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The Joburg Contemporary Art Foundation (JCAF)
is a new philanthropic initiative that aims to provide a
personal encounter with art through the presentation
of select curated exhibitions that are supported by
innovative technology and make a contribution to
the production of knowledge.
JCAF was launched on 27 February 2020 with a lecture by
Arjun Appadurai, Goddard Professor in Media, Culture and
Communications at New York University. The lecture, entitled
‘The Planet, the Universe and the Museum: Territories of the
Imperial Imagination’, established our first research theme:
Female Identities in the Global South. At the culmination of the
theme, JCAF will publish a journal that reflects on this research
and aims to contribute to the creation of knowledge from the South.
JCAF will continue to collaborate with scholars and institutions globally to
curate research programmes and exhibitions that explore the imbalance
between ourselves and the Global North, especially in relation to who
produces knowledge about the Global South, who writes its histories and
who curates its content.
Contemporary Female Identities in the Global South is the first in a trilogy
of exhibitions under this theme. The second, Liminal Identities in the
Global South (2021), will explore the Brazilian concept of anthropophagia.
The exhibition, which will include seminal Latin American women artists
from the 1960s, as well as artists from the MENA region, the African
diaspora and South Africa, will reflect on the challenges facing our society
in a post-COVID-19 world.
The third exhibition, Modernist Female Identities in the Global South
(2022), will consider the representation of cosmopolitan and indigenous
identities by three pioneering, modernist women artists, with a particular
focus on the relationship between self and other in portraiture.
It has been a privilege to exhibit the work of Bharti Kher, Nandipha
Mntambo, Wangechi Mutu, Shirin Neshat and Berni Searle for our
inaugural exhibition at JCAF. In so doing, we have begun to fulfil our aim
to curate content and produce knowledge in and from the South.
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Contemporary Female Identities in the Global South explores
hyperbolic constructions of female identities by five women
artists: Bharti Kher (India), Nandipha Mntambo (South
Africa), Wangechi Mutu (Kenya/USA), Shirin Neshat (Iran/
USA) and Berni Searle (South Africa). The exhibition
explores distinct ways of representing the body by women
artists from the Global South.
Because I was raised by West
Indian parents in one of the
most traditional areas of New
England culture, Boston’s
Back Bay, my childhood placed
me at a distance from wherever
I stood and required me to
always build a bridge to some
other place. One had to be
several things at once … both
Caribbean and New England,
both African American and
West Indian, both black and
white … and to daily negotiate
the differences …
Lorraine O’Grady1

Shirin Neshat, Nida (Patriots), from The Book of Kings series (2012)

The body as subject, and particularly its relation to black
subjectivity, is the thematic thread of this exhibition.
Blackness is used in an inclusive sense to refer to a
broad designation of people who identify as nonWestern. The concept of hybridity is thus central to the
exhibition hypothesis. It is revealed in the artworks and
in the performed identities of the artists, and is key to
countering notions of racial purity and extremism.
How do contemporary women artists explore their
own identity in their artistic practice? What are the
‘fictions and frictions’2 that arise when depicting the
female body? These questions foreground the historical
exclusions of black subjectivities from modernity. In
discussing the work of diaspora artists, Petrine Archer
refers to Stuart Hall:
He describes how these artists are using the black
body as a moving signifier on which to conduct
an exploration into the inner landscapes of black
subjectivity and understanding the body as a point
of convergence for the materialisation of intersecting
planes of difference – the gendered body, the sexual
body, the body as subject, rather than simply the
object of looking and desire.3
Each of the five artists has offered diverse and
multifaceted representations of the female body,
incorporating hybrids, warriors, martyrs and mothers,
thereby affirming the inclusion of all of these within
cosmopolitan modernities.
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Worlds, Warriors and Hybrids

Wangechi Mutu, A Dragon Kiss Always Ends
in Ashes (2007)

Bharti Kher, Warrior
with cloak and shield
(2008)

Nandipha Mntambo,
Europa (2008)

Nandipha Mntambo,
What Remains (2019)

Bharti Kher, Self
portrait (2007)

Wangechi Mutu, Water Woman (2017)

Nandipha Mntambo,
Sengifikile (2009)

The exhibition has been curated into three areas or
‘worlds’ that amplify the conceptual connections and
formal affinities between various artworks. These worlds
are connected by metaphorical and physical bridges
represented by wooden platforms that join the spaces
in which visitors encounter the artworks. This concept
draws inspiration from Lorraine O’Grady, who speaks of
the need to ‘always build a bridge to some other place’
and to ‘daily negotiate the differences’4 of her identity

Berni Searle,
Snow White (2001)
Bharti Kher,
Mother (2016)

The first world is configured around the Fall and evokes
the biblical story of the Garden of Eden, a domain where
the natural and human worlds meet. It is a realm of the
sacred and profane into which the human is enfolded,
and in which the inner corruption of humanity is shown
to have a profound impact on nature.
Wangechi Mutu’s collage, A Dragon Kiss Always
Ends in Ashes (2007), employs physical exaggeration
of the female body as a visual device that disrupts
historical and contemporary racist ideologies. Her
hybrid woman, suggestive of Eve, combines African
vernacular expression with popular culture and fantasy.
Similarly, the oversized antlers in Bharti Kher’s Warrior
with cloak and shield (2008) synthesises Western and
Indian cultural modalities. This is evident in the classical
Greek pose of the figure and the banana leaf shield, a
Hindu metaphysical symbol for protection. Nandipha
Mntambo explores the broader theme of the ‘ideal
female’ in What Remains (2019). Through the use of
cowhide, a symbol for masculinity and the male domain,
the artist negotiates socially accepted constructions of
the female body.
The animal-human hybrid figures represent the second
world of the exhibition. Hybridity refers to the mingling
of species, races or cultures, a crossing of one thing with
another. These figures are both abject and powerful,
beautiful and repulsive. This uncomfortable ambivalence
is meant to provoke a response in the viewer, who
must consider the relationship between themselves

Shirin Neshat, Nida (Patriots), Sheida Jafari
(Masses) and Sheida Dayani (Masses), from
The Book of Kings series (2012)

Berni Searle,
Lament I, IV, VI (2011)

and other, different subjectivities. Kher’s Self portrait
(2004) suggests the parallels between how humans
relate to animals and how we tend to marginalise or
colonise people we consider different from ourselves.
Mntambo and Mutu’s figurative sculptures produce
hybrids by joining the image of the black female body
with tropes from Greek mythology and African folklore.
This metamorphosed self signifies an emancipatory act
and a deliberate defamiliarising of the body, evident in
Mntambo’s Europa (2008). Mutu’s Water Woman (2017)
depicts an East-African folkloric half woman, half sea
creature, known as a nguva. In contrast to depictions
of silken-haired, pale-skinned mermaids common in
Anglo-Saxon mythology, Mutu’s siren is presented as a
luminous, charcoal-coloured female form.
In the third world of the exhibition, the female body
is embedded in race, religion and politics. There is
no idealisation here, but rather an intimate depiction
of women through the act of transformation. Kher’s
Mother (2016) is a life-size cast of the artist’s mother that
transforms her natural brown skin tone into white plaster,
and captures every wrinkle and fold of flesh of the
ageing body. In contrast, in Berni Searle’s two-channel
video projection Snow White (2001) the artist sits under
a trickle of flour that falls onto her skin and forms a pale
white layer.
The veiling of women’s faces and bodies is a repeated
motif in Shirin Neshat’s The Book of Kings (2012) and
Searle’s photographic series Lament (2011). The Book of
Kings is a series of black-and-white portraits of ‘Masses’,
‘Patriots’ and ‘Villains’, in reference to the Arab Spring.
Each photograph is carefully inscribed with excerpts
from the poems of the Persian poet Ferdowsi and handwritten contemporary Farsi poems. This text creates
a veil over the images, connecting the past to current
political events. Similarly, the black lace veil over the
body in Lament is a reference to Belgium’s imperialist
legacy in the Congo. The movements of the figure’s
gilded hands can be read as gestures of prayer, shame
or sorrow.
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The veiled woman is an ambiguous figure: the Virgin
Mary, an observant Muslim, or a woman in mourning?

Shirin Neshat, Soliloquy (1999)
References
1. Quotation from an exhibition wall text
celebrating the acquisition of Lorraine
O’Grady, Miscegenated Family Album
(1980/1994), at the Museum of Fine Arts,
Boston, 28 November 2018
2. Phrase used by Petrine Archer in her essay,
‘Negrophilia, Diaspora and the Moments of
Crisis’, in Barson, T. and Gorschlüter, P. (eds.)
(2010). Afro Modern: Journeys Through the
Black Atlantic. London: Tate Publishing, p.37
3. Archer, op. cit.
4. O’Grady, op. cit.

Several of the artworks link the idea of city or country
with ethnicity and identity, such as Mutu’s folkloric
East-African nguva figure, Mntambo’s use of cowhide
and Kher’s fusion of Western and Indian symbolism.
In a different way, Neshat explores her exilic identity
in Soliloquy (1999) against the larger theme of women
in society and the interplay of East and West, Islam
and Christianity. Here, against a backdrop of rural
landscapes and urban architecture, a single woman is
the central protagonist in the film, moving between the
two locations, Iran and the USA. This veiled woman,
played by Neshat herself, is seen observing and being
observed, belonging and not belonging. The film
poignantly reflects on the complexity of navigating one’s
identity when one is caught between multiple and often
contradictory notions of home.
Conclusion
The artists in Contemporary Female Identities in the
Global South reveal how complex and multi-faceted
women’s subjectivities are in relation to the body. In their
work the black or non-Western body is transformed,
inscribed and enacted upon in poetic and imaginary
ways that give visibility to a fiction of self. Their individual
practices reflect on the personal yet resonate with
overarching global cultural discourse while still
referencing aspects of home and place. Ironically, none
of the women depicted speak or utter any form of
dialogue. They make no sound. Instead, gestures are
created through salient articulations such as the gaze of
the eyes, the pose of the body and in silence.
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One of the unique aspects of JCAF is our approach
to exhibitions that proposes a personal, self-curated
encounter between a visitor and an artwork. Our
aim is to slow down the experience of looking at and
engaging with art, so as to instil an approach that is
reflective rather than consumerist.
Visitors book online and can view the exhibition by
themselves or in a limited group without distraction.
This is further enhanced in that we do not utilise labels or
wall texts. Viewers are encouraged to ‘look’ and ‘reflect’
on the art without the mediation of text. This process
is supported by an app that uses beacon location
technology (BLE) to push contextual content about the
artist and artwork to a viewer’s mobile device.

Berni Searle, Lament IV (2011)

Scan QR code to visit our site
and view virtual exhibition

Moreover, members of staff and guides interact with
visitors by discussing the visitor’s experience of individual
artworks. We aim to move away from a spectacular
approach employed by many museums to one of
personal exploration and engagement based upon a
qualitative as opposed to a quantitative experience.
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We are a centre for academic research. JCAF
engages with specific influencers and forms select
partnerships with professionals and academics
locally and internationally to provide exceptional
artistic programming and generate knowledge. Our
exhibitions are curated according to a theme and
include a film and music programme. We arrange
cultural discussions and will publish a journal that
follows a structured research methodology. JCAF
explores the intersection of art and technology to
create an integrated and immersive experience
for visitors. It is a future-oriented institution, with
online bookings, a website portal, an interactive
touchscreen wall and an exhibition app that aims to
foster a rewarding personal encounter between the
visitor and the artwork, and to encourage exploration
and intellectual engagement.

JCAF is an academic research institute, a platform for
museum exhibitions and an innovative technology
laboratory.
JCAF is a foundation dedicated to
research, technology and art. As a
hybrid institution, JCAF combines an
academic research institute, an innovative
technology laboratory, and a platform for
museum-quality exhibitions.
We are a non-collecting foundation
that does not own art or house a private
art collection. Our ethos is to advance
the appreciation of modern and
contemporary art through the production,
sharing and preservation of knowledge.

JCAF is located in Forest Town, Johannesburg, in
a former electrical tram shed and substation that
operated between 1906 and 1961. It is a listed
provincial heritage site that has been renovated
to preserve the modernist functionalism of the
architecture and to incorporate bespoke innovative
design elements.
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Artworks
Bharti Kher
Mother (2016). Plaster and wood. Courtesy
the artist and Hauser & Wirth, London and
New York. Photo Jeetin Sharma
Self portrait (2007). Digital photograph.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Perrotin.
Photo Bharti Kher Studio
Warrior with cloak and shield (2008). Mixed
media. Courtesy the artist and Galerie
Perrotin. Photo Guillaume Ziccarelli
Portrait of Bharti Kher. Photo Jeetin Sharma
Nandipha Mntambo
Europa (2008). Archival ink on cotton
rag paper. Collection of the artist. Image
courtesy Stevenson, Johannesburg and
Cape Town
Sengifikile (2009). Bronze. Dr KOP Matseke
Collection. Image courtesy Stevenson,
Johannesburg and Cape Town
What Remains (2019). Cowhide, horns, resin
and polyester mesh. Collection of the artist.
Image courtesy Stevenson, Johannesburg
and Cape Town
Portrait of Nandipha Mntambo. Photo Elsa
Young
Wangechi Mutu
A Dragon Kiss Always Ends in Ashes (2007).
Ink, paint, mixed media, plant material and
plastic pearls on Mylar. Courtesy Gladstone
Gallery, New York and Brussels
Water Woman (2017). Bronze. Harry G David
Collection
Portrait of Wangechi Mutu. Photo Cynthia
Edorh
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Shirin Neshat
Nida (Patriots), Sheida Jafari (Masses) and
Sheida Dayani (Masses), from The Book of
Kings series (2012). Ink on LE silver gelatin
prints. Courtesy the artist and Gladstone
Gallery, New York and Brussels
Soliloquy (1999). Two-channel 16mm film,
transferred to digital video with stereo
sound. Courtesy the artist, Gladstone Gallery, New York and Brussels, and Goodman
Gallery, Johannesburg, Cape Town and
London
Portrait of Shirin Neshat. Photo Rodolfo
Martinez
Berni Searle
Lament I, IV, VI (2011). Archival prints on
Premium Luster Photo paper. Southern: a
Contemporary Collection. Images courtesy
the artist
Snow White (2001). Two-channel video.
Johannesburg Art Gallery Collection
Portrait of Berni Searle. Photo Stephanie
Veldman
Special thanks to
The artists, their studios and galleries:
Galerie Perrotin, Gladstone Gallery, Goodman Gallery, Hauser & Wirth, Stevenson;
and the lenders for their generous support
of the exhibition: Harry G David Collection,
Johannesburg Art Gallery Collection, Dr
KOP Matseke Collection and Southern: a
Contemporary Collection
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