
acquired scars mostly as part of a process of acquiring medical protection: Joseph 
Shooter (1857:349) quotes informants’ claims that, in his preparations for battle with 
‘Pagatwayo’, ‘Tshaka’ had ‘… cuttings made into various parts of his body … ’ into 
which ‘medicines’ were placed by a ‘doctor’. The powers which would thus be associated 
with such scarring may well have been more serious than being simply for decoration. 
Such scars were simply by-products of medical procedures such as this one.24 Whereas 
medical scars stand as a poignant punctum, permanent reminders of particular 
embodied action, lacing the individual to a wider context of belief, they do not account 
for the ordered and systematic scarification of young men as in this photograph.

21.   The elision here refers to the ubiq-

uitous use of the term “Kaffir” as the de-

sc r ip to r  o f  i s i Zu lu -  and i s i Xhosa- 

speaking peoples that was in common use 

throughout the western European and 

American museums in cataloguing their 

holdings of Southern African materials. 

22.   This idea is one which has been 

attached as a caption to the photograph 

by the curators of the collection at the 

Killie Campbell Museum, KwaZulu Natal 

(see Net t leton (2012); Armstrong & 

Whitelaw (2008)).

23.   See Nettleton (2007) for some of 

these in relation to headrest decoration 

and Armstrong and Whitelaw (2008) for 

the question of the amasumpa motif in 

“Zulu” material culture.

24.   Mayr (1907a) records such pro-

cesses of cutting for the sake of healing, 

not for the sake of marking.
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The scars on these bodies were, however, from the mid-nineteenth century onwards, 
increasingly augmented with, and ultimately arguably, replaced by beadwork as a 
means of dressing the un-clothed body. 

“Zulu warrior”, 1883-1893. Photograph probably from the Caney Studio, Durban. Silver gelatin print. 

Iziko Museums, Cape Town.

FIGURE No 4
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Moving from scars to beads

Beadwork was deployed around the body by many isiZulu speakers in ways that 
paralleled the use of scars, marking chests/breasts, torsos (back and front) shoulders, 
necks, limbs and heads, sitting on the skin, but also standing up off the skin. While 
beadwork can be seen to have replicated some aspects of the, probably older, 
tradition of scarification, I do not argue that emergence of the former was dependent 
on, a cause of, or a result of, the other’s demise, nor do I suggest that there was a 
strong symbolic or ritual equivalence between the two. But the wearing of multiple 
beadworks on the body would have masked the visibility of keloid scars, and thus 
rendered them less significant. Beadwork implicated its wearers in a new tradition, 
whose exponential growth happened as imported glass beads became more easily 
available and in larger quantities to people living in the Eastern Cape, Natal and the 
Zulu Kingdom (Klopper 2000). Traditions of beadwork were invented and elaborated 
in these areas from the late 1700s onwards. By the late nineteenth century it was de 
rigeur for men in their late teens and early twenties (at least those who could afford 
it) to wear loads of beaded necklaces, panels, aprons and head rings for ceremonial 
occasions and dances.Among isiZulu-speakers, beadwork was largely worn by 
younger people, both men and women, and was associated with bodies, which were 
largely un-dressed in other ways. Beadwork can thus, like scarification, be seen to 
be one of the means through which bodies were bound within a social structure 
understood, following Tim Ingold (2011) as a set of embodied experiences. The 
sewing of the beads was a metaphor for, and thus a means of, sewing experienced 
identity into place.

The wearing of beadwork also constituted a move towards modernity; not only were 
the materials acquired from outside the group, they were also a reflection of an 
increasing inclusion of their users and wearers into a cash economy and wage labour. 
Because, unlike scarification, beadwork was not permanently fixed to the body, it 
could be removed when the wearer moved into different contexts. It thus had (and 
still has) the advantage that it would not draw attention to a particular identity 
associated with the “primitive” in the way that scarring would. Significantly, however, 
both beadwork and scarification depended on processes of pointing and puncturing 
in rendering the body visible and legible. They also constituted a process of binding 
the traditional and the modern into a heavily seamed coexistence.

The woman with extensive scarification in Figure 3 wears a minimum of beadwork – 
the strings around her neck have large wood or seed elements attached to them, and 
beads only appear on her elaborately constructed headband of four separate strands, 
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with two strings that hang between her eyes, covering her forehead and separating it 
from, and thus containing, her hair. Both the necklaces and the headband complement 
the scars as parts of a continuous body surface punctuated at significant points. In 
her ear-lobe she wears one of the pointed stud-like plugs associated with “Zulu” ear-
lobe stretching. The sum total of these elements, the studium of the photograph, 
constructs an image, an identity, and a person. They are “sutured” into a whole.

The physical pointure – beadwork items and techniques

The physical praxis of beadworking – bead-sewing in the case of Southern African 
peoples25 – is of a type that Ingold (2011) has argued as embodied, as not being 
conceived in a mind’s eye and then executed to plan, but rather as growing through 
the bodily movements that bring it into being. He draws a distinction between the 
apparently ineluctable process of stringing beads, where beads follow each other 
with little variation, and the much more variable motion constituted by the strokes of 
a saw cutting wood. Yet I would argue that a bodily integration of sight, movement, 
pattern, design and structure is equally evident in the threading of cotton, or gut, 
using needles or not, through holes in the beads, and around or through other 
supports such as cloth, grass or skin, to produce objects of extraordinary variety. 
The movements involved, the pointing, puncturing, suturing and selecting, lacing 
and making lace, developing pattern texts within bead textiles, all fall into the finely 
nuanced non-repetition of making that Ingold discusses. But they also have both 
material and ideological effects in that their products enable both a particular way 
of wearing, of binding and of marking the body and a context of reading the body 
within a discourse of desire and control.

One of the most common techniques used by isiZulu-speaking bead artists is called 
umbijo (pl izimbijo) (roll/s), which involves the winding of strings of beads around a 
core of grass or sedge stalks.26 Patterns were created through alternation of colours, 
to create stripes of varying width, or panels of alternating colour, sometimes by the 
employment of different size beads in single rows. Later examples include complex 
patterns of interlocking triangles and chevrons. The strings of beads may be stitched 
to the core at intervals in the process of winding or after all are wound, and in multiple-
roll works, such as her waist belt, the rolls are bound to one another by stitches 
placed at regular intervals perpendicular to the length of the roll as shown in Figures 
5a and 5b, a late nineteenth century example with a beaded panel pendant at one 
end. While such long multiple-roll pieces are generally classified in the literature as 
belts for wear around the torso,27 they served other purposes as well.

25.   Southern African beadwork is typ-

ically sewn, laced or threaded in com-

plex ways. Unlike much Native American 

beadwork, it is not woven on a loom (Labelle 

2006; Berlo & Phillips 1998; Costello 1996).

26.   In some instances, the core is cov-

ered with imported cloth before the beads 

are sewn round it. In later examples, rolls 

of cloth sometimes replace the grass core 

altogether. Furthermore, in some of the 

later examples, only the outer, visible side 

of the roll is beaded, presumably increas-

ing the comfort with which it could be 

worn, and reducing the weight and the 

cost of each item considerably.

27.   See for example, the items listed in 

the catalogue Zulu treasures: of kings and 

commoners/amagugu kaZulu: amakhosi 

nabantukazana (1996) where no’s B54-

B68 are all called umutsha (waistband). 

Some of these have the small panel at one 

end. Wood (1996) offers an historico-ar-

chaeological account of Zulu beadwork 

in this volume.
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Umutsha (waistband) made of izimbijo beaded rolls (front detail), Zulu artist (name unrecorded), late 
nineteenth century. Glass beads, cloth, spun thread, grass/sedge. 

Wits Art Museum, Wits Museum of Ethnology Collection. WME 069. 

FIGURE No 5a

Umutsha (waistband) made of izimbijo beaded rolls (back detail), Zulu artist (name unrecorded), late 
nineteenth century. Glass beads, cloth, spun thread, grass/sedge. 

Wits Art Museum, Wits Museum of Ethnology Collection. WME 069. 

FIGURE No 5b
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Panels could also be made using a variety of stitches to enmesh the beads within a 
complex web; a bead fabric. These included short strings of three or four beads laid 
parallel and sewn to each other to form long stripes or check patterns, a technique 
seen in some of the earliest pieces of beadwork documented as collected in Natal 
(Nettleton 2012). The panels around the neck of the young woman in Figure 6 rest on 
the skin, move with the body, crumple and unfold (see the panels at her neck) in ways 
that creates a dynamic interplay between different elements. In almost all instances, 

A Zulu woman with her best jewellery on, inscribed JEM on left = John Middlebrook, photographer 
in Durban active in 1870s. Silver gelatin print.

Iziko Museums, Cape Town.

FIGURE No 6
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such fabric-ated beadwork pieces are given edges which have a greater degree of 
three-dimensional substance to them (Figures 7 & 8), making them stand up from the 
surface on which they rest, preventing them from melding into the surface of the skin.

Ulimi (Neckpiece), Zulu artist (name unrecorded), late nineteenth century. Glass beads, spun thread, 
brass buttons. 

Wits Art Museum: Standard Bank Collection of African Art: 1996.52.01 2.

FIGURE No 7

Isheshe/Isigege (Girdle), Zulu artist (name unrecorded), late nineteenth century. Glass beads, spun 
thread, brass buttons. 

Wits Art Museum: Standard Bank Collection of African Art: 1992 09 037.

FIGURE No 8
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Studio photographs: pointing identity through beads

Photographs of isiZulu-speaking people in front of their homes dating to the 1870s, 
for example Figure 9, show men and women posed very carefully, in stylised fashion 
demanded by long exposure times, in front of grass dwellings (izindlu). In most cases, 
these people wear minimal amounts of beadwork on their bodies. Because they 
were not attired in “clothes”, i.e. garments made from cloth and cut or pieced and 
sewn together (itself a process of puncturing, lacing and tying), which colonists 
approved as “civilised” dress, black people’s wear was construed by colonists and 
missionaries and their converts as “primitive” (Colenso 1865; Tyler 1891; Papini 1993). 

Yet the people in these photographs all wear one or two of the following visible 
beaded items: belts, necklaces or girdles which have been carefully threaded, sewn 
and structured as punctuations within an indigenous image, or lexicon, of the body. 
In spite of the fact that colonial presence imposed particular dress codes on the 
indigenous peoples of Natal, where one was required to be covered from the shoulder 
to the knee before venturing into a colonial town or a mission station (Colenso 1865), 
by the 1880s beadwork was an exuberant, even excessive, marker of bodily identity 

“A Zulu family”, photographer unknown, 1870s? Silver gelatin print. 

Iziko Museums of Cape Town.

FIGURE No 9
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in most posed studio and outdoor photographs of indigenous peoples, existing in a 
complex and layered relationship of materials, cultural assumptions and relations of 
inside and outside. The lacing of all of these elements can be traced, if not unpicked, 
in an examination of a metaphorical relationship of pointing, punctuating and trapping 
or capturing in both actual singular pieces of beadwork and in their appearance, 
often as particular puncta in photographs of bodies.

Two later nineteenth-century studio photographs offer a vision of how “Zulu” bodies 
were visually constructed at the time. One, by John Middlebrook (ca 1880), is inscribed 
on the front “Zulu woman with her best jewellery on” (Figure 6) and thus leaves little 
doubt as to what it is intended to convey, while the other (Figure 4), probably by 
William Caney and dating between 1883-1893, showing a young man with his beshu 
of animal tails, a variety of items across his torso and beaded elements around his 
neck and head, is without a title and thus open to a greater latitude of interpretation. 
Both photographs, however, bring together bodies and beadwork, skins and costume 
in relationships that bind the people represented to a wider context. This binding 
started in a space and physical praxis of making of the things represented. The 
spaces of making were anterior to those of the photographs and the pieces of 
beadwork provided punctuation and lacing, both for bodies within these anterior 
spaces, and for their presence in the photographs. The binding developed through 
the building of beadworks, encased the human corpora, but the photographs laced 
them to particular contexts, both spatial and historical. The spatial context of the 
studio or the landscape intentionally invokes the rural, and the African, while the 
historical invokes particular relations between indigenous tradition in the form of 
dress, and “racial”, i.e. bodily inscribed and cultural otherness. 

In Figure 6, a young woman is imaged wearing a number of beadwork items made 
in a technique called umbijo (pl izimbijo) (roll/s), as in her lower girdle. Here the white 
beads are larger than the dark beads between them creating a three-dimensional 
effect on her skin, inscribing her body in particularly identifiable ways, and the pouch 
worn suspended round the neck is on a single beaded roll. This young woman’s 
panels and izimbijo are all worn at body points formerly inhabited by scars on the 
skin. The young man in Figure 4 wears beaded imbijo wound around his head.28 His 
choker is framed top and bottom by rolls, and each of the panel necklaces hanging 
over his chest and abdomen is suspended on a roll. The winding of the strings of 
beads around the grass cores in these objects is somatically related to the ways in 
which the umbijo are in turn wound around parts of the body, resulting in a layering 
of textural and three-dimensional elements against the skin. 

28.   These two photographs are so 

similar that at first glance they could be 

mistaken for the same young man in differ-

ent poses. But close inspection reveals 

clear differences in their anatomy, facial 

features and in details of some items of 

beadwork. Furthermore, the panels that 

hang on the torsos from straps are very 

close in design, but not identical, in the 

two images, possibly reflecting a fashion 

for young men’s wear in the vicinity of 

Durban in the 1880s.



  | 181 Number 23, 2014 ISSN 1020 1497

Attached to the coils of the umbijo headband worn by this young man, are conical 
brass buttons whose points penetrate the surrounds and punctuate the changes of 
colour within the headband itself. Such buttons also fasten umbijo tubes to panels, 
marking the transitions from one to the other in the necklaces of both young people 
and of the young woman’s beaded pouch. The emphasis which these buttons give 
to points of fastening is also seen in the single-roll umbijo round the young woman’s 
hips, above her bead-edged cloth skirt. Details such as these are easily overlooked 
in small black and white photographs, where beadwork draws attention by its use 
of white and contrasting darker hues, to particular points on the body. But these 
details are more visible in the real object (Figure 7) where colour plays an important 
part, and brass buttons interrupt the colour fields and the two dimensional surface 
with prominent, pointed emphasis. One can begin to imagine the colours of the 
beadwork worn in these photographs by stitching them to the actual, remaining 
beadworks in museum collections. 

What is clear from these photographs, however, is that beadwork was, from very 
early on, multiplied by its decoration (Gell 1998). Alfred Gell (1998) examines the ways 
in which skill and skilful decoration expands the visibility of objects and thus “multiplies” 
their presence by making them more than one. This idea is useful in relation to 
beadwork because the design breaks up the unity the beads achieve when sutured 
together, emphasising the process of “pointure” through which they were created 
(see Nettleton 2012). The preferred chevron/triangle/diamond designs used in much 
isiZulu-speakers’ beadwork,29 partly determined by the techniques used to sew the 
particles into a whole, also serve this fracturing process very well (Figures 5, 7 & 8). 
In many of these pieces the designs have a visual rhythm, an optical buzz or hum 
that is so vibrant it could be an early precursor of op-art. The designs make the 
beadwork live, they enliven even the most static bodies of the posed subjects of 
nineteenth-century photographs. The flattening of the colour relations, the emphasis 
on contrast in the photographs, the stillness of the image, all effect a suturing of 
beadwork to bodies that is only disrupted by the survival of the beadwork beyond 
the lives of the human bodies that once wore them and the fading photographs to 
which they were once enlaced.

The stitched survival of the distributed body

Both of the young people in Figures 4 and 6 are bound up in beads: beads that are 
themselves punctured, or were bought punctured, and were subsequently sewn, 
sutured to each other physically, and metaphorically; they were also sewn, or laced, 

29.   This is of course a generalisation. 

See Jolles (1993) for a discussion of the 

specificity of Msinga style beadwork for 

example, although there is not a com-

prehensive record of where this style 

emerged or when. See Wood (1996) and 

van Wyk (2003) for very generalised ac-

counts of different styles.
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always in relation to the bodies of the wearers. In their after-lives, many have stiffened 
into exactly such shapes, formed around absences. The survival of such items in 
museums can be linked to Gell’s notion of the distributed body. Gell (1998) argues 
that objects which have been associated with, but separated from, particular bodies 
can be regarded as nevertheless still part of the body, or partaking of its physical 
(and metaphysical) properties. He discusses this idea in relation to theories of 
‘sympathetic magic’ – ‘volt sorcery’ is his preferred term (Gell 1998:104). I have 
discussed this elsewhere in relation to other objects associated with the body 
(Nettleton 2015, forthcoming), but here I follow it in relation to the notion of pointure. 
While the surviving objects are still, silent material evidence of the processes of 
stitching of the beadwork itself, the identity the beadwork conveys and the aesthetic 
it imparts to bodies themselves, as well as the survival of these beaded items, points 
to another process. This is one of unravelling, of parting and rearrangement of the 
body now distributed. But it never constitutes complete severance, because the 
beaded items carry traces of the bodies that they once enveloped. Their spectres 
are physical absences or lacunae, because beaded items can, after all, stand or lie 
on their own. Their lacing to the body was never as complete as those forms that 
saw beads actually threaded onto the hair of the owner and which, once the hair 
was cut off and discarded as one of the more dangerous exuviae of the body, would 
have been retrieved from the hair or have disappeared with those exuviae. 

Ultimately the pointure of both the photographs and the beadwork takes us back to 
the notion of thinking “in laces”. This is how Derrida (1978:440) suggests we cope 
with the detachment of the object that:

 … as a product of the genus of clothing … is invested, inhabited, 
informed 

– haunted 

– by the “form” of another naked thing from which it is (partially and 
provisionally?) detached.
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ABSTRACT 
Elizabeth Wilson (2004:378) discusses the magical properties of textile media in 
relation to items of clothing, affect and perception. In this article, I take this 
enchanted sensibility further in a discussion of the strong confluence of stitched 
and woven (pointured) forms with horned animal mysticism, discussing the 
historical and contemporary beliefs surrounding horned animals in both western 
and African contexts in relation to, and as an influence on, the mysticism relating 
to pointured mediums. 

I invoke Jacques Derrida’s (2009 [1978]:301-315) critical term “pointure”, which 
stems from the stitched practice of cobbling. Two sub-metaphors employed by 
Derrida (2009:302-307) in his extrapolation of this term bear weight in this context: 
his constitution of the word “lace” (derived from the shoe lace), and his perception 
of a haunting implicit in the relation of the original shoes, to the painted shoes, 
to the viewer. Following this looped notion of lacing and haunting, I argue that 
the vacuum made by the stitch is a haunted site invested with themes and 
experiences of human frailty and desire; filled precipitously by the yarn, a wished 
for end is sympathetically effected.

Keywords: pointure; pointured; lace; snare; textile; weaving; spinning; sympathetic magic; 
textile mysticism; shamanic; axis mundi; San cosmology; threads of light; horned animals; 
antelope; therianthropic figures; horned mysticism; trance; Celtic magic.

Introduction: portentous holes and thresholds

Artist and filmmaker Jurgen Meekel’s novel adaptation of the classic fairy tale, 
Sleeping Beauty (Perrault 2011 [1697]) (Figure 1) is an insightful work from which 
to launch a discussion of the confluence of anthropocentric magical beliefs, stitching 
practices, and animal allegory, “pointing” as it does to the blood-magic redolence 

1.   The word “dream” is employed here 

in its meaning of “a wish”, and references 

dream/trance-like states that can be 

evoked through the repetitive action of 

numerous textile and related practices.

2.   The neologism “pointured” is em-

ployed in this article as a reference to 

Derrida’s (2009:301) use of the term 

“pointure”. Derrida (2009:301) employs 

this French word indicative of the registra-

tion pins on a tympan, and the practice 

of cobbling shoes, as a metaphor for the 

probing and projecting action of reading 

(analysing) paintings and the "unpicking” 

modality of deconstructive analysis. I 

employ the term in reference to the punc-

turing and stitching action of cobbling 

in a broad range of textile, bone, metal 

and bricolage-type objects and practices 

involving probing and threading actions. 

The penetrating projection and investment 

of symbolic value into these pointured 

objects by makers, viewers and users, 

is also associated with of the term.
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of spiked and horned forms.3 This motion graphics film depicts a “real” finger being 
pricked by a needle, set against the cartoon-like backdrop of a green and blue 
horizon interspersed with swirling red and pink vortexes. Digital artefacts visibly 
and subversively pierce the quixotic screen, while a mock-Tarantinoesque spray of 
blood (rendered in one-dimensional stop-frame animation), sprays the filmic environs. 

The remarkable bestiary of variegated mythic and therianthropic creatures that 
populate the film, including a charging horned buffalo, a chimerical dismembered 
horse with a snake writhing from its hind quarters, a winged fish and a locust, 
amongst others, seem related to magical ends and historical and prehistoric animal 
signification and ritual investment. Assigning a mystic sensibility to the animal 
iconography in this film is a notion supported by the repeated spectre of a rotating 
spindle, which is reminiscent of the fairy tale in question, and the conflation of 
spinning and sorcery.4 Ominous images of thorn bushes and numerous crowns 
of thorns float above incongruously pastel-coloured graphic patterns in motion: 
stripes, grids, cloud shapes, circles and squares abound. The spiked peak of a 
broadcast histogram enters the film as a moving character that bobs across and 
beyond the limits of the screen. Vortex forms are revisited in numerous guises 
throughout the film. 

Jurgen Meekel, Sleeping Beauty, 2012. Compilation of stills from the motion graphic digital video. 
3 minutes. 

Courtesy of the artist.

FIGURE No 1

3.   Meekel’s film was first installed as 

part of the Pointure exhibition, co-curat-

ed by Jennifer Kopping and Ann-Marie 

Tully at the University of Johannesburg 

Gallery (8-29 August 2012). 

4.   Witchcraft and spinning were equat-

ed in the pre-industrial Catholic west-

ern world v i l i f y ing female economic 

independence (Jones & Stal lybrass 

2007:117). 
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Images of blood are coupled with thorn-like or spiked formations in variations 
ranging from the photographic image of transparent medical blood bags, ice-
cream-commercial-like swirling blood, and the recurrent figure of the bleeding 
finger – which transforms to have two bleeding prick-like eyes, and appears in a 
suit with a wavy-patterned skirt, and as wearing a crown in a sequence titled “The 
Monarch”. In this palimpsestual manner, which blends the strains of myth and 
whimsy with the hard edge of a retro-seventies design aesthetic and popular 
iconography, this idiosyncratic (and irreverent) film spikes together the strains of 
myth, religious belief and “blood magic”. Sleep is a state that is also frequently 
referenced in this film, pointing not only to the expectant slumber of Sleeping 
Beauty, but also to trance-states in the broader cultural and mythical sense. 

In this article, I reflect on a number of cultural, mythic, and theoretical references 
to a numinous sensibility being equated with holed (vortex), spiked, and horned 
forms (notions redolent with bodily openings and bleeding). A number of these 
numinous conceptions are present in my reading of Meekel’s film.

The vortex-like structures in Meekel’s film appear to reference (and may effect in 
the viewer) altered states of consciousness. This impression is further supported 

Jurgen Meekel, Screen Shot 2012-08-04 at 12.43.25 PM, 2012. Still from the motion graphic 
digital video. 2 minutes. 

Courtesy of the artist.

FIGURE No 2
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by another video piece by the artist entitled Screen Shot 2012-08-04 at 12.43.25 
PM (2012) (Figure 2). Looped to the “header and footer” of the main Sleeping 
Beauty feature, this short vignette features a tunnel-like illusion constructed from 
innumerable frame-grabs of a computer screen window, layered and apparently 
in motion. Trance states related to shamanic and other mystic incidences are 
frequentlylinked to the visual phenomena of vortexes (Lombard 2002:19). In relation 
to the Irish passage tombs of the fourth and third millennium, the cognitive 
archaeologist Jeremy Dronfield (1996:37) argues that vortex or tunnel-like visual 
phenomena –which can be effected under various circumstances, including 
flickering light, by means of hallucinogenic substances, and as a result of 
neuropathology – are produced neurologically in the brain. 

Marlize Lombard (citing Siegel & Jarvik 2002:19), the South African anthropologist 
and archaeologist who has linked bored stones to the vortex neurological 
phenomenon, notes that a number of such visions have been achieved under 
modern laboratory conditions. Lombard (2002:19) cites Rick Strassman’s clinical 
research into psychedelic drugs. Strassman, a medical doctor with specialisation 
in psychiatry and psychopharmacology, proposes that DMT (dimethyltryptamine), 
a short-lived but powerful hallucinogen present in the human pineal gland, is 
responsible for hallucinogenic states when naturally released under stressful 
circumstances such as birth, trance and death. Lombard (2002:19) asserts that 
tunnel vision is a consistent factor in clinical trials that probe altered states. In the 
archaeological context of Upper Paleolithic rock art, the cognitive archaeologist 
David Lewis-Williams (1997:328) has proposed that the neurologically induced 
vortex draws the subject into the deepest stage of trance, mirrored and perhaps 
induced by the context of the cave. 

Lombard (2002:19-23) draws upon various “holed” instances of shamanic material 
culture, ranging from the disk with a hole worn at the rear of Siberian shamanic 
ritual dress, called the “oibonkungata”, to the significance of holes, pits, and 
apertures in San mythology as documented in the ethnographic work of Wilhelm 
Bleek and Lucy Lloyd between 1870 and 1880.5 Lombard (2002:22) notes that 
most San mythology relating to holes suggests that change, transformation, 
protection and danger affect all those who pass through them. Lombard (2002:20) 
also points out that the Siberian shaman, while in a ritual trance, perceives his 
location as the meeting point of the mythic “World Tree” or Axis Mundi, from where 
the shaman ventures through the centre of the world to where s/he can mediate 
between men and gods. In likeness to this notion of a passage, Lewis-Williams 
(2003:59) proposes that San rock paintings in the rock shelters of the Clarens 
formation of the Drakensberg were not simply representations of the world around 

5.   I employ the Nama word “San” to 

point generically to the people that the 

European colonisers of South Afr ica 

called “bushmen” in accordance with 

the request made by the descendants 

of the “bushmen” through the Working 

Group for Ind igenous Minor i t ies in 

Southern Africa (WIMSA) and the South 

African San Institute (SASI) (Deacon & 

Foster 2005:180).
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them, but that these now vanishing visions ‘had a life of their own’, acting as visual 
thresholds, drawing the ‘trancing’ shaman into the world of /Kaggen’s animals.6 
/Kaggan is the trickster deity of the San, a man who hunted and lived socially with 
others, while also being in possession of supernatural powers (Lewis-Williams 
2003:59). This duality of character is indicative of the San belief that the supernatural 
dwells alongside the natural (Lewis-Williams 2003:43, 59).

Lewis-Williams (2003:72) also proposes that the emergence of ‘rain animals’ of 
supernatural import from behind naturally occurring features in the rock surface 
suggests that the San may have believed that the spirit realm dwelt within the 
rock of the Drakensberg. In keeping with this notion of a ‘rock mantle’, Lewis-
Williams (2003:53) further proposes that following the trance encounters where 
the San shamans would remonstrate with /Kaggen, they would return through ‘the 
tunnel’ and later document their visions on the walls, ‘luring’ visualisations of the 
spirit world through the rock face and fixing them there. Meekel’s peak-of-a-
broadcast-histogram character, referencing the unseen technical aspects of 
filmmaking, which travels in a Pac Man-like path across the surface of the screen 
and beyond its limits, is reminiscent of this notion of a realm beyond the visible.

Meekel’s Sleeping Beauty (2012) is also reminiscent of the tiered levels of an Axis 
Mundi opening and encounter – a threshold between the material world and the 
spiritual realm (Lewis-Williams 2000:129). On encountering Meekel’s digital tunnel 
in the video piece, Screen Shot 2012-08-04 at 12.43.25 PM, the viewer experiences 
the monotonous duplication of the computed screen windows as a tunnel-like 
vision; almost as if s/he were moving through an underground road tunnel at high 
speed. In this illusory manner, the viewer would probably be induced into something 
of a trance-like state reminiscent of the first tier of induction into an Axis Mundi 
(in this case, a digital Axis Mundi) where the viewer, like a Shaman, represents 
the inception point (Lombard 2002:20). The transformation of this digital cloning 
technique into a simulated tunnel vision may induce a further level of symbolic 
exchange in the viewer’s mind, where software windows transmogrify into portals 
of desire, and elemental pixels form holes and passages of projection. In this 
sense, Meekel’s digital tunnel (square at the 16:9 television ratio edges) comes to 
signify, like the non-circular Drakensberg rock paintings (Lewis-Williams 2003:53), 
the mythic portentousness of spiritual thresholds.

The cathexis achieved through the intercession of filmic suspension of disbelief 
in some respects mirrors the purposes of inter-cessionary shamanic healing, which 
is often a primary objective of trance activities (Lewis-Williams 2003:27-28). During 
trances induced by dance, rhythm, hyperventilation and intense concentration in 

6.   The orthography of the “/” click in 

the Xam word “/Kaggan” indicates a dental 

click where the tip of the tongue is placed 

against the back of the upper front teeth; 

when released it is pulled away with a 

“fricative” sound. English-speakers make 

a similar sound to indicate an admonition 

(Lewis-Williams 2003:[sp]). This sound 

is also similar to the sound of a “C” in 

isiXhosa and isiZulu (Deacon & Foster 

2005:184). I am compelled by the notion 

that clicking sounds puncture (pointure) 

the soundscape.
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contemporary San practice, the Shaman lays trembling hands on participants – 
an act believed to draw known and unknown sicknesses out (Lewis-Williams 
2003:30). This “sickness” (n/om) is thereafter concentrated in the pit of the Shaman’s 
stomach, which contracts into a painful knot, causing the Shaman to bend over 
and sometimes needing to supporting his weight on two dancing sticks (a pose 
that has been linked to bent-forward figures in San rock paintings) while the n/om 
‘boils’ in his stomach (Lewis-Williams 2003:30-33). Finally, the Shaman expels the 
n/om through what is believed to be a hole at the back of the neck, the n//au spot, 
thus returning the “sickness” to the malign spirits to whom it is ascribed (Lewis-
Williams 2003:30).7 Practitioners believe that n//au hole (represented in examples 
of San rock painting with streamers emanating from the base of the neck) (Lewis-
Will iams 2003:34) is physiologically realised in the spinal formation. The 
manifestations of portentous legions on the body is reminiscent of widespread 
instances of tattooing (cultural, historical and contemporary) – a process involving 
the puncturing of the skin and the insertion of ink into the opening. Certain 
practitioners, such as the facially tattooed women of the Aures Mountains region 
of Algeria, believe that tattoos provide “magical” protection, luck and beauty 
(Bendaas 2013). Spiritual convictions in the potency of phenomena such as the 
n//au hole and tattoos are also reminiscent of the manifestation of spiritual legions 
such as stigmata in Catholicism. 

The plethora of references to blood in Meekel’s video can be linked to notions of 
spiritual legions, healing, and “blood magic” played out in the San trance ritual. 
The spray of blood that emanates from the pricked finger (first as interrupted lines 
and then as a solid “wedge” of red colour) in Meekel’s work is reminiscent of the 
reddish streamers and interrupted red dots that emanate from the noses of figures 
of people and therianthropes (thought to be the product of shamanic visions) in 
San rock art (Lewis-Williams 2003:33-34). Based on the testimony of the San 
informant Qing to the Irish-born surveyor and politician Joseph Millerd Orpen, and 
the observations of the French missionaries, Thomas Arbousset and François 
Daumas, Lewis-Williams (2003:34-35) asserts that the red painted lines depict 
the nasal hemorrhaging that can occur when San shamans undergo the exertions 
of the trance. In relation to this ritual hemorrhaging, Lewis-Williams (2003:35) 
proposes that blood emanating from nasal cavities (holes) signified power, not 
debilitation as one might think, due to its association with the Shaman having 
accessed supernatural knowledge.

I begin with this scoped historic and pre-historic account of the mystic sensibility 
of holed forms to gesture to a mystic sensibility attached to the inverse pointed 
objects that form and penetrate these openings (stigmata) in most textile instances 

7.   The orthography of the “//” click in 

the Xam word “n//au” indicates a lateral 

click where the tongue is placed against 

the alveolar ridge. This tension is then 

released against the side teeth (Lewis 

-Williams 2003:[sp]). This sound is similar 

to the “X” in isiXhosa, and is similar to 

the sound used by an equestrian to drive 

a horse/s forward (Deacon & Foster 

2005:184).
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(pointured grounds). Pointed textile tools such as the needle, hook, or the pointed 
bobbin-holding shuttle of a loom, which is wound between the openings in the 
warp to form the weft, render a replete object that at close inspection, is riddled 
with holes. The pointed objects that make these significant holes, as well as the 
material threads that fill these openings, are considered in this account to be 
equally portentous, and important to a position that proposes the perceived 
magical properties of textile and stitched media. 

The hypothesis I propose and develop in the proceeding sections connects this 
hole-point-thread mystic trinity to the pervasive sorcerous sensibility of horned 
(pointed) animals, synthesising an argument that proposes a strong confluence 
between these apparently discrete and “enchanted” phenomena. I invoke Jacques 
Derrida’s (2009 [1978]:301-315) rhetorical use of the term “pointure”, which he 
uses in reference to “laced” forms such as shoelaces and stitched objects like 
shoes, as instruments with the capacity to “haunt” and connect comparative 
textual analysis. This theoretical precedent, which directly references the mysticism 
of “pointed” and textile-related practices is important to this comparative discussion 
of the historical, contextual and overlapping mysticism of pointed, threaded and 
horned practices and forms. I use the “interlaced”, entangling methodology of 
Derrida’s textual pointure as a departure point for grafting together a textual weave 
of pointured mysticism.

Pointured mysticism: lacing the inside and outside

In “Restitutions of the truth in pointing (Pointure)”, Derrida (2009:301-302) explores 
authorial projections and themes of presence in Martin Heidegger’s (1998 [1950, 
1957,1960]:285),“The origin of the work of art” in which he makes vague reference 
to a painting of peasant shoes by Vincent van Gogh – who in fact painted such 
shoes several times (Shapiro 2009 [1968]:296).“Restitutions” is constructed as a 
polylogue of self-reflexive voices, including Derrida’s variations on those of 
Heidegger and Meyer Schapiro (2009), who also wrote a critical reflection on 
Heidegger’s theses, entitled “The still life as personal object: a note on Heidegger 
and Van Gogh”. Derrida’s “Restitutions” operates through a set of metaphors, a 
key one being that of “pointure”–a French term that relates to printing in terms of 
the ‘small iron blade with a point, used to fix the page to be printed on to the 
tympan’, and ‘the hole which it makes in the paper’(Derrida 2009:301). Derrida 
(2009:301) also links the term to the practice of cobbling and the stitching of shoes. 
In ‘tying’ together the etiology of this term with both texts and the shoes represented 
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in Van Gogh’s painting, Derrida ‘cobbles’ together a complex critique and discussion 
of the act of reading paintings (Payne 1993:228).

Two sub-metaphors that Derrida (2009:305-311) employs in his extrapolation of 
the term “pointure” are significant to the context of this paper.

First, Derrida (2009:305) develops the word “lace” (derived from the shoe lace) in 
respect of its ‘rewinding passing and repassing through the eyelet’, a motion that 
travels from ‘outside to inside, from inside to outside’. This stress on the reciprocity 
of the inside and outside, a conception that Derrida (2009:305) develops in relation 
to “reading” paintings, is significant to textile media, where the thread, yarn, or 
other medium passes through a holed ground (or forms a punctured mantle by 
means of entwined stitching/weaving) to exist both at the rear and front of the 
textile object, while remaining inextricably connected. A less obvious implication 
of the inside/outside-entangled structure of textile media is the movement of 
investment from outside to inside, suggesting the investment (lacing) of significance 
into the textile form by the maker and the viewer. This pointured notion of a lacing 
action that passes between two ends of a holed form is also reminiscent of the 
proposed San belief in the two sides of the rock face (Lewis-Williams 2003:72). 

Lewis-Williams (2003:52) proposes that the painted red lines fringed with white 
dots that appear to weave (lace) in and out of the rock face, entering and exiting 
through holes or inequalities in the rock surface (amongst rock art scenes),8 

suggest that the San may have conceived of the rock face as a transitional passage 
between the seen and the unseen. Lewis-Williams (2003:52) also conjectures that 
these fringed red lines represent the entoptic patterns neurologically induced 
during trance. The term “entoptics” stems from the Greek, meaning “within vision”, 
relating to the neurological origin of these forms and the spiritual dimensions of 
this “unseen seeing”. Recorded accounts from San healers have described the 
‘climbing’ of these entoptic threads–assisted by the spirits of the ancestors – as 
a form of transport to a mystic realm where these ‘threads of light’ ‘shimmer and 
transform into figures of animals and people (Deacon & Foster 2005:119-123). The 
resemblance of these rock art renderings of entoptic patterns – broken lines 
resembling stitches – to textile forms is compelling in association with the numinous 
perception of textile media.9

The second sub-metaphor of interest to my contention of a mystical responsiveness 
in the cultural perception of textile media emerges from Derrida’s (2009:302, 310) 
reflexive defense of Heidegger’s argument, which was, in turn, written in response 
to Schapiro’s rebuke of the uncritical projection implicit in Heidegger’s ascribing 

8.   These are especially visible on the 

Klipfontein Stone, housed in the Origins 

Centre, University of the Witwatersrand.

9.   The term “threads of light” refer-

enced in /Xam records can be (with some 

latitude) compared to Giles Deleuze’s 

and Felix Guattari’s (1988:11) term ‘lines 

of flight’–a phrase coined in sympathy 

with rhizomic root systems that move 

laterally between disparate rhizomic enti-

ties, and mobilised as a textual metaphor. 

The method of this enquiry is aligned in 

sensibility with both the disparate but 

connected (laced) reach of ‘lines of flight’ 

(Deleuze & Guattari 1988:11); and the 

penetrating and looping potential of the 

“ threads of l ight” (Deacon & Foster 

2005:123-126).
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of the shoes represented in Van Gogh’s painting to that of a peasant woman’s. 
Derrida (2009:305) proposes that what is actually implied in both the shoes (the 
thing in the world) and the painting of the shoes (figured within the painterly plain) 
is ‘lack’. The lack relating to the shoes-in-the-world pertain to their emptiness and 
the absence of the wearer, while the lack implicit in the painting of the shoes is 
their distance from the thing they represent. While Schapiro (staged as a voice in 
the text) argues for the discretion of the objects that are shoes and those that are 
paintings, Derrida (2009:305) returns to the notion of lacing, proposing that ‘like 
a lace, each “thing”, each mode of being of the thing, passes inside then outside 
the other’. In relation to this, Derrida (2009:304) also proposes that Heidegger’s 
focus on the shoes rather than other objects represented in Van Gogh’s oeuvre, 
is the veracity implicit in an article of clothing (Fussbekleidung) which attaches 
snugly to the naked body (or feet in this case) of the subject – having brushed 
against its Dasein. He further connects this notion of nakedness to the products 
(shoes and paintings), proposing that in their state of disuse, the shoes are akin 
to the naked feet they once shod, and, by extension, in its detachment from the 
real object it represents, the painting is also naked (Derrida 2009:307). 

Directly following this meditation on the “naked” and “lacking” properties of the 
shoe-products, Derrida (2009:307) invokes the word ‘haunted’, noting that both 
the shoes and the painting are haunted by the ‘form’ of another ‘naked thing’ from 
which it is partially detached – the shoes from the naked feet, and the painted 
shoes from the naked (empty) shoes-in-the-world. By extension, the viewer is tied 
to this “naked”(vulnerable) loop: detached as s/he is from the feet that once 
occupied the shoes-in-the-world (be they the feet of the artist, or Heidegger’s 
hypothetical peasant); from the artist and the time of making; and from the simulacra 
of the painted environment. The viewer is haunted by the absences resident in 
the painting and its provenance, and simultaneously haunts the image in his or 
her projected reading. Extrapolating from this pointured notion of laced and looped 
haunting, amidst absence (holes), I propose that the vacuum made by the stitch 
(lace) in textile forms is a haunted site laced and looped to themes and experiences 
of human frailty and desire, both from within the work (maker), and from beyond 
the work (viewer/user).

Warp, weft and witchcraft

Whether one looks to historical myth or contemporary theory, the notion of 
supernatural fecundity is a resident feature of the pointured mark and the variable 
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linking (lacing) media that join and close these openings (holes) of human origin. 
In the act of configuring things previously unseen or fragmented into holistic form, 
through what is often a violent gesture that opens, binds, and has the potential 
to harm its maker, the practice of the stitch is imbued with a numinous sensibility 
– endorsed by a plethora of mythological and historical narratives. 

The femininised, pre-industrial economic practice of spinning yarn out of flax or 
wool, or weaving with these threads, is widely linked to conceptions of mystic 
power. This identification of “spell-binding” in textile production is expressed in 
female figures such as Homer’s Penelope (Jones & Stallybrass 2007:104-106), 
who wove a shroud for Odysseus’ father Laertes. On a nightly basis, she would 
unravel the shroud with the intention of delaying Laertes’s death, and her 
acceptance of one of the suitors that courted her during Odysseus’ absence. This 
sympathetic gesture (which also willed the closing of distance between her and 
the lost figure of Odysseus), carried out in a textile medium is laced to the woven 
teleology of thread and mysticism (Jones & Stallybrass 2007:110). James George 
Frazer (1955 [1890]:114), the British social anthropologist, folklorist, and classical 
scholar, proposed that the two generating principles of sympathetic magic are 
Homeopathic magic (the Law of Similarity) and Contagious magic (the Law of 
Contact). Homeopathic magic is imitative and performed, mimicking (often through 
textile and material means) the desired outcome, while contagious magic involves 
direct contact with the target (Frazer 1955:115). Frazer (1955:115) also notes that 
‘both principles may be involved in one and the same custom’.10

These anthropological categories are useful to consider in relation to textile 
(pointured) forms, explicating the human belief in the “haunting” of complex (laced) 
material configurations. An example of belief in contagious sympathetic magic 
can be found amongst the Ghiliak people of Siberia (Paine 1998:188).11 Ghiliak 
men reportedly steer clear of women embroidering owing to their belief that the 
loops forged (laced ) by ‘witch embroiderers’ can ensnare the souls of people 
standing in their presence (Paine 1998:188). In line with this belief, the Ghiliak verb, 
“tcagott”, has two meanings: to embroider patterns, and to cast spells (Paine 
1998:188). Patterning the Ghiliak embroidery phenomenon along these lines, the 
threat can be said to reside in the stitch’s resemblance to a snare (lace), while the 
Ghiliak men’s reluctance to be near the textile, points to the veracity of their belief 
in the mystic virulence of textile media (haunting). 

The Ghiliak belief in the spell binding capacity of embroidery (Paine 1998:188) 
exhibits a homeopathic tendency, as it is based on the performed resemblance 
of a stitch to a snare (lace). This superstition is reminiscent of Michael Payne’s 

10.   James G Frazer's definition of the 

contagious and imitative patterns of sym-

pathetic magic is seminal to the anthro-

pological study of cultural superstition 

and ritual (Dickey [sa]). I am mindful of 

critiques of Frazer’s work that position 

his oeuvre within the imperial mindset 

of “reasoned” study of the “Other” with 

the purpose of correction (Dickey [sa]). 

11.   Embroidery is frequently linked to 

witchcraft. In numerous origin cultures, 

magical objects are made by women, 

whose “miraculous” fertility (a malignant 

notion subscribed to well into the eight-

eenth century when conception was 

firmly linked to sexual intercourse) con-

nected the female gender with witch-

craft and sorcery (Paine 1988:188). 
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(1993:229) interpretation of Derrida’s use of the word “lace” (“le lacet” in French), 
as that which can imply a ‘noose trap’ or ‘snare’. Payne’s opinion is borne out by 
several references in “Restitutions” to the binding or ‘tightening of laces’ and the 
‘sewing-back’ actions of the stitch (Derrida 2009:310, 307). Both the Ghiliak and 
the Homeric example of Penelope, patterned on the story of the Three Fates or 
Moirae who practiced the spinning of thread that magically determined the length 
of individual lives (Jones & Stallybrass 2007:117), are connected by a homeopathic 
strand of sympathetic magic, where the resemblance of the basic unit of the stitch 
bears similarity to a trap or snare. In Penelope’s case, her weaving (lacing and 
looping) can arrest time and ensnare desire; and in the case of the Ghiliak people, 
the resemblance of the looped embroidery stitch to the snare is what gives rise 
to the belief of the stitch being threatening. That said, the “haunting” that assails 
Penelope’s weave and Ghiliak embroidery transcends resemblance to a snare. 
Ultimately these objects are possessed by the ‘invisible lace’ of human culture 
that penetrates and binds materiality and context, passing ‘into it then out of it in 
order to sew it back onto its milieu, onto its internal and external worlds’ (Derrida 
2009:307) – its ‘material symbolic’ domain (Renfrew 2003:136).12

Operating beyond the confines of clothing as a language of signifiers, fashion 
theorists Alison Lurie (1983:10) and Elizabeth Wilson (2004:378) also muse over 
the quasi-magical properties of items of clothing, affected through the material 
veracity of the item that was present on the body that vanishes. Lurie (1983:10) 
points out that articles of clothing such as wedding rings and “lucky” items of 
clothing ‘may be treated as if they had manna, the impersonal supernatural force 
that tends to concentrate itself in objects’. While Wilson (citing Winnicott 2004:378-
379) argues that clothes or textile objects are ‘transitional objects’, giving the 
example of a child’s ‘security blanket’ that could be a part of a dress, a scarf, a 
shawl or any other textile object belonging to the mother. Wilson (citing Winnicott 
2004:378-379) explains that this ‘transitional object’ to which the infant clings, 
becomes a symbol or metaphor of the mother, as the child separates from the 
symbiotic maternal bond. This disavowal of mother-child symbiosis through the 
adherence to a residue of presence in the textile object or garment presents a 
fetishistic character to the child’s (and the broader human) relation to the textile 
object (Wilson 2004:379).13

12.   Colin Renfrew (2003:136) notes that 

the investment of symbolic meaning into 

artefacts and material substrates was due 

to cognitive and technological develop-

ments brought about by the Neolithic rev-

olution, which saw the development of 

farming practices and settlements.

13.   All forms of fetishism have in com-

mon the process of disavowal, where 

cultural objects take on meanings that 

connect them to, or stand in for, other 

meanings and associations (Gammon & 

Makkinen 1994:445-446). The existence 

of these surrogate objects points to the 

loss or partial denial of the loss of an 

originary subject or object (Gammon & 

Makkinen 1994:446).
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The magical properties of horned animals

Reverence for horned and antlered animals owing to the regenerative capacity of 
horns, which can be shed and re-grown, is a common feature in both African and 
European cultural legacies (Paine 1998:152).14 The popularity of horned creatures 
in contemporary visual culture suggests that the significance of horned animals 
remains in residue. The fashion designer, Alexander McQueen’s frequent references 
to deer and antler motifs in his collections are notable in this regard; as is the 
popularity of horned animal design motifs amongst urban pastorally nostalgic 
sub-cultures, such as “Hipsters”.15

Antelope feature significantly in African art and culture. The eland (the largest 
antelope) is highly esteemed in San culture. Patricia Vinnicombe (2009:143) – whose 
groundbreaking research into the rock art heritage of Southern Africa served to 
define the field of enquiry – suggests that although evidence suggests that antelope 
were rare in the San diet, they account for 77 per cent of the wild animals depicted 
in rock paintings. Of this percentage, eland comprised 33 per cent, with a high 
concentration in the Drakensberg region (Vinnicombe 2009:143, 156), suggesting 
a particular significance in the San cosmological belief systems (Vinnicombe 
2009:144). San mythology is rich with references to the intimate and filial relations 
of the eland to the San deity /Kaggen (Vinnicombe 2009:158; Lewis-Williams 
2003:45). Vinnicombe (2009:155-169) suggests that the eland’s significance to the 
San relates to the animal’s characteristics of stately size, docile nature, stealth, 
selectivity in feeding, and the similarity of the eland gestation period to that of 
human gestation. Interestingly, Vinnicombe (2009:156) does not include the horned 
character of eland in this rationale except to note that the vagaries of paint may 
account for the absence of horns on some figures, while in others it seems intentional 
that horns are invisible (not present). This possibly intentional omission of horns is 
also noted in relation to rhebuck and other smaller antelope, which are aligned 
with the basic family unit of San society (Vinnicombe 2009:187, 189). As both 
female and male eland have horns (of different dimensions), their absence may be 
related to very young eland, suggested by the presence of both horned and un-
horned figures in several panels traced by Vinnicombe. This is, however, a tenuous 
explanation, as paintings such as those at the Bonnievale farm at Upper Ndawana 
(Site M8) employ scale to show the difference between very young eland and older 
animals, both of which are hornless (Vinnicombe 2009:162). 

It is also notable that Vinnicombe’s reproduction of a section of the Bonnievale frieze 
of paintings records two eland figures, and a therianthropic figure with horns amongst 

14.  A striking example of the totemic 

belief in the regenerative and protective 

abilities of horned animals is the Celtic 

legend of soldiers who wore helmets 

with detachable horns of gold, silver or 

bronze (Ettlinger 1945:306) that could 

be “shed” and reattached (“regrow”) as 

battle adornment. The soldiers would 

lay the detached horns in portentous 

positions before a battle (Ettlinger 1945: 

306). The stitching on and of f of the 

horns lace and bind these adornments 

to the mystic context of both textile and 

horned objects.

15.   The hipster subculture, which arose 

in the 1990s, is a material sub-culture 

characterised by middleclass adherents 

who appropriate from past eras in an iron-

ic or anachronistic fashion (Alfrey 2010:6).
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the hornless eland figures in the painting (Vinnicombe 2009:162). This marked 
distinction could point to possible insights into the spiritual significance of horns: I 
propose that it is possible to read this absence of the potent signifier of “rebirth” 
(horns) in some eland figures in the Bonnievale frieze (Paine 1998:152) as signifying 
the presence of a ‘spirit animal’ (Lewis-Williams 2003:57) that is not in need of the 
physical “tools” of renewal and recuperation. The hornless figures juxtaposed amongst 
the figures of horned eland (who may signify worldly presence), could be aligned to 
the San belief that the supernatural dwelt alongside the living (Lewis-Williams 2003:43). 
A contrary argument could also be made that the presence of a horned therianthropic 
figure, which might represent a Shaman in trance, amongst the eland figures in the 
Bonnievale frieze, could suggest the mystical ability of this individual to passage 
(rebirth) between the realms of the living and the supernatural. These musings over 
the significance of horned figures in rock painting are speculative, but coupled with 
other San artefacts such as horned necklaces for the possible containment of mystical 
substances (as is the case with numerous amaZulu and isiXhosa examples), they 
point to the possible numinous significance of horns in San culture.16 Significantly, 
Wilhelm Bleek and Lucy Lloyd were told by /Xam informants that /Kaggen sits 
between the eland’s horns, a notion that points to eland horns as objects of perceived 
spiritual power (Lewis-Williams 2003:45). Vinnicombe (2009:170) also notes that the 
San believed that /Kaggen was in the bones of the eland, accounting for its ability 
to run away from hunters. This is a compelling thought as bovids such as antelope 
have a horn consisting of an inner layer of living bone and an outer keratin sheath 
indicating annual growth (Davis et al. 2011), indicating that the bone-filled horn may 
have been perceived as invested with transubstantiated divinity.

One of the most compelling San rock art mysteries is the meaning of the antelope-
headed figures, described by Qing in response to Orpen’s query as having rhebuck 
heads (Lewis-Williams 2003:26). An inspection of the iconographic similarities 
between the heads of the Libesoaneng group of antelope-headed therianthropic 
figures, accompanied by two eland figures, suggests that the therianthropic figures 
have eland heads (Lewis-Williams 2003:26). These eland-headed figures are bent 
forward with stick-like protrusions from their hands, possibly representing Shamans 
using sticks as supports during the rigours of trance (Lewis-Williams 2003:30). 
Qing also told Orpen that these antelope-headed figures had been ‘spoilt’ (Lewis-
Williams 2003:35). Based on Meagan Biesele’s further definition of the word ‘spoilt’ 
as meaning ‘to enter deep trance’ – based on having heard the term used by 
present day Kalahari !Kung in this context – Lewis-Williams (2003:35) formulates 
that Qing references the ‘spoiling’ of trance, when a Shaman may become 
completely cataleptic, a notion that is in keeping with the rest of Qing’s answer to 

16.   The Wits Art Museum has a num-

ber of examples of San, Xhosa and Zulu 

adornment including horned forms.
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Orpen: ‘… by the dances of which you have seen paintings.’ Based on this 
formulation, Lewis-Williams (2003:35) concludes that the antelope-headed figures 
of San painting depict Shamans who have entered into deep trance. This notion 
is also born out by Qing’s reference to the death of these men at the same time 
as the elands (Lewis-Williams 2003:26). The Kalahari !Kung believe that conducting 
a trance next to the carcass of a dead eland leads to a particularly valuable trance 
(Lewis-Williams 2003:38). This belief in the transporting capacity of the dying/
dead eland, suggests firstly, the equation of notions of death with trance, and 
secondly, the union of the Shaman with the eland in this passage (a zoomorphic 
transformation) (Lewis-Williams 2003:38). Such beliefs in the liminal capacities of 
antelope are conceivably influenced by observations pertaining to the ‘rebirthing’ 
ability of horns (Paine 1998:152).

Another example of horned animals as interlocutors between the quotidian and the 
supernatural realms is the common motif of horned antelope designs on Tsonga 
and Shona headrests (Nettleton 2007:370). Anitra Nettleton (2007:370) notes that 
the purpose of the headrest is for sleeping and thus also for dreaming (an activity 
connected with the ancestors). Nettleton (2007:370) connects the horned antelope 
motifs on headrests to the metaphoric relationship between diviners and particular 
species of antelope that submerge themselves beneath water, a notion associated 
with visiting the spirit world.17 

Smaller antelope like Grimm’s duiker, bushbuck, rhebuck and springbuck are 
considered liminal creatures in numerous African cultures (Roberts 1995:52). Their 
horns are referenced in paintings, patterns, masks and figures, and are frequently 
combined in composite collage sculptures, lending a sense of “horned-power” to 
the object (Roberts 1995:52). Small antelope such as Grimm’s duiker and bushbuck 
roam nocturnally between the wild and domestic realms, lending to their attribution 
as tricksters in much African folklore (Roberts 1995:52). This characteristic is 
celebrated in the horned Congolese Kayamba masks, which serve to perform this 
shrewd animal trait as a human characteristic in the Yananio ritual of the Bwami 
Society (Roberts 1995:54). Across Africa, use of small hollow black duiker horns as 
containers for magical compounds is common (Roberts 1995:54). These horns 
synecdochically signify the numinous sensibility and entirety of the animal’s being 
and character, and are worn, hidden in the home, or stuck into wooden sculptures 
amongst other physical incarnations (Roberts 1995:54). In central Africa, the horns 
of bushbuck are used to contain the most aggressive forms of magic, and are 
incorporated into Tabwa nzunzi figures believed to have the potential to animate and 
do the sorcerer’s bidding (Roberts 1995:54). This holding-capacity is a powerful 
testimony to the perceived supernatural veracity of horns in African culture.

17.   The association of the spirit realm 

with being underwater is widespread in 

Africa and further afield (Lewis-Williams 

2003:38). 
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Unknown artist, “Tsonga” medicine horn with telephone wire detail, twentieth century. 
Accession no: 2006.10.05.03/09. Wits Art Galleries Collection. 

Courtesy of the Wits Art Museum.

FIGURE No 3
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Unknown artist, “Zulu” beaded duiker necklace, nineteenth century.  
Accession no: 2010.14.03.077. Wits Art Galleries Collection.

Courtesy of the Wits Art Museum.

FIGURE No 4
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Pointured and horned adornment

Figures 3-5 represent necklace accessions in the Wits Art Museum collection, 
each of which pertain to instances of mysticism surrounding horned objects. As 

Unknown artist, “Xhosa” hypodermic needle cover necklace, twentieth century.  
Accession no: 91.21.05. Wits Art Galleries Collection. 

Courtesy of the Wits Art Museum.

FIGURE No 5
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objects that are beaded and laced together, these necklaces fit into the wide-
ranging definition of a pointured object. The source of the twentieth-century Tsonga 
medicine horn (Figure 3), is difficult to ascertain due to the telephone wire weave 
that covers the object. However, what is notable is the horn-like shape; and the 
significance of the interchange between the inside and outside of the form – 
stressed in the presence of a pointed (pointured) dropper that fits into the hole (a 
point within a hole that is also a point), containing the medicine within the horn 
and extracting it for application. Considering the supernatural associations of 
holed and pointed objects, it is not surprising that an object that is both a hole 
and a point could be afforded magical properties. 

A beaded duiker necklace (twentieth century) of amaZulu origin (Figure 4), draws 
on the same principle of sympathetic resemblance (Frazer 1955 [1890]:115). When 
worn on the body, the two pointed duiker horns reference the protective capacities 
of their animal incarnation, warning off supernatural and perhaps commonplace 
attacks. Capped with beaded “lids” constructed of red and white beads – colours 
associated with Sangomas (southern African traditional healers) (Van Binsbergen 
2007) –the presence of compounds of veracious medicinal and magical potential 
are suggested on the inside of the horns, implying that without these potent 
spiritual containers the contents may penetrate the wearer in an unseen capacity.18 

Notions of horned veracity are also present in western accounts of amaZulu “impi” 
(soldiers),19 particularly in problematic Napoleonic comparisons with Shaka’s 
strategic ‘chest-and-horns’ defensive formation (Daniel Alban Wylie 1995:263-
269). Jeff Guy (1999:23) connects “iziqu” necklaces – carved, interlocking beads 
conventionally understood to be awarded to valorous soldiers, which he argues 
is a colonial reduction and appropriation of this necklace tradition – to the broader 
material culture of necklaces in amaZulu society; connecting elements such as 
bone and horn, found in other necklace examples to the understanding of “iziqu” 
(Guy 1999:35). Wright (cited in Guy) notably claims that “iziqu” are ‘one part of a 
whole complex of “charms”, medicines and practices which were used by men 
who had killed in battle to ward off misfortune’. A photograph of an amaZulu 
warrior who appears to be wearing a necklace made of duiker horns, reproduced 
in Cornelius H Patton (2008 [1917]:[sp])20 further suggests a connection between 
horned necklace adornments and enchanted protection in battle, a notion in 
keeping with the “battling” function of horns in the animal world.21 In her investigation 
into the amaXhosa “ukuthwasa” (initiation) rite for female diviners, Lily-Rose 
Nomfundo Mlisa (2009:153-154) notes that “iimpondo” (horns in a necklace form) 
filled with ‘mixed herbs’ are placed around the initiate’s head to strengthen and 

18.   I imagine that the inner catchment 

of the horn could also function like a pillbox 

for the wearer, keeping the medicine 

close for ready application/ingestion.

19.   The IsiZulu word for an armed force 

of men.

20.   Patton’s (2008 [1917]:85-108) book 

is a didactic and pejorative account of 

the outcomes of “Christian Strongholds”, 

entirely biased towards the colonial project 

of “reform”. The vilification of Islam is un-

dertaken at length (Patton 2008:57-84), 

as is a discussion of the ills of paganism 

set against the lens of heroic individual 

missionaries (Patton 2008:137-163). That 

said, The lure of Africa is a fascinating 

reflection of western perceptions of Afri-

ca at the turn of the nineteenth century.

21.   This image can be viewed online: 

http://ia700204.us.archive.org/16/items/

lureofafrica00pattiala/lureofafrica00pa-

ttiala.pdf
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protect her against evil spirits. The “ukuthwasa” rite of passage also involves trance 
and shamanic intersession (Mlisa 2009:82). This confluence of the horn in a context 
that involves trance states lends veracity to the reading of a horned object as an 
inverted vortex, aligned with shamanic passage and practice (Lombard 2002:19). 

Figure 5 is an intriguing example of a twentieth-century hypodermic needle cover 
necklace of amaXhosa origin. This modern equivalent of a horned necklace 
substitutes the point of the horn for the absent point of the needle, the presence 
of which is implied in the vacuum of the hypodermic needle cover. This object 
links the medicinal and protective values of the horned necklace within amaXhosa 
culture to the practice of western medicine, while still retaining the properties of 
an object that could carry substances of medicinal value, or gesture to them. 

Human acts of puncturing and piercing (bleeding) have long been associated with 
horned supernatural and magical portents. Artefacts such as needles constructed 
from horns are examples of this confluence – like a horn, a needle is a pointed 
object containing a hole that makes holes. A needle made of horn sympathetically 
aligns these relations. Examples of horns that have literally become needles are 
numerous, ranging from Iron Age Nordic finds (Berry 2005:1), to antler needles 
found in Middle Bronze Age Hungary (Gál 2011:147), to Neolithic Chinese needles 
constructed from sharpened pieces of horn (Gwei-Djen & Needham 1980:69). 
Other pointed anthropological objects and rituals also bear a resemblance to the 
magical sensibility of horns: a disturbing example can be apprehended in the 
Celtic legend of the making of Finn's sword. Finn's mother warned him not to enter 
the smithy where her father was forging the sword (Ettlinger 1945:296). So as to 
fix its magical potency as a weapon, following tradition the sword would be 
tempered in the blood of the first living creature to enter the smithy (Ettlinger 
1945:296).22 Archeologists have unearthed a smithy dating back to the Bronze 
Age near the Heathery Burn Cave (Ettlinger 1945:296). The caves contained broken 
human skulls, reminders of the veracity of Finn’s mother’s warning; and the 
confluence of horned mysticism, “blood magic” and pointured technology.

Dream weaving: Holes, horns, stitching, and 
trance states

Returning to the curious sleep of Meekel’s three heavy-breathing prick-entranced-
sleeping subjects, one seated, one lying down and one lying supine and inverted 
at the top of the screen, I am reminded of the figure in the Linton Panel of rock 

22.  Needles are of ten accidental ly 

“tempered” in the blood of their users; 

and are integral to surgical procedures.
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Jurgen Meekel, Sleeping Beauty, 2012. Screen-grab form the motion graphic digital video. 3 minutes. 

Courtesy of the artist.

FIGURE No 6

Marcus Coates, Journey to the Lower World, 2004. Dual channel digital video. 30 minutes. 

Reproduction by permission of the artist and Workplace Gallery.

FIGURE No 7
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paintings.23 Lewis-Williams (2003:39) proposes that the Linton supine figure, with 
his cloven antelope hoofs and red lines streaking across his face, is a Shaman in 
deep trance experiencing nasal hemorrhaging. This reading is supported by the 
figure being surrounded by antelope (one bleeding from the nose), eels, and fish, 
suggesting the presence of water (Lewis-Williams 2003:39). The floating appearance 
of the figures in this panel further suggests that they are submerged (Lewis-Williams 
2003:39). This reading aligns with accounts of trance that parallel the sense of 
weightlessness, heavy breathing, and altered sensorial perception experienced 
when being underwater (Lewis-Williams 2003:39). Meekel’s linear black and white 
sleeping figures (alluding to the prick-induced, spell-bound sleep of Sleeping 
Beauty) allude to this shamanic repose. Vortex-like silhouetted forms resembling 
crowns of thorns and spiders cross the screen, accompanied by cacti with waving 
extensions that resemble submerged plants moving with the current. The repeated 
figure of Yves Klein’s flying form ripped from the context of his famous Saut dans 
le vide (Leap into the void) (1960) photomontage resembles and transforms into 
a flock of “birds” that cross the screen. This intertextual reference to Klein’s notion 
of a void, as well as the vortex-like figures that accompany it in this surreal skyscape, 
stage an altered reality simultaneously suggestive of flying and being submerged 
in water. Later Stone Age burial practices such as an Oakhurst burial of a male 
skeleton with a bored stone containing an unbroken series of fish vertebrae placed 
on his right thigh, indicate a connection between water and the spirit world in San 
cosmology (Lombard 2002:19). 

The inverted figure on the top-right of the screen, wearing a “hoodie” that appears 
to feature protrusions reminiscent of animal ears or small horns points to a further 
connection that can be drawn between shamanic trance states, the wearing of 
magical horned headdresses, and stitched-material practices. The contemporary 
British artist/shaman, Marcus Coates, invests in the donning of a taxidermied 
antlered reindeer headdress to precipitate his quizzical shamanic decent into the 
underworld of ‘small dead animals’, where he serves as an interlocutor for the 
human-living (Dorment 2010). The apparent significance of wearing fashioned 
(pointured) horned animal adornments in the exposition of trance states is not 
limited to this instance, and has been observed in shamanic rituals around the 
world. As mentioned earlier, San rock paintings of therianthropic rhebuck-headed 
figures have been linked to trance rituals (Woodhous 1984:86). Bleek’s informants 
also suggested that horned therianthropic figures were sorcerers (Woodhous 
1984:86). That said, it is important to note that scholars such as Lewis-Williams 
(2003:26) have argued that these representations do not confirm that San Shamans 
wore animal adornments in the trance, but rather that they are suggestive of a 

23.   Portions of this panel were removed 

from the shelter in the southern Drak-

ensberg in 1917, and are now housed in 

the South African Museum in Cape Town 

(Lewis-Williams 2003:39).
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zoomorphic culture that combined the notions of human and animal as integral 
to the spiritual domain (this does not however preclude the possibility of animal 
material elements being worn by San Shamans as part of ritual events). 

Ted Hughes’s (1998:135) poem ‘The Rag Rug’, published in his anthology “The 
birthday letters” (1998) – a volcanic account of the poet’s married life with Sylvia 
Plath–is notable for its utterance of the trance-like introspection of textile practices 
and the magical lore that “hems” it. Hughes muses over an occasion when Plath 
made a rag-rug, lacing chilling references to harbingers of doom throught, activating 
the violent properties of the stitch (Hughes 1998:135): References to blood such 
as comparing the red colour of the rags to “dark venous blood”, evokes in the 
biographically informed reader contemplation of the poetess’s life and death 
(Hughes 1998:135) – a-rag-morphic-becoming-non-sentience-of-the-maker. A 
mesmeric rhythm accompanies the piece. This rhythm mimicks the measured 
motion of weaving the rug,reflecting the calm that the process rought in Plath 
(Hughes 1998:135); potentially generating a trance-like state in the reader. 
References to numinous transformation during the practice of plaiting the rag rug 
occur throughout the poem: Hughes’s (1998:135) comparison of the plaiting of 
the rag-rug to the formation of a coiled serpent constructed of heterogeneous 
textures stands out in this regard. I am struck by his reference to the snake, a 
creature that like textile thread “laces” its way around forms (a living warp). The 
snake’s thread-like liminal ability to penetrate holes is also a theme present in San 
rock paintings, where snake figures (sometimes combined with other animal forms) 
weave “in and out” of the rock surface, pointing to a belief in the reptile’s transitional 
and portentous character (Vinnicombe 2009:220-221).24 The presence of the 
writhing snake in Meekel’s film, like its textual counterpart in Hughes’s poem, 
gestures to the figure of the “charmed” snake, which, in both cases, is the viewer 
and reader. The equation of a “charmed” snake with a threaded form ties together 
laborious textile practices with notions of trance.

Conclusion: The pointured weave

The related transformational and transitional mysticism associated with horns and 
horned creatures, a wide range of pointured technology, and textile practices are 
steadfast human phenomena. The liminal character of these pointured forms that 
simultaneously reflect the inverted holes they can make, or enter into, is a likely hinge 
for this correlation (anthropological weave): relating to the phenomena of “blood 
magic”, evidenced in the violent histories of the smithy, where point met fleshy vortex 

24.   Other characteristics of the snake 

that lend this creature to mystic inter-

pretations are the ability to “play dead” 

and revive (Lewis-Williams 2003:40); the 

ability to shed its skin; and the possession 

of venom (which the San extracted for 

inoculat ion purposes) ( V inn icombe 

2009:222).
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to magically fix the sword’s potential (Ettlinger 1945:296); and in fairytales such as 
Sleeping Beauty (Perrault 2011) where the spindle-pricked finger enchanted the 
protagonist. The wide-ranging shamanic belief in the potency of holes, where the 
Shaman serves as the inception point of the passage (Lombard 2002:20) also informs 
the mystic interlocution of pointed forms and vortexes. What Derrida (2002:402) calls 
‘animal-autobiography’ – reflexive application -- of the human conception of the 
animal to the formulation of human identity – suggests that the observation of horned 
animals and the violent, useful, and regenerative capacities of horns influenced and 
fashioned pointured technology and mysticism in human culture.25 Numerous 
prehistoric examples of needles fashioned from horns support this human appropriation 
of horned animal character (Berry 2005:1; Gál 2011:147; Gwei-Djen & Needham 
1980:69). The persistence of this archaic mysticism in contemporary art, theory and 
popular culture is a magical phenomenon in itself.

 

REFERENCES

Alfrey, LM. 2010. The search for authenticity: how hipsters transformed from a local 
subculture to a global consumption collective. MA dissertation, Graduate 
School of Arts and Sciences of Georgetown University, Washington, DC.

Bendaas, Y. 2013. Algeria’s tattoos: myths and truths. Aljazeera 11 August 2013. [O]. 
Available: http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/
features/2013/08/201386134439936719.html 
Accessed 13 August 2013.

Berry, R. 2005. Bone textile tools. Practical sciences. Bone and antler: Period uses. 
Crown AS XL. [O].Available: 
http://www.bayrose.org/Poppy_Run/bones_tools.pdf 
Accessed 15 May 2013.

Davis, E, Brakora, K & Lee, A. 2011. Evolution of ruminant headgear: a review. Royal society 
proceedings. [O]. Available:http://m.rspb.royalsocietypublishing.org/content/
early/2011/06/29/repb.2011.0938.full 
Accessed 15 May 2013.

Derrida, J. 2009 [1978]. Restitutions of the truth in pointing (Pointure), in The art of art history: 
a critical anthology, edited by D Preziosi. New York: Oxford University Press:301-315.

Derrida, J. 2002. The animal that therefore I am (more to follow). Translated by D 
Wills. Critical Inquiry 28(2):369-418.25.   Phallic resemblance is also a prob-

able reasoning behind the association 

of pointed forms with power.



  | 209 Number 23, 2014 ISSN 1020 1497

Deacon, J & Foster, C. 2005. My heart stands in the hill. Cape Town: Struik.

Dickey, C. [Sa]. Very superstitious. Lapham's Quarterly. [O]. Available: http://www.
laphamsquarterly.org/essays/very-superstitious.php?page=all 
Accessed 22 June 2012.

Dorment, R. 2010. Review of Marcus Coates: Psychopomp at Milton Keynes gallery. 
Telegraph 24 June. [O]. Available:  
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/art/art-reviews/71229941/Marcus-Coates-
Psychopomp-at-Milton-Keynes-Gallery-review.html 
Accessed 12 May 2011.

Dronfield, J. 1996. Entering alternative realities: cognition, art and architecture in Irish 
passage-tombs. Cambridge Archaeological Journal 6:37-72.

Ettlinger, E. Magic weapons in Celtic legends. Folklore 56(3):295-307. 

Evans, C. 2004. Fashion: Alexander McQueen. 032c Contemporary Culture7. [O]. Available:  
http://032.com/archive/issues/no7/ 
Accessed 04 February 2010.

Frazer, JG. 1955 [1890]. The golden bough: a study in magic and religion. London: Macmillan. 

Gál, E. 2011. Prehistoric antler and bone tools from Kaposújlak-Várdomb (South-Western 
Hungary) with special regard to the Early Bronze Age implements, in Written in 
bones studies on technological and social contexts of past faunal skeletal remains, 
edited by J Baron & B Kufel-Diakowska. Wrocław: Institute of Archaeology, 
University of Wrocław.

Gammon, L & Makkinen, M. 1994. Female fetishism: a new look. London: Lawrence & Wishart.

Guy, J. 1999. Imperial appropriations – the dynamic history of iziqu. Natal Museum Journal 
of Humanities 11:23-42. 

Gwei-Djen, L & Needham, J. 1980. Celestial lancets: a history and rationale of acupuncture 
and moxa. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Heidegger, M. 1998 [1950, 1957, 1960]. The origin of the work of art, in The art of art history: 
a critical anthology, edited by D Preziosi. Oxford: Oxford University Press:284-295.

Homer & Fagles, R. 2006. The odyssey. London: Penguin.

Hughes, T. 1998. Birthday letters. London: Faber & Faber.

Jones, AR & Stallybrass, P. 2007. Renaissance clothing and the materials of memory. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.



  | 210 Number 23, 2014 ISSN 1020 1497

Lewis-Williams, JD. 1997. Harnessing the brain: vision and shamanism in Upper Palaeolithic 
western Europe. Memoirs of the California Academy of Sciences 23:321-342.

Lewis-Williams, JD. 2000. Stones that float from afar: ancestral folklore of the San of southern 
Africa. Cape Town: David Philip.

Lewis-Williams, JD. 2003. Images of mystery: rock art of the Drakensberg. Cape Town: 
Double Storey.

Lombard, M. 2002. Bored stones, lithic rings and the concept of holes in San shamanism. 
Anthropology Southern Africa 25(l & 2):17-27.

Lurie, A. 1983. The language of clothes. London: Hamlyn.

Mlisa, L-RN. 2009. Ukuthwasa initiation of amagqirha: identity construction and the training 
of Xhosa women as traditional healers. Doctoral thesis, University of the Free 
State, Bloemfontein.

Nettleton, A. 2007. African dream machines: style, identity and meaning of African headrests. 
Johannesburg: Wits University Press.

Paine, S. 1998. Embroidered textiles: a world guide to traditional patterns. London: 
Thames & Hudson.

Patton, CH. 2008 [1917]. The lure of Africa. Memphis: General Books LLC. [O]. Available: 
http://ia700204.us.archive.org/16/items/lureofafrica00pattiala/
lureofafrica00pattiala.pdf 
Accessed 18 June 2013.

Payne, M. 1993. Reading paintings. Reading theory: an introduction to Lacan, Derrida and 
Kristeva. Oxford: Blackwell:212-233.

Perrault, C. 2011 [1697]. Fairytales of Charles Perrault, translated by Charles Welsh (1901). 
Ceredigion, Wales: The Planet.

Renfrew, C. 2003. Figuring it out: the parallel visions of artists and archaeologists. London: 
Thames & Hudson.

Roberts, AF. 1995. Animals in African art: from the familiar to the strange. Munich: Museum 
of African Art & Prestel.

Schapiro, M. 2009 [1968]. The still life as a personal object – a note on Heidegger and van 
Gogh, in The art of art history: a critical anthology, edited by D Preziosi. New York: 
Oxford University Press:296-300.



  | 211 Number 23, 2014 ISSN 1020 1497

Schrader, L. 1986. A medieval bestiary. The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin, New 
Series 44(1):12-55. 

Sorota, S, Takacs, Z & Wilhelmsen, KC. 2004. Cobra (naja spp.) nicotinic acetylcholine 
receptor exhibits resistance to erabu sea snake (laticaudasemifasciata) short- 
chain a-neurotoxin. Journal of Molecular Evolution 58:516-526. 

Van Binsbergen, W. 2007. The sangoma tradition of southern Africa. [O]. Available:  
http://www.shikanda.net/african_religeon/diviner.htm 
Accessed 3 March 2013.

Vinnicombe, P. 2009. People of the eland: rock paintings of the Drakensberg Bushmen 
as a reflection of their life and thought. Johannesburg: Wits University Press.

Wilson, E. 2004. Magic fashion. Fashion Theory 8(4):37.

Woodhouse, B. 1984. When animals were people. Johannesburg: Chris van Rensberg.

Wylie, DA. 1995. Writers and Shaka Zulu. Doctoral thesis, Rhodes University, Grahamstown.



  | 212 Number 23, 2014 ISSN 1020 1497

Heidegger, Schapiro, Derrida: the 
three-in-one, and a pair of boots
>           Jane Taylor 

Wole Soyinke Chair, University of Leeds, United Kingdom

taylor.taylorjane.jane@gmail.com

ABSTRACT 
Jacques Derrida’s (2000 [1987]) meditation on “inside and outside” in his paper 
“Restitutions of the truth in pointing (Pointure)”, and his reflections on “the frame” 
in his paper “The parergon” (1979), are brought together here in a consideration 
of representations of the Trinity. The conception of the three-personed god was 
at the centre of theological dispute in the early modern era, and the aesthetic 
traditions play a major part in constituting an icon that has allowed the Trinity to 
be a founding principle of Christian belief, despite all of its contradictions.

Keywords: Trinity; Derrida; early-modern; theology; aesthetics; Kant.

Jacques Derrida’s (2000 [1987]) celebrated paper “Restitutions of the truth in 
pointing (Pointure)” engages in a series of exchanges with Martin Heidegger’s 
(2002 [1950, 1957, 1960]) important aesthetics paper, “The origins of the work of 
art”, a piece that undertakes a close reading of a van Gogh painting of a pair of 
old boots. Heidegger suggests that the image of the old boots provides a motif 
of peasant labour, and that the artwork makes the conditions and meaning of 
labour apprehensible to the viewer. Heidegger’s paper had provided the point of 
departure for an essay titled “The still life as a personal object”, first published in 
1968 by art historian Meyer Schapiro (1994 [1968]), who argues that the boots 
represented were not those of some peasant or worker, but were van Gogh’s own, 
and hence those of a bourgeois city dweller. The exchange precipitated Derrida 
into a subsequent debate, in which he posits the multiple modes of attachment 
and ideological inflection in the Heidegger/Schapiro dialogue, and the models of 
representation, mimesis, and affect, that underpin the terms of their dialogue.

In his response, Derrida looked askance, too, initiating terms of a debate not 
arising from the Heidegger/Schapiro dialogue: his question (a third term) explores 
the ostensible tripartite structure implicit in van Gogh’s image. As Derrida explicates 
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it, the painting is sufficient unto itself, yet also points to an elsewhere, the materiality 
of those boots, in a curious multiplication that is somehow not a doubling, but a 
tripling. Let me recapitulate Derrida’s thinking. On the one hand, the painting 
‘resembles (gleicht) the thing pure and simple, referring only to itself; yet it also 
refers to its lack – it must point to the shoes’ (Derrida 2000:437); and yet there is 
a something more, he suggests:

 [W]hat, to Heidegger’s own eyes, limits the legitimacy of this arithmetical 
triplicity … if the thing 2 [the product] is between thing 1 [naked, pure 
and simple thing] and thing 3 [the work of art], thus participating in 
both of them, the fact nonetheless remains that thing 3 is more like 
thing 1, also further on, the picture will be presented as a thing and it 
will be allowed a privilege in the presentation made in it [in presence 
and self-sufficient] of thing 2 [shoes as product]. These “three” “modes” 
do not entertain among themselves a relationship of distinction, as 
Shapiro thinks. (Tight interlacing, but one which can always be analyzed, 
untied up to a certain point. Like a lace, each “thing,” each mode of 
being of the thing passes inside then outside the other (Derrida 
2000:298-299, square brackets in the original).

Derrida’s discussion of the work of art (and the pair of boots) shifts from invoking 
a binary model of mimesis, to a three-fold enigma about representation and 
interpenetration (pointure). And this is where Derrida’s metaphysics become of 
particular interest to me. 

It is just that Trinitarian structure that anchors western art in the Christian era. The 
Holy Trinity is both a theological certainty and an aesthetic quandary. On one hand, 
it grounds a Church doctrinal “fundamental” that has for millennia provided the 
premise upon which heterodoxy and orthodoxy have been tested. Its claim to truth 
seems to be directly proportional to its incomprehensibility. It is as if representation 
itself is in question here; that a radical challenge is implicit within habits of mimetic 
thinking. How is an image adequate to a thing; and what is the circuit between 
them, and what “third term” partaking of both, allows for that slippery elision? 
Through his discussion of van Gogh, it is as if Derrida loops twentieth-century 
philosophy and aesthetics into a conversation with centuries of theological enquiry. 

Van Gogh’s image of a pair of roughly-made and well-worn shoes is, on the one 
hand, intensely naturalistic, evocative of the “shoe-in-the-world” that it figures; 
however, the shoe has a soul as well as a sole. The painting “stitches together” the 
base materiality of the object and the metaphysical presence of the absent owner 
of the shoes. The banal (somewhat crude) shoes stand in for, gesture towards, the 
integrity and industry of their implicit owner. The shoes as pure materiality evoke 
the consciousness of the person; of personhood, by gesturing toward the wearer. 
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It is almost inevitable that the dispute that arises in Schapiro’s response to Heidegger 
concerns whose shoe this might be, in that the essential being of the wearer is 
somehow suggested through the material presence of the shoe.

But as Derrida indicates, this is not a doubling. Between the “shoe as shoe” and 
the “shoe as painting”, there is the conglomerate that makes that exchange 
possible: a third term. That is the “shoe as both shoe and painting”. 

These questions precipitated my own thinking again, about the Trinity as figured 
in western art, a unified three-in-one image of Father, Son and Holy Ghost as 
aspects of a single “person”. The figure of the “three-in-one” of the Holy Trinity is 
a trope that provides a scaffold for much of the art of the western visual tradition. 
The mystery of a single “personhood” that is at once the originary Father, as stitched 
into a dyad (that is both “wholly flesh” and “Holy Spirit”) gives rise to a complex 
theological dispute that proves, over centuries, to be murderous, as the orthodox 
and the heterodox are defined as absolutes. Differences in the interpretation of 
the Trinity provide a cleaver that sunders many individuals and communities.

The Nicene Creed (adopted at the First Council of Nicaea in 325) becomes the 
instrument through which to define “inside” and “outside” in distinguishing sacred 
truth from heresy. Conformity is an obligation for all who would claim to be Christian. 
Accusations of “Arianism” (the suggestion arising in the fourth century but recurring 
across the following millennium, that Christ was not coeval with God the Father, 
but created and mortal) were lethal. 

In other words, the Christian tradition has at its centre a complex figure of a 
complex idea: that is, the three-in-one, with each of the “persons” of God being 
somehow in the same place yet of different substance. The visual representation 
of the Trinity provides an instrument for making a theological, a philosophical and 
an aesthetic set of claims. The legacy is enormous, as artists, theologians, and 
philosophers are obligated to “think around” the problem.

In meditating on pointure, then, I am interested in considering the habits of 
“piercing-through” and “lacing-together” as philosophical instruments arising from, 
and productive of, the western Christian mind.

This is not the place for a detailed scrutiny of the intellectual lineage of thought 
on the Trinity, but it is worth gesturing towards some key moments. Saint Augustine’s 
De Trinitate (1887 [400-416? CE]) is a founding text for Anicius Manlius Severinus 
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Boëthius’s (2004 [c. 1250]) (hereafter ‘Boethius’) treatise on the same subject ; it 
in turn provides the pretext for Thomas Aquinas’s meditations in the thirteenth 
century. For Aquinas (1963 [1260]), the profundity of the Trinitarian mystery arises 
from the fact that it cannot be apprehended rationally. He cites Saint Ambrose to 
make the assertion that, ‘the deepest mysteries of faith are free from the reasonings 
of the philosophers’.

In the discussion that follows, I interpret Masaccio’s Trinity (c. 1425-1427) (Figure 
1) in the church of Santa Maria Novella, Florence, in order to open up some ways 
of thinking about philosophy’s engagement with representational practices and the 
aesthetic. Derrida’s enigmatic comments are certainly in the background, as I try 
to consider how questions about person, number, and substance, inform western 
artistic practice, and what insights may arise that help in thinking about pointure. 
Masaccio’s Trinity stages an art historical moment of tremendous significance.

A shift in conventions disrupts and transforms modes of seeing. In the celebrated 
painting from the fifteenth century, the increasing power of three-dimensional perspective 
is evident. The painting is evidence of both a formal and a philosophical/theological 
innovation. Here the timeline is instructive. Masaccio’s painting is executed between 
1425 and 1427; Leon Battista Alberti’s celebrated treatise on perspective, De pictura 
(1970), is written in 1435, and first published in 1436. The façade of the basilica of 
Santa Maria Novella that houses the painting was designed by Alberti, and built between 
1456 and 1470. It is as if Masaccio is precipitating a set of aesthetic and philosophical 
enquiry, though I do not imagine that lineage (from Masaccio to Alberti) is narrowly 
causal. Rather, it is the Florentine context of aesthetic, political, and theological enquiry 
in the fifteenth century that impels the question about perspective and personhood. 
(The great Florentine architect Filippo Brunelleschi’s panel paintings illustrating linear 
perspective, made in the early 1400s, are part of this particularly regional lineage. The 
aesthetic achievement is integral to the civic pride emerging in the region.) 

Before examining its theological implications, I would like to consider the aesthetic 
aspects of the painting. Masaccio’s fresco is caught between the idiom of a familiar 
hieratic medieval figure without manifest perspectival modeling on one hand (here 
I refer to the triangulated figure of God as Father, Son, and Holy Ghost); while at 
the same time Masaccio’s art is striving towards the naturalistic, three-dimensional 
representational practices that will be associated with the newly emerging 
perspectival art of the early Renaissance (the illusionistic vault in which the icon 
appears to be suspended). The contradictions in the form point to an upheaval in 
fifteenth-century thought, about the nature of God as coevally absolute spirit and 
wholly flesh. No wonder that ghosts abound. Much of the revolution that would 
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Masaccio, Trinity, 1425-1427. 

Santa Maria Novella, Florence.

FIGURE No 1
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attend the discovery of oil painting arose because that new medium seemed to 
attain the thee-dimensional materiality of the object or event represented.

Certainly a combination of technological and philosophical factors would have 
conjoined to make the shift possible, or necessary. Aesthetic revolutions are of 
course themselves also instances of pointure, as one visual language penetrates 
another. The period of experimental transformation will often bear the trace of the 
“residual” (or archaic) style while it struggles to give rise to the “emergent” (the 
anticipated or revolutionary) form. In other words, the interpenetration of historically 
distinct art practices can itself perhaps fruitfully be apprehended as an instance 
of pointure, with a “new cloth” being woven which binds emerging conceptions 
and idioms into those already existent.

How is this explored in Masaccio’s scheme? The artist’s experimental exploration 
of perspective and dimensionality includes the rather unlikely combination of the 
Trinity suspended within an illusionistic barrel-vaulted niche. The latter element 
introduces a new visual language that aspires to a representational naturalism, 
signaling a modernity that will come to be associated with Albertian perspective. 
Yet, at the heart of the painting is the mystical figure of the three-in-one personhood 
of God. That motif is the ostensible subject of the painting, the Trinity floating 
outside of time, beyond naturalistic space, hanging suspended as a conglomerate, 
with the Father figured as a planar abstraction, and the Son a rather more naturalised 
three-dimensional figure. It seems as if the work reaches beyond its limits to 
represent the unrepresentable, a metaphysical mystery embedded in what will 
become an increasingly conventionalised visual idiom, is stranded, as it were, 
when a new imperative to capture “the real” comes to dominate aesthetics. In the 
Masaccio painting, the Trinity straddles shifting modes of representation, theological 
contests, and changing relations of production.

The contradictory aesthetic language of the painting is, I suggest, a testimony to 
a philosophic upheaval in ideas about the limits of personhood. Recent criticism 
has celebrated Masaccio’s painting as a radical formal exploration of volume and 
perspective; no doubt that is true. With his consummate rendition of the illusionistic 
recess, Masaccio was doing something significant. The representation of the vault 
draws one into the space that holds the Trinity. That this is so much celebrated 
in commentaries, is largely because the painting is taken as one of the early 
markers of what will become the dominant aesthetic arrangement, along Albertian 
lines, of three-dimensional space figured within two dimensions. Many genres are 
unthinkable without it – still life, domestic interiors, landscape and religious 
iconography will shift to the psychological and social realism of Rembrandt, or 
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Caravaggio or Artemesia Gentilesci. As Norman Bryson (1983) argues, the viewer’s 
body is addressed in a particular way by Masaccio’s Trinity; the existential 
manipulation of space will eventually become one of the signifying characteristics 
of Caravaggio’s religious canvases: for example, his Conversion of St Paul (1600) 
and his The Supper at Emmaus (1606) are both paintings that destabilise the 
viewer through the manipulation of the viewing plane, and the action is, as it were, 
thrust into the field of the viewer. Foreshortening, as well as the manipulation of 
space, sucks one in even while the events upon which one gazes are exploded 
through the canvas at the viewer.

My understanding is that Masaccio’s Trinity is caught in a set of contradictions 
that have profound significance for aesthetic practice. The planar properties of 
the conventional “icon” here meet a representation of illusionistic depth that in 
itself must have been experienced as mystical. Christ is no longer merely the 
subject of the viewer’s Gaze; He is taken into the believer, assimilated within 
through meditation and prayer. In viewing the Trinity, the hierophant at the foot of 
this cross is drawn into God’s side, jeopardising anew the horizon between event 
and representation. Figured in the painting is the barrel-vaulted ceiling of an 
illusionistic recess (within which God holds the crucified Christ on the cross). This 
faux realm creates the impression that one is enclaved, as believer, inside a space 
with the Trinitarian God, who nonetheless Himself exceeds the containment, 
because He is Himself not rendered within the naturalistic language of the 
architectural elements. The Trinitarian “person” strains at the limits of naturalistic 
possibility. Thus the arch overhead is one “order” of containment (within the human 
world); yet the magnificence of the Father’s universal embrace and the crucifixion, 
by contrast, situate the believer’s body inside an eternity. The devotional self is 
summoned here to meditate on the suffering Christ, a non-controversial and 
universal subject of reverence; that scene, though, makes the claim that the Christ 
crucified is co-extensive with God the Father and the Holy Spirit. This is a contested, 
and in ways, an ideological claim. Nonetheless, the call to pious contemplation 
of the crucified Christ makes it all but impossible to question the theological 
evidence for the scene as imagined. And here it is provocative to think with Derrida’s 
comments on the parergon, an essay that is part of the volume that contains the 
essay on pointure. It is a meditation on the false distinction between the work of 
art (proper) and that support which holds, or frames the work of art. His thoughts 
arise as a critique of Emmanuel Kant’s Critique of judgement (1952 [1790]):

Even what is called ornamentation [Zierathen: decoration, ornamentation, 
adornment] (Parerga), i.e. what is only an adjunct, and not an intrinsic 
constituent in the complete representation of an object, in augumenting 
the delight of taste does so solely by means of its form. Thus it is with 
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frames [Einfassungen] of pictures, or the drapery on statues, or the 
colonnades of palaces. But if the ornamentation does not itself enter 
into the composition of a beautiful form – if it is introduced [simplement 
appliqué] like a gold frame [goldene Rahmen] merely to win approval 
for the picture by means of its charm – it is then called finery [parure] 
[Schmuck] and takes away from the genuine beauty (Derrida 2000:54).

Derrida (2000:54) continues to expound on this parergon as conceived by Kant: 

A parergon comes against, beside, and above and beyond the ergon, 
the work done [fait], the fact [le fait], the work, but it does not fall to 
one side, it touches and cooperates within the operation, from a certain 
outside. Neither simply outside nor simply inside. Like an accessory 
one is obliged to welcome on the border, on board [au board, á bord]. 

Derrida’s critique of Kant’s Critique seeks to point out that Kant’s attempt to 
distinguish the inside from the outside (of the work of art) is misguided; that there 
is no absolute distinction between the picture and the frame: as he notes: ‘There 
is no natural frame. There is frame, but the frame does not exist’ (Derrida 2000:81).

This is precisely what the Masaccio Trinity reveals. The vaulted ceiling, rendered 
in three-dimensional perspective, within which the Trinity is suspended, is not the 
frame to the (proper) subject of the painting. Rather, it is precisely in that dialectical 
interplay between experimental illusionistic rendering of Albertian perspective, 
and the hieratic iconographic representation of the three-persons of the Godhead, 
that the painting takes its meaning. It is a work about the pointure, about the 
penetration of one representational idiom into another; about the stitching together 
of world views, of theology and science, of faith and reason.

The technological revolution that is evident here is one effect of an emergent 
rationalism; however, it is taking place inside a theological context. That context 
has its own aesthetic meaning. By the fifteenth century, the idea of a “three-
personed” God had been consolidated as one of the cornerstones of orthodox 
theology, largely owing to a return to Augustine. Augustine held absolutely to a 
principle that God was three-in-one, and that all of the manifestations, Father, 
Son, and Holy Ghost, were co-extensive. The so-called “great Schism” that divided 
eastern Orthodox and western Catholic traditions between the eleventh and 
fifteenth centuries was contested largely in terms of differences in the interpretation 
of the Trinity. The formula for invoking God in the Catholic Church included “and 
the Son” (the so-called “filioque”), a phrase that was a sticking point. The Council 
of Florence in the 1430s, the decade following Masaccio’s painting, was preoccupied 
with the question: Was Christ fully God? Masaccio’s work engages with the 
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ideological and theological interpretation of Person. In what does the individual 
consist? Where does each of the persons of God begin, where does each end? 
Boethius, Peter Abelard and Aquinas had all been engaged with reconciling 
philosophy and theology, and the question of “individuation” had been a testing 
ground for debate in the attempts to draw on both Aristotle and Augustine. What 
is identity? Could “place” be one of its determinants? Was identity of matter in 
some unique way signified by the “place” it occupied? If so, no two beings could 
occupy the same space. What, then, of the Trinity? And how could it be represented? 

The church which houses the Masaccio is Dominican, and as such would be 
integral to a particular theological interest in the representation of the Trinity. 
Dominicans had, in the thirteenth century, challenged the Cathars or Albigensians 
– a Manichean sect who held that the body was evil and only the spirit was good. 
Such a belief threatens (and is threatened by) the fundamental Trinitarian principle 
that Christ, as God-made-flesh, is co-eternal with the Father. 

Masaccio’s painting tackles the question of volume and perspective, as I have 
indicated. The artist contrives a fully dimensional space to create the illusion that 
the viewer is gazing into a chapel. That naturalist imperative is somehow at odds 
with the theological commitment to show the three Persons (Father, Son, and 
Holy Ghost) as one Being, each having its own extension and material presence. 
Here, despite the dimensional treatment of space and iconography, the artist has 
to contrive a way for the three “persons” to exist simultaneously in one space/
time set of co-ordinates. 

As a result, the Holy Spirit is embodied as a kind of sublime neck-scarf around the 
throat of the Father, who holds the tormented Son aloft in his arms. The visual effect 
of the whole is something not unlike a puppet, with an almost paradigmatic conjunction 
of body, agency and spirit producing one Being that is somehow three persons.

The question about number and identity was persistently at the forefront as the 
Church reformed itself. Heresy and orthodoxy were sharpened upon one another. 
The Church’s consideration of number becomes bloody business of a particular 
kind. So, for example, a century after Masaccio’s great painting is completed, the 
brilliant anatomist, mathematician, geographer Michael Servetus was burned at 
the stake for heresy. Both his philosophical study and his anatomical exploration 
persuaded him that there was no evidence that three-persons-as-one had any 
claims to truth. In 1531, he published De Trinitartis erroribus (On the errors of the 
Trinity), and the following year, his Dialogorum de Trinitate (Dialogues on the Trinity). 
His Christianismi Restitutio (The restitution of Christianity) (1553) was both anti-
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Trinitarian and anti-predestination. His writings began to provoke an antipathy 
from John Calvin, and there has been substantial ongoing scholarly discussion 
of whether Calvin can ultimately be held responsible for Servetus’s death. The 
facts of Servetus’s case are recounted in chilling detail by Calvin (1835). The 
intellectual and theological dispute struck Calvin as a personal assault; his vitriol 
against Servetus is evident even though he tries to assert his disinterest: 

Servetus has just sent me a long volume of his ravings. If I consent 
he will come here, but I will not give my word, for if he comes here, if 
my authority is worth anything, I will never permit him to depart alive.

There is thus a theological puzzle inside the representational question, how to 
figure, in a single picture plane, the Three-in-one of Father, Son and Holy Ghost? 
Could the religious argument be sustained visually within an Albertian universe? 
It is as well, when considering these questions, to remember the conventional 
aspects of medieval representation. I recently came across a devotional image 
by the “Egerton Master” (1410) (Figure 2).

The image, in an illuminated manuscript, is of the Trinity, and it reveals the same 
striking fundamental elements as the Masaccio painting, with a conglomerate of 
Father, Son and Holy Ghost as a single person, yet with a naturalistic modeling 
of the architectural ceiling, figured through very deliberate and precise receding 
lines that suggest perspectival figuration. I am curious at the conjunction of 
elements here, that the modeling of a perspectival, three-dimensional architectural 
space, is somehow embedded with (productive of, if you will) the image of the 
three-in-one as an eternal mystery that escapes rational perspective. No doubt 
there are significant differences between the Egerton Master and Masaccio that 
arise from matters of sensibility, aesthetic inclination, and psychology. 

There is also, of course, a substantial range of modes for representing the Trinitarian 
figure. One of the more striking is Andrea del Castagno’s The Holy Trinity St Jerome 
and two Saints (c. 1453) (Figure 3). Here the Trinitarian conglomerate is a visitation 
revealed to a triad of figures, as if to underscore the differences between natural 
geometry and metaphysical coordinates of space and time. Even here, though, 
the barrel-vaulted frame for the image is implicit in the form. 

Again the artist is wrestling with the enigma of the three-in-one, through a radical 
exploration of foreshortening and depth perspective. The figures of Christ and of 
the Father are rendered as anamorphic distortions. (The anamorphic arts arose 
during the Renaissance era as radical experiments in perspective.) As if arising 
from within the visual field of St Jerome, the “persons” of God are rendered not 



  | 222 Number 23, 2014 ISSN 1020 1497

The Egerton Master, Miniature of the Trinity, with partial foliate border carried by an angel, 1410. 
220 mm x 165mm (135 mm x 105 mm) in two columns.

Book of Hours, Use of Paris (“The Hours of René d'Anjou”). Attributed to Master of Mazarine 469.

FIGURE No 2
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Andrea del Castegno, The Holy Trinity, Saint Jerome and two Saints, c. 1453.

Fresco, Santissima Annunziata, Florence.

FIGURE No 3
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Salvador Dali, Christ of St John of the Cross, 1951. Oil on canvas. 205 cm x 116 cm.

Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum, Glasgow.

FIGURE No 4
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as an objective fact, but as a vision. There can be little doubt that the artist is 
trying to find an idiom for framing the Trinity within an Albertian representational 
field. These unique aesthetic experiments suggest how artistic sensibilities and 
religious convictions mingle with convention and tradition. The intersection of 
theological, philosophical and technical exploration, somehow, is the surprising 
inside the known.

For a twenty-first century viewer, the image is in a dialogue with Salvador Dali’s 
Christ of St John of the Cross (1951) (Figure 4), a work of radical perspectival 
experiment. Dali’s painting, though, does not reveal the figures of the Father and 
the Holy Spirit: they are suggested through the vehement triangulation of the 
image, and the lonely Saviour seems all the more alone, a kind of prefiguring of 
the cosmic travelers who will populate Stanley Kubrick’s film, 2001: A Space 
Odyssey, by the late 1960s. Remarkable in its figuration of the gravitational pull of 
the hanged body, the image does not look upon the face of suffering; this too 
amplifies the isolation of the “Body in Pain” providing something of an allegory for 
twentieth-century torture. Rather enigmatically, the barrel-vaulted shape in Dali’s 
conception is below the feet of the crucified figure, and is provided by an outer-
space conceit of a balloon-like cloud hovering over a fishing village where the 
curvature of the earth seems just detectable. That perspective has become all 
too common in twentieth century post-satellite imaginings, but must surely have 
been a rarity in 1951. The effect is a curious inversion of heaven and hell, with a 
blue dome below the feet of the suffering Christ.

The problem around identity and number becomes pivotal throughout the early 
modern era. In the 1690s, the question of number would get the philosopher John 
Locke into a furious public debate with Edward Stillingfleet, Bishop of Worcester. 
Stillingfleet sees a dangerous, potentially heretical theological claim sheathed inside 
Locke’s marvelously modernist philosophical enquiry about Identity and Diversity. 
Let me quote Locke (2000 [1694]) to give a sense of what is at stake here: 

For we never finding, nor conceiving it possible, that two things of the 
same kind should exist in the same place at the same time, we rightly 
conclude, that whatever exists anywhere at any time, excludes all of 
the same kind, and it is there itself alone. 

Provoked to outrage, Stillingfleet writes his rebuttal to Locke, as A discourse in 
vindication of the doctrine of the Trinity (1697). This had been the terrain framed 
in the middle ages, around the filioque (and the Son) that had dominated the 
Schism of the early Church, and the Trinity was an Augustinian fundamental. 
Locke, with his argument in defense of Toleration, may have wanted to imagine 
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that in the intellectual climate of the Restoration, philosophical questions about 
number would be defensible if kept distinct from theological debate which he, 
after all, held to be a matter of private conscience. 

But in January 1697, Thomas Aikenhead, an anatomy student at Edinburgh, was 
hanged for heresy. His heterodoxies seem several, but chief amongst them was 
his alleged railing against the Trinity. There was no Biblical substance to the claim, 
he argued, and it was indefensible. It is thus significant that it is in the month of 
Aikenhead’s execution that Locke writes his response to Stillingfleet’s A discourse 
in vindication, that attack on Locke’s Essay written the previous year. Locke’s 
celebrated formulation, in his “Letter on toleration” (1689) is that ‘every man is 
orthodox to himself’. This implies a strikingly modern conjunction of psychology, 
theology and performance theory: we are, as it were, a theatre to ourselves in 
which we can test our motivations. 

In this article, I have suggested that the mystical imagination holds onto an idea of 
the interpenetration (a pointuring) of forms despite the rationalist imperative that 
arises in the modern era, that would allocate only one space to each thing; only one 
thing to each space. That itself provides a figure for the modern conception of the 
subject as multiple, contradictory, capable of change, rather than fixed, singular and 
typologically stable. Masaccio’s “Trinity” is looking for an idiom for what will become 
one of the most significant questions of the following century, the representation of 
spirit in flesh. The rise of the great Renaissance portraiture tradition, with its attention 
to nuances of the unique mentality of the sitter, entangled in the details of period 
costume, is one strain of the enquiry; the “new” portraiture posits an equivalence 
between the psychology of the individual person and her manifest “husk” – the literal 
“embodiment” of that self. Similarly, landscape painting becomes the site for the 
projective identification between figure and ground, consciousness and matter. What 
I am suggesting here that the highly over-determined iconography of the Trinity, (in 
fact Trinitarian thinking generally), is mobilised for the representation of the “emergent” 
Cartesian human subject, constituted as it is at the intersection of material and non-
material being. Certainly this would make sense of the dispute over the Trinity that 
arises between Locke as philosopher and Stillingfleet as theologian. 

What seems evident is that new philosophical and theological conceptions of the 
subject and identity are, in part, emerging in early fifteenth century Florence as an 
aesthetic problem. The enigma of how adequately to figure such a complex multiple 
human subject arises at that very moment that the non-contradictory “Self” is 
being consolidated. In formal terms, I suggest, the problem of how to represent 
the Trinity within the new conventions of art practice, will precipitate a contradiction. 
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What is this relation between “inside” and “outside”? In Masaccio’s painting, the 
Holy Ghost, as pure spirit, does not animate the flesh; rather, it hovers between 
Father and Son, partaking of neither. 

Van Gogh’s painted boots are indexically marked as “portraits” of a Cartesian 
subject – it scarcely matters which one, whether a peasant worker or the artist 
himself. The boots are “sensible” in this sense – they are marked by “sensibility”: 
the sensibility of the wearer. What is more, the two boots are notably asymmetrical: 
one is folded open to reveal its inside, the other is more prim, holding itself upright, 
presenting a decent exterior. It is the third term (as Derrida sees it) that is not 
wholly material nor pure spirit: 

if the thing 2 (the product) is between thing 1 (naked, pure and simple 
thing) and thing 3 [the work of art], thus participating in both of them, 
the fact nonetheless remains that thing 3 is more like thing 1, also 
further on, the picture will be presented as a thing and it will be allowed 
a privilege in the presentation made in it (in presence and self-sufficient) 
of thing 2 (Derrida 2000 [1987]:298-299, square brackets in the original, 
extract cited previously).

The aesthetic image demonstrates that material forms can exist as idea through 
an art of representation. Derrida’s enigmatic assertion that, ‘There is frame but 
the frame does not exist’ (Derrida 2000 [1987]:81, extract cited previously) has 
also been translated as ‘There is framing but the frame does not exist.’ The tension, 
in these two translations, between the nominative reiteration of “frame”; to that 
slippage from nominative to the verbal “framing”, is productive. “The frame” is an 
idealist conception, while “framing” is an intellectual pursuit, an ordering activity 
suggestive of habits of mind. The enigmatic figure of the Trinity as the Three-in-
One (as categorical contradiction) is suspended through a process of naturalisation, 
inside a three-dimensional space, which we take as its frame, but that “frame” is 
precisely what “frames” the figure(s), calls it/them into being, accuses them/it of 
their impossibility, yet holds the icon in place. It is at the point of pointure that the 
contradictions in the changing regimes of representation become possible. 
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See Kayamandi, see yourself - social responsibility and citizenship 
project for visual communication design students
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Price: R210-00. The book can be ordered from the publisher.

There is currently an increased emphasis on social responsibility and the role of 
community engagement within higher education, both nationally and internationally. 
In light of this, universities throughout South Africa are encouraging individual 
departments to be more proactive in introducing research and curricula-related 
community engagement modules into undergraduate courses. Traditionally, owing 
to the nature of training for some service professions, such as the Health Sciences 
for example, it is easier to initiate and implement such modules into the curriculum 
as they lend themselves well to interaction with a community. As a lecturer at a Visual 
Arts department myself, I can affirm that it is quite challenging to implement a formal 
community engagement module, particularly for Visual Communication Design. 
Considering this, the book, See Kayamandi, See Yourself – Social Responsibility and 
Citizenship Project for Visual Communication Design, even before being reviewed in 
more detail, is already significant. 

The book is essentially a collection of student work that resulted from a project 
of mapping the Kayamandi township in Stellenbosch in 2010. The project was 
completed by second year Graphic Design students under the supervision of Dr 
Elmarie Constandius, senior lecturer in visual communication design at the 
Department of Visual Arts at Stellenbosch University, as well as Sophia Rosochacki, 
the guest lecturer. Accordingly, both Constandius and Rosochacki are credited 
for the publication. 
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At first glance the book may be misleading in that it may appear as a mere 
compilation of typography projects. This is not incorrect because the student’s 
work presented does take typographic form; however, it is the social themes of 
the typographic narratives that are meaningful.  As noted in the preface, ‘[t]he 
collection of layouts is as much about the conversations themselves as it is about 
the content that was discussed and articulated in typographic form.’ The project, 
titled Mapping Kayamandi, formed part of the Citizenship and Social Responsibility 
module and as such, the University students collaborated with Grade 11 learners 
from a high school in Kayamandi. The students and learners were tasked with 
exploring a number of themes related to the environment in which they found 
themselves; this was done in preparation for the final typographic design deliverable. 
Considering worldwide developments in the field of democratic and critical 
citizenship, the project was divided into the following themes –globalisation, 
tradition, family, risk and democracy – all of which have a strong social underpinning 
and this is also in keeping with the human-centered nature of contemporary design 
theory and practice.

The preface, albeit relatively short in length, is a substantial text. It is central to 
the understanding of the contents of the book as it introduces the social and 
historical backdrop of South Africa that forms the motivation for the citizenship 
module as well as the theoretical and philosophical underpinnings of the project. 
The references to Henri Lefebvre, Paolo Freire, Martha Nussbaum and to initiatives 
like the Millennium Development Goals displays the broader, “global perspective” 
taken in the book. The “local context” and “the citizenship module” subheadings 
which follow in the preface also set the tone for the subsequent display of student 
work that comprises the bulk of the book.  

The typographic projects are, firstly, a display of the application of design knowledge, 
both in terms of copy generation as well as layout. Secondly, the generation of 
new knowledge stems from the reading the written information embedded within 
each of the individual projects. The way in which the students have approached 
their chosen topics is rather personal and this makes their writing reflective in 
nature.  From the use of written reflections, it is evident that there is a strong focus 
on pedagogy; written reflections are generally acknowledged as one of the four 
main components of community engagement. Reading the projects presented 
also reveals that the overall aims of the project have been achieved, that is to 
establish a mutually beneficial and respectful collaboration between the curriculum, 
teaching, learning and scholarship of academic staff and external partners such 
as the Kayamandi community. 
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Furthermore, it is mentioned in the preface that the ‘projects which take as their 
focus education for democratic citizenship, can play an integral role in the “cognitive 
transcendence” necessary to realise and sustain real social change and transformation.’ 
The following excerpts, presented chronologically, from one of the projects, namely 
Soccer in Kayamandi, highlight the changing perception of a student before, during 
and after the project: 

Hearing our first project would be based largely in the near-by township 
of Kayamandi was something I felt somewhat apprehensive about, as 
I have never been a social-service driven person. 

Book Cover, See Kayamandi, See Yourself – Social Responsibility and Citizenship Project for 
Visual Communication Design, 2012.

African Sun Media.

FIGURE No 1
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… our second visit to Kayamandi was much more successful. Having 
learned in our initial encounter that Mabhunti was a soccer fan, I 
decided to talk to him about sport and immediately realised this was 
a topic we both enjoyed … mutual enjoyment of sport …

… my experience of Kayamandi has many different facets. First and 
foremost, it taught me about life and history of a nearby community I 
previously knew nothing about. In one way it was an eye opener to 
the atrocious living conditions within townships and the fact how 
differently Mabhunti and I have experienced life. In another way, however, 
it showed me just how vital sport is within the South African culture.

It is clear in the book that the students grappled with a number of different issues 
and engaging with the community allowed them the option of choosing a topic that 
they wanted to pursue and ultimately which may have resulted in something more 

meaningful for them. This personal engagement and 
interest in the topic is evident in the abovementioned 
excerpts. The final designs therefore serve as a form of 
documenting dialogue. In the preface it is noted that ‘the 
interactions themselves provide a platform to explore 

issues of cultural difference, citizenship, collective identity and national memory’, 
and the student projects in the book bear testimony to this. Ideally, community 
engagement should be mutually beneficial and therefore it would have been valuable 
to see a few written samples from the Kayamandi community in the book, specifically 
from a few of the people with whom the students interacted. There are some anecdotes 
in the projects, but these are presented and positioned by the respective Graphic 
Design students.

Over and above the content, the typographic and “mapping” format of the projects 
also go a long way to substantiate the relevance of the book in that mapping and 
diagramming form an important component of Visual Communication design and is 
an area that should be given more prominence within a South African design education 
context.  Also, the choice to present student work does not disregard the need for 
the book to be aesthetically pleasing and visually accessible to the intended audience. 
The fact that each project is given four pages and presented in its entirety makes 
them quite substantive as independent, stand-alone narratives. As a result, the 
projects can be viewed independently under their respective subheadings or build 
on one another for a more holistic overview of the theme, depending on the intended 
use of the book. 

Overall, the clear academic stance adopted lends credibility to the book, especially 
in terms of its potential as an academic resource. Although the book is targeted 

Overall, the clear academic stance adopted 
lends credibility to the book, especially in 
terms of its potential as an academic resource.



  | 234 Number 23, 2014 ISSN 1020 1497

primarily at design educators and their students, the form and content do not mimic 
that of a textbook. Unlike a textbook, the book does not delve into detail about the 
requirements of a community engagement module, for example, but rather 
contextualises the project and presents the student work. This also implies that 
the book is not a popular design book as that would be more accessible; one 
needs to have a prior understanding of the overarching theme and be familiar with 
the pedagogic aims of community engagement to fully grasp the contents of the 
book and for it to have meaning. Despite this, it is likely that it may serve as an 
encouragement to other design educators to pursue more projects of this nature. 
In addition, owing to the general lack of national publications on design and more 
specifically community engagement within a design context, the book makes a 
valuable contribution to design research and could be used as a valuable resource 
by both students and educators. 
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Editorial policy and guidelines 
Image & Text has been published annually since 1992 (primarily as a journal for design) and was accredited 
by the South African Department of Higher Education and Training in 1997. Since 2011, it has been 
repositioned as a multi- and interdisciplinary journal that orbits around the nexus of visual culture. The aim 
of the journal is to draw perspectives from a broad field of interests and subjects: visual anthropology, 
material culture, visual arts, design culture, visualising sciences and technologies, art history, philosophy, 
fashion, media and film studies, architecture, literary studies, tourism studies, new media and cyber theory, 
and so forth. The grounding provided by visual culture studies as a comparative and enabling premise for 
all these approaches, subjects, interests, fields and theories is located in the global South, not only 
geographically but also critically.

The editors invite papers that address or intersect with the visual from any of the fields mentioned above. One 
of the aims is to showcase new and young academic voices, as well as more established voices. 

• Authors may wish to discuss the scope or applicability of their articles prior to submission and are 
encouraged to contact the Editor in this regard.

•  All manuscripts received are first read by members of the editorial committee, who may recommend 
changes before submitting the manuscript for peer review, or reject manuscripts outright that are 
deemed inappropriate or not up to standard. 

•  Manuscripts are sent for refereeing to at least two subject specialists in a double blind refereeing 
process. The referees are chosen from other tertiary institutions or fields of expertise as appropriate. The 
comments and recommendations of the referees are conveyed to authors as necessary, and they 
may re-submit manuscripts once changes, if necessary, have been effected. If articles are rejected 
by both referees, authors are not encouraged to re-submit. Authors may provide the names of one or 
more potential referees for consideration by the editorial board but this does not guarantee that they 
will be used. All authors are subject to the same rigorous review process.

• Only material deemed to be of a suitably high standard is published.

•  Articles may be submitted in English or in Afrikaans.

Contributors should please ensure that their submissions satisfy the following editorial requirements:

• A declaration must be submitted wherein the author states that the article submitted is based on original 
research. The author must furthermore stipulate that the article has not been submitted elsewhere 
for consideration or has not already been published elsewhere under another title (an example is available 
on the journal website 
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• www.imageandtext.up.ac.za).

• all articles must have a cover sheet that provides the following details:

•  title of the article

•  name of author/s 

•  affiliations and contact details of all author/s 

•   designation of author/s and date of submission 

•  articles must be presented in the following sequence: 

•  title of article 

•  name of author/s 

•  200 word abstract and six keywords 

•  main text 

•  endnotes 

•  references

•  images and captions

• Manuscripts must be typed in A4 format in Times New Roman or Arial 11-point font size, 1.5 line 
spacing with generous left and right margins, left aligned only.

• All pages must be numbered and the Harvard Reference System must be used throughout (an 
example is available on the journal website: www.imageandtext.up.ac.za).

•  Length of articles must be approximately 5000 – 7000 words (including references).

• Please use endnotes rather than footnotes.

•  The house style of Image & Text uses single quotation marks for direct quotes and double quotation 
marks to draw attention to a concept or word.

•  Digital images must be of a quality suitable for reproduction and printing and should be 300dpi and 
in jpg or tiff format. Do not embed images in the text but indicate their placement in the text.

• Text and images must be submitted in separate files.

• Authors are responsible for obtaining copyright and reproduction clearance for all visual or other 
material submitted. A copyright agreement form must be signed and submitted to the journal Editor 
(an example is available on the journal website: www.imageandtext.up.ac.za).
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E-mail submissions and correspondence

Please send electronic manuscript submissions to: 

image.text@up.ac.za

Correspondence may also be addressed to:

The Editor

Image & Text

Department of Visual Arts

University of Pretoria

Private Bag X20

Hatfield 

South Africa 0028

Neither the editors nor the University of Pretoria accepts responsibility for the loss of manuscripts or visual 
material.

This journal is an e-publication and is available through Sabinet online and on the journal website: 
www.imageandtext.up.ac.za. For any enquiries in this regard, please contact the Department of Visual Arts 
at +27 12 4202353 or email image.text@up.ac.za
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a cross-departmental and cross-disciplinary visual culture program. The new 
program in visual culture also signals the primacy of the visual image, he 
believes, which affects our lives to a greater and greater extent each day.  
Mirzoeff’s recent book, Watching Babylon: The war in Iraq and global visual 
culture, enlarges upon this intriguing notion. His first book, Silent poetry: 
deafness, sign and visual culture in modern France, was about sign language 
and its relationship to painting. Mirzoeff is also the author of An introduction 
to visual culture.

>           George Pfruender

Georges Pfruender is a Swiss national who has spent a significant amount of 
time living abroad in Africa, Asia, America and the Middle East. He received his 
Master of Fine Arts from San Francisco Art Institute in 1991. While continuing 
to produce his own body of work, for the past decade he had also been Director 
of the Fine Arts University Ecole Cantonale d’Art du Valais, Switzerland, President 
of the Swiss National Board of Art and Design. Vice President of the Swiss 
UNESCO Commission, and since 2009, Head of the School of Arts at the 
University of Witwatersrand, Johannesburg. As artist and researcher he has 
participated in conferences, panels and residency programs in Europe, USA, 
South Africa, Venezuela, and Taiwan, and is presently involved in projects 
engaging artists in migrant communities of the inner city of Johannesburg. At 
the Wits School of Arts he has been responsible for the coordination of arts 
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programs at undergraduate and postgraduate levels (MFA, PhD) concerning the 
disciplines of music, drama, fine arts, film and TV, digital arts and cultural theories. 

>           Annette Prichard

Annette Pritchard is Professor of Critical Tourism Studies and Director of the Welsh  
Centre for Tourism Research at Cardiff Metropolitan University. Annette has a  
long-standing interest in the relationships between places, representations and  
identities and she has published 15 books and over 40 papers on these connectivities.  
Much of her work is driven by a commitment to transformative research and 
she is one of the originators of the hopeful tourism agenda and co-chair of 
the biannual Critical Tourism Studies Conference Series. Annette was formerly 
Convenor of the Leisure Studies editorial board and her current editorial 
responsibilities include serving as joint Research Notes Editor of the Annals 
of Tourism Research. She is also an advisory board member of the 
Copenhagen Business School’s Creative Industries Research Centre and a 
regular invited speaker at events and conferences.

>           Marian Sauthoff

Prof Marian Sauthoff is currently Executive Dean of the Faculty of Arts, Design 
and Architecture at the University of Johannesburg. Prior to this, she was the 
head of the Department of Visual Arts and also chaired the School of Arts at 
the University of Pretoria. She completed her master’s (cum laude) and doctoral 
degrees through the University of Pretoria. Prof Sauthoff is the founding editor 
of the accredited journal Image & Text: A Journal for Design, which she 
edited from 1992 to 2010. She has also served on the editorial board and as 
guest editor of a number of international journals. She has published extensively 
in her field of expertise and regularly acts as a peer referee for articles and 
conference papers. She has served as a member of advisory boards to 
industry and government and as an adjudicator for national and international 
design awards. Her career includes design consultancy and a period as a 
senior researcher at the Chamber of Mines.
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>           Annie van den Oever

Annie van den Oever is Extraordinary Professor for Film and Visual Media at 
the Faculty of Humanities, University of the Free State, South Africa. She is 
also director of the Film Archive and director of the Master in Film Studies at 
the Department of Arts, Culture and Media, Faculty of Arts, University of 
Groningen, The Netherlands. She is an editor of several academic journals 
and book series in her field, among them: board member of Film and Media, 
Amsterdam University Press (since 2003); series editor of The key debates: 
mutations and appropriations in European film studies, with Ian Christie 
(Birkbeck College, London), and Dominique Chateau (Paris I, Sorbonne 
Panthéon); chief editor of the new educational books series for Film and Media 
studies (since 2011), and Editor-in-Chief of the European Journal for Media 
Studies NECSus (since 2011). Her last two books are Ostrannenie and 
Sensitizing the viewers, both published at Amsterdam University Press.




