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Comparative readings of seriti in the art
of George Pemba, Gerard Sekoto,
Nhlanhla Xaba and Zwelethu Mthethwa
Kolodi Senong
This essay presents the argument that conceptions of seriti can be read into works produced
by black South African artists such as George Pemba (1912-2001), Gerard Sekoto (19131993), Nhlanhla Xaba (1960-2003) and Zwelethu Mthethwa (b.1960). 1 Dignity is called
seriti in Sepedi, isidima in isiXhosa and isithunzi in isiZulu. Individually, people are imbued
with seriti as an aura of respectability and equality, irrespective of personal standing within
the hierarchy of life and society.
Sekoto and Pemba were among the first black South African modernists, whereas Xaba and
Mthethwa’s careers emerged in the years when the country transitioned to democracy. I
discuss aesthetic techniques in selected works by these artists as a point of interrogation into
modes of representation, interpretation and the subject of seriti.
Among the four artists discussed in the essay, Mthethwa is the only one who talks explicitly
about exploring a sense of dignity in his images. This reading of his work has been deeply
compromised following his conviction for the brutal killing of Nokuphila Kumalo, a twentythree-year-old sex worker. My intention, then, is to not only consider seriti as an aesthetic
quality, but also as an idea impacting on the reading of particular works of art.
Early expressions of seriti: Sekoto in Eastwood and Pembaʼs dramatic
observations
Several authors claim that both Sekoto and Pemba interpret people within their
surroundings in a dignified manner.2 The two artists’ subject matter includes depictions of
daily life, such as people reading books, riding on a bus or interacting socially. I contend that
some of these artists’ paintings are an amalgam of ideas and themes of their times,
concerning the experiences of black people within their designated areas.3
My use of the term black refers to those people suffering from subtle or extreme racial prejudice and whose “mental attitude” share, speak
and identify with the experiences of black as a cultural occurrence. Black cultural experience is a way of life inspired by the people and
traditions associated with the African continent. Steve Biko, I Write What I Like (Johannesburg: Picador Africa, 2004), 52.
1

See John Peffer, Art and the End of Apartheid (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2009) and Esmé Berman, Painting in South
Africa (Halfway House: Southern Book, 1993).
2

3 The

system of apartheid concretized the division of the country’s landscape according to race and ethnicity. This unfortunate reality
continues to impact the experiences of the majority of black people in the 21st century.
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Both Sekoto and Pemba were born around the time when the Natives Land Act of 1913 was
passed into law in South Africa. This act became the cornerstone of the Union of South
Africa, which transformed the relations of land ownership in the newly-formed country.4
The Natives Land Act befitted the ill purpose of exploiting, alienating and degrading black
people.5 Sol Plaatje writes in response to the act that black people were to be ‘tolerated only
as servants.’6
Historically, both Pemba and Sekoto’s origins correspond with black people’s struggle and
confrontations with an encroaching, expanding white supremacist power structure. Central
to this context was the role of mission stations, where black people received Western
education from the 1800s until the 1950s when the Department of Bantu Education was
introduced.7 Most of the mission-educated black people accepted the new system and trends
of development offered by the settler colonials, which encouraged European value systems
in terms of conduct and articulation.8 Tim Couzens claims that this new education system
aimed to invent "a new class" of black people.9 Their education was considered a stepping
stone towards progress and equality with Europeans.10 Significantly, this ‘new class' of black
people included such important political figures as Sefako Makgatho (1861–1951), Isaac
Tabata (1909–1990) and Robert Sobukwe (1924–1978), all of whom showed an aptitude to
acclimatise to the changing landscape.11
At seventeen, Sekoto went to train as a teacher at Diocesan Training College (Setotolwane
College), an Anglican mission in Grace Dieu near Polokwane. His education included

The Union of South Africa was constituted from a unification of the Boer Republics of Transvaal and the Orange Free State with the
British colonies of the Cape of Good Hope and Natal. This was shortly after the bitterly contested South African War (previously known
as the Anglo-Boer War). Since the arrival of Jan van Riebeeck, there were always plans to distribute the South African land equitably (in
favour of Europeans) until the Natives Land Act was introduced in 1913 to settle this ‘problem’. Sol Plaatje, Native Life in South Africa:
before and since the European War and the Boer Rebellion (Craighall: Pan Macmillian, 1982), 416.
4

5

Chloë Reid, “Seeking Sekoto,” in Song for Sekoto: Gerard Sekoto 1913–2013 (Craighall: The Gerard Sekoto Foundation, 2013), 119.

6

Plaatje, Native Life in South Africa, 416.

7

Elizabeth Rankin and Elza Miles, “The Role of the Missions in Art Education in South Africa,” Africa Insight 22, no. 1 (1992), 34.

Rasheed Araeen, “Modernity, Modernism and Africa’s Authentic Voice,” in Drawings and Paintings from the Studio: Ernest Mancoba
(Cape Town: Stevenson, 2014), 8.
8

9

Tim Couzens, The New African: the study of the life and work of H.I.E. Dhlomo (Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1985), 353.

Gwen Ansell, Soweto Blues: Jazz, Popular Music & Politics in South Africa (New York: The Continuum International, 2004), 9; Couzens,
The New African, 272.
10

Makgatho was a former schoolteacher, entrepreneur, and founder of the Transvaal Native Congress, one of the forerunners to the African
National Congress (ANC). He also served as president of the ANC (1917–1924). Tabata was the founder and theoretician of the NonEuropean Unity Movement, later renamed Unity Movement of South Africa. He wrote extensively about the history of black people’s
revolts against white domination. Sobukwe was the mastermind behind the Pan Africanist Congress of Azania (PAC).Theseindividuals
went beyond the limiting popular narratives of how black people were expected to live without agency under colonialism and apartheid.
11
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‘rudimentary art instruction.’ 12 In The Role of the Missions in Art Education in South
Africa, 13 art historians Elizabeth Rankin and Elza Miles call the college ‘an enclave of
Christian colonial culture’ under the care of people who were ‘well-equipped in the arts.’14
Sekoto’s training included the basics of drawing, composition and design, which became
useful in his later career as an artist. After qualifying as a teacher, he taught for four years at
Khaiso Secondary School in Polokwane before quitting in 1938 to pursue art fulltime. 15
Sekoto is among ‘the first generation of modern black artists in South Africa’ to respond to
his immediate social conditions through painting.16
Sekoto stayed with his family in Eastwood, outside Pretoria between 1945 and 1947,
capturing the atmosphere and psychology of the people he portrayed in his paintings.17 This
‘atmosphere and psychology of the people’ of Eastwood is discernible in the meditative
composition, Young Man Reading, which portrays reclining young, male figure. Sekoto
adopts symbols identified with both the European and African continents.

Gerard Sekoto,Young Man Reading, 1946-47. Oil on canvas, 24.5 x 35 cm. Private
collection. Source: Barbara Lindop, Sekoto.

12

Barbara Lindop, Sekoto: The Art of Gerard Sekoto (London: Pavillion. 1988).

13

Elizabeth Rankin and Elza Miles, “The Role of the Missions in Art Education in South Africa,” Africa Insight 22, no. 1. (1992), 47.

14

Rankin & Miles, “The Role of the Missions,” 35.

15

Lindop, Sekoto, 12.

Lize van Robbroeck, “‘That Magnificent Generation’: Tradition and modernity in the lives, art and politics of the first modern black
painters,” in Visual Century: South African Art in Context, vol. 1, 1907–1948, ed. Jillian Carman (Johannesburg: Wits University, 2011),
115.
16

17

Lesley Spiro, Gerard Sekoto: Unsevered Ties (Johannesburg: Johannesburg Art Gallery, 1989), 35–38.
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The young man is dressed in white shirt and navy slacks, and is depicted with one hand
resting on a white pillow over a grass mat. His posture emphasises the painting’s horizontal
orientation. Bold tonal contrast renders the private space as calm and uncluttered. Sekoto’s
‘modern subject matter’ contradicts the perception that blacks were either tribal country
people or urban slum dwellers.18 Remember that the artist and his generation, particularly
the ‘new class,’ regarded themselves as capable human beings, and not as inferior to whites.19
I interpret Young Man Reading as Sekoto's embrace of the changing ways of life that
included literature, Christianity and acknowledgement of the Western culture as part of a
new identity.

Gerard Sekoto,The Proud Father – Manakedi and Bernard, 1946-47. Oil on
canvas

18

Peffer, Art and the End of Apartheid, 6.

19

Sekoto later left South Africa on an exit permit to Paris with the hope of settling in a less oppressive and racially prejudiced environment.
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In 1947 Sekoto executed The Proud Father, a painting that depicts the artist’s brother
Bernard holding his daughter Manakedi in his gentle, protective embrace. 20 Sekoto’s
depiction of his sibling engages with the sitter’s psychology, characterising him as an
intelligent and thinking person.21 Bernard is depicted sitting on a chair with one leg casually
on top of the other while cuddling his daughter, Manakedi with his right arm. Robert Farris
Thompson writes that African sculpture from various regions associates postures such as
sitting with honour, tranquillity and perpetuity among other dignified qualities. 22 This
understanding may be read into The Proud Father, a portrait of father and child with the
latter appearing content within the seemingly secure embrace of her father. Bernard is
painted neatly dressed in a maroon jacket, blue trousers and black leather shoes. White
porcelain teacups and a book on top of an old table appear to the right side of the two figures
to complete this vertical, peaceful composition.
This painting juxtaposes a limited palette of naturalistic patches of earthy colours, blues and
crimsons against Bernard and Manakedi’s twinkling eyes. Tonal variations of vibrant and
unusual colour combinations veer towards abstraction. An emotionally charged
atmosphere, revealed by the figures’ wide bright eyes, lends the composition an atmosphere
of tension and physical presence. Sekoto painted this intimate moment with great
sensitivity, imbuing the figures’ poses with a sense of seriti.
Sekoto’s contemporary Pemba lived with his family in a brick house in Korsten, Port
Elizabeth when the majority of black people lived in mud or zinc houses. His preacher father
worked at Cuthbert’s Shoe Store. 23 The artist initially trained as a teacher at Lovedale
Teacher Training College in Alice and taught at Wesleyan Mission School in King
Williamstown before resigning in 1938 to pursue art full time.24 By then, Pemba had studied
watercolour at the University College of Fort Hare (1931) and at Rhodes University (1937),
both in the Eastern Cape.25

20

Lindop, Sekoto, 26.

Ivor Powell and David Koloane, “In Conversation: David Koloane, Ivor Powell,” in Seven Stories About Modern Art in Africa, ed. C.
Deliss (Great Britain: Flammarion, 1995), 264.
21

22

Robert Farris Thompson, African Art in Motion (University of California: California, 1974), 68.

23

Donvé Lee, George Pemba: The Painter of the People (Kelvin: Awareness, 2006), 4.

Barry Feinberg, “George Milwa Mnyaluza Pemba,” in George Pemba: Biographical Sketch, eds Hayden Proud and B. Feinberg (Cape
Town: South African National Gallery, 1996), 20.
24

25

Feinberg, “George Milwa Mnyaluza Pemba,” 23.
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Similarly to Sekoto, Pemba’s education at mission schools made him part ‘of a small but
influential African middle class.’26 However, while Pemba’s education placed him within the
black bourgeoisie, his living among urban blacks exposed him to the poverty and squalor
prevalent in the townships. The artist spent most of his life in Korsten, with ‘no running
water or sewerage removal and suffered two outbreaks of bubonic plague in his life time
(1918 and 1938).’27 There he became familiar with the daily experiences of being black in a
racist South Africa, forcing awareness of what Couzens calls ‘a culture struggling in poverty
and against poverty.’28

George Pemba, On the Bus, 1974. Oil on canvas/board, 49.5 x 74 cm. Private collection. Source: aspireart.net

Pemba’s dynamic painting, On the Bus expresses an awareness of seriti through its
exploration of the black experience. It shows a vibrant group of commuters crowded across
the picture surface. Two unequal triangular shapes envelop the characters on either side of
the picture plane. A standing female with a child on her hip walks in the passageway as if
about to disembark or sit down on the bench in front. The painting’s liveliness stems from
the individual characters who appear captivated in their actions, such as the older man
smoking his pipe on the extreme right side of the composition. Next to him is a pouting
26

Van Robbroeck, “That Magnificent Generation,” 115.

27

Van Robbroeck, “That Magnificent Generation,” 115.

28

Couzens, The New African, xiii.
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youngster who may be reluctant to make way on the bench for the approaching older woman
with a child. Seated behind them, a female dressed in red blouse and navy headscarf is shown
removing her basket of bread rolls, perhaps zii rostile from the floor to make way for the
advancing lady with the child.29
These figures capture the intimacy and intensity of shared experiences of black people within
the South African landscape.30 Generally, when in the company of their elders, young black
people are expected to vacate their seats and make way for them. Here it becomes apparent
that Pemba’s vivid composition captures a rich and ordinary daily experience charged with
visual signs that provoke questions of seriti.

George Pemba, On the Bus, 1974. Oil on canvas/board, 49.5 x 74 cm. Private collection. Source: aspireart.net

To this day, it is a common practice and phenomenon to see black women selling food items such as these roasted traditional, homemade Xhosa bread in public spaces. Thanks to the ingenious retailers who are constantly seeking business opportunities, zii rostile can
also be picked up from some of the local chain supermarkets, particularly in the Eastern Cape.
29

Pemba’s paintings share similar subject matter and depth to the documentary photographs of Ernest Cole (1940–1990) and Santu
Mofokeng (1956–2020), capturing the everyday experiences and spiritual richness of the life of black people albeit living under oppressive
conditions.
30
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In his quest to dignify black people, Pemba painted a series of distinguished individuals such
as politicians, writers and doctors, foregrounding their individuality and psyche. 31 This
quest can be seen in At the Clinic Pemba fills this composition with the drama of life at a
health centre designated to black people. One of several paintings that represent the theme
of the clinic, this work shows a standing nurse in a sun-bleached white dress and a nurse’s
cap. She is holding an injection needle in her right hand while her outstretched left-hand
holds the small hand of a crying baby. The wailing infant is dressed in red and sits on the lap
of its mother whose facial expression appears disturbed. The nurse is portrayed looking into
the far distance. Next to them is a woman dressed in an orange blouse and dark skirt,
clutching her head as she looks towards the child, perhaps sympathising with her
discomfort. The head of an older man with a grey beard whose face bears a strained
expression appears between the two women. Another female figure, her head partly wrapped
in a scarf, is positioned in the background. Her striking facial expression with closed eyes
intimates enormous anxiety. Pemba’s placement of the different figures across this dynamic,
asymmetric composition accentuates the restricted movement within the peopled interior
space. This painting renders a seemingly ordinary scene in the lives of black people who were
(and are) often seen overcrowded waiting for depleted public health services. Their right to
seriti is challenged by the congested conditions of a blacks-only health care centre.32
Critic Ivor Powell writes that Pemba’s work explores the dignity that is bestowed on
individuals occupying distinguished positions in life such as the nursing sister in At the
Clinic.33 However, in my analysis, the two paintings discussed here show that Pemba views
seriti as an innate quality in all human beings, particularly black people enduring daily
hardship.
I contend that both Sekoto and Pemba give their human subjects an appearance of pride and
self-respect. This reading differs with that of art historians Juliette Leeb-du Toit and Esmé
Berman who critique Sekoto and Pemba's choice of subject matter. Both authors claim that
the two painters avoided depicting the poverty and hardships that was a result of racial
discrimination. Leeb-du Toit insists that both painters’ canvases are ‘picturesque, a
palliative for white patronage base’, which evade depicting the degrading poverty of their

31

Powell and Koloane, “In Conversation”, 264

Charles V. Hamilton & Stokely Carmichael, Black Power: The Politics of Liberation in America. (United States of America: Vintage
Books, 1967), 29.
32

33

Powell and Koloane, “In Conversation”, 264.
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subjects.34 Berman describes Sekoto’s vivid paintings as those ‘that seldom emphasise the
hardships of his subjects.’ 35 The two writers also claim that by choosing to focus on the
positive experiences of their subjects, the two artists wanted to appease their white patrons.
In my view, these pioneers depict the lives of black people, as they understood and claimed
it with all its nuances. Generally, the artworks reflect the painters' lived experiences, which
white art historians can only interpret as outsiders.36 Also, the two painters demonstrate the
intellectual possibility to portray black people in a positive light, as fully-fledged and capable
human beings. This obligation is acknowledged in the editorial of Inkundla ya Bantu, which
describes Sekoto as an artist who:
has consistently refused to see the African as a picturesque creature. To him, the
acquisition of more skill has meant that he must paint with deeper feeling for and
active sympathy with that African whose soul is daily being crushed and bruised in
his own Africa.37
Both Sekoto and Pemba lived within the context of a racist South Africa that regarded black
people as inferior beings. The two painters’ depictions reflect their perceptions of black
people as human beings with an inherent sense of seriti. Young Man Reading, The Proud
Father, In the Bus and At the Clinic are not fantasies or distortions of the lives of black
people, but spirited interpretations of their social experiences and seriti.
Xaba and Mthethwaʼs experimentations with seriti in the 1990s
Like Sekoto and Pemba, the births of Xaba and Mthethwa correspond with epochal
milestones in South Africa’s history. Xaba and Mthethwa were born in the year that the
apartheid police gunned down 69 people in Sharpeville, a township outside Vereeniging.38
Following these brutal shootings, major anti-apartheid political organisations such as the
African National Congress (ANC) and the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC) were banned and
forced to operate underground, leading them to adopt the armed struggle. A subsequent
Juliette Leeb-du Toit, “Revisiting the South African Landscape,” in Visual Century: South African art in context, vol. 1, 1907–1948,
ed. J. Carman (Johannesburg: Wits University, 2011), 193.
34

35

Berman, Painting in South Africa, 113.

Apartheid made it impossible for South Africans to mingle and interact across racial lines. As a result, different race groups are
generally alienated from each other’s rich cultural heritage mediated through their languages.
36

Jordan Ngubane, “Sekoto,” Inkundla Ya Bantu (10 September 1949).
http://pzacad.pitzer.edu/NAM/newafrre/writers/ngubane/edit/10_9_49.gif . With the lack of hindsight, the editor, Jordan Nkush
Ngubane (1917–1985) congratulated the apartheid government for including the work of Sekoto in an exhibition of art from across
Africa, exhibited in America in 1949.
37

These peaceful demonstrations, spearheaded by the Pan-Africanist Congress of Azania (PAC) spread throughout selected areas
around the country as part of the mass mobilisation processes against white minority rule.
38
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atmosphere of fear resulted from the banning of political activity, exiling and imprisonment
of leading anti-apartheid activists.
Nadine Gordimer describes Xaba’s birthplace of Payneville as ‘a black ghetto segregated
outside the gold mining town’ north of Springs.39 Author Muzi Khuzwayo remembers that
the people of Payneville used public toilets with some forced to walk long distances to find
one.40 In 1951 the residents of Payneville began moving to the newly established township of
KwaThema, four kilometres outside the town of Springs or to rural areas.41
At KwaThema, Xaba met the artist and designer Madi Phala, (1955–2007) who facilitated
his initial access into the world of the visual arts.42 Xaba’s quest to acquire art education took
him to Rorke’s Drift in KwaZulu Natal and Funda Centre in Soweto, where he met the
playwright, writer and poet, Matsemela Manaka (1956–1998).43 Manaka awakened Xaba’s
political awareness, which later fashioned his occupation as artist and teacher.44
Curator Sipho Mdanda writes that Xaba’s grandfather, who was a builder, taught him
persistence and precision — qualities that became apparent in his complex compositions of
built-up layers of paint.45 Xaba’s subject matter revolves around the post-1994 experiences
of black people in both rural and urban South Africa.46 He counted the trumpeter, Hugh
Masekela among musicians whose ‘social and political message’ had a direct influence on
his often-complex compositions.47
There is a train that comes from Namibia and Malawi, from all the hinterland of
Southern and Central Africa. This train carries young and old, African men who are
conscripted to go and work on contract in the gold mines of Johannesburg and its
surrounding metropolis.48
39

Nadine Gordimer, “Sam Nhlengethwa,” in Sam Nhlengethwa, ed. K. Smith (Johannesburg: Goodman Gallery, 2006), 24.

40

Muzi Khuzwayo, There’s a Tsotsi in the Boardroom: winning in a hostile world (Johannesburg: Jacana Media, 2007), 26.

During apartheid’s forced removals, those black people who did not own property in the urban areas were generally shipped to the rural
areas while most of those who owned property, were housed in government-owned houses in the townships (Khuzwayo, There’s a Tsotsi
in the Boardroom, 23).
41

42

Marion Arnold, In Between: The Art of Nhlanhla Xaba (Johannesburg: The Artist’s Press, 1998), 3.

Xaba participated as a teacher in various community art initiatives such as Khula Udweba, Alexandra Art Centre, Open Window,
Othandweni Orphanage, Independent Visual Arts and Craft Academy (VACA), Federated Union of Black Artists (FUBA) and Funda
Community College, among others. Sipho Mdanda, “Nhlanhla Xaba”, in 10 Years 100 Artists, ed. S. Perryer (Cape Town: Bell-Roberts,
2004), 414.
43

44

Mdanda, “Nhlanhla Xaba”, 414.

45

The artist stated that his paintings and prints often reveal "a great deal of overworking.” Mdanda, “Nhlanhla Xaba”, 414.

46

Mdanda, “Nhlanhla Xaba”, 414.

47

Arnold, In Between, 7.

48

Hugh Masekela, “Stimela,” on I am not Afraid (CD) (Los Angeles: Blue Thumb Records, 1974).
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The lyrics of Hugh Masekela’s 1974 song Stimela (Coal Train) explores the 20th century
subject of displacement, migration and urbanisation of black people in Southern Africa.
Stimela seems to have inspired Xaba’s triptych, Past, Present and Future, which raises
questions of institutional and structural racism amid the dichotomy of rural and urban black
South Africa.

Nhlanhla Xaba, Past, Present and Future, n.d. Oil on canvas, 117 x 229 cm (triptych). Private collection. Source:
In Between: The Art of Nhlanhla Xaba ( (exhibition catalogue).

Xaba’s reading of Stimela narrates the story of pre-colonial Africa and the aftermath of
contact with European modernity. The left panel depicts what may be considered a
stereotypical representation of Africa with its mysterious past, rendered by what look like
masks. The famous Domba, a bass-drum accompanied initiation dance usually performed
by Venda maidens dominates the central panel. A monotonous township scene with ‘its
realities of squatter settlements’ is depicted through dull colours and silhouetted figures in
the right panel.49 The painting depicts a dense atmosphere – reminiscent of multiple families
occupying the same space amid the lack of municipal services such as refuse removals. Both
left and middle panels express Xaba's evocative return to ancient Africa with its distinct ways
of life.
Xaba seems to insinuate that rural areas are spaces where a connection to the past still exists.
His painting compares the disparities between this ‘Africa,' depicted in rich browns, reds,
yellows and greens, with the wretchedness of life in the urban peripheries, characterised by
thick smog and a dull atmosphere. A lapse of time between the two extremes of life is
mediated by the presence of rural existence, as custodian of inherited African customs. The
49

Arnold, In Between, 10.
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intimation may be that people's sense of seriti is often the result of their ability to trace their
roots, which is intertwined with the land.
This insinuation brings to mind Khuzwayo’s narrative about how apartheid made life
difficult for the people of Payneville, where both the young and old shared a limited space.50
In contrast to Sekoto’s interpretations of particular areas, Past, Present and Future seem to
suggest ways of going beyond the poverty and misery that characterise squatter camps by
focusing attention on identity and heritage as the antidote to dislocation.
Stimela reminds us that the many people who registered to work in the gold mines of
Johannesburg migrated from different parts of Southern and Central Africa. Some of these
people ended up staying permanently around the city’s boundaries and townships, which
were established specifically to serve as pools of cheap labour for the benefit of the country’s
economy.

Nhlanhla Xaba, At Home I, n.d. Oil and acrylic on canvas, 86.5 x 122 cm. Private collection. Source: In Between: The Art of
Nhlanhla Xaba (exhibition catalogue).

50

Khuzwayo, There’s a Tsotsi in the Boardroom, 26.
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In At Home I, Xaba appropriates symbols of everyday objects to express the experiences of
people living in poor conditions. The painting presents an ambiguous relationship between
the exterior and interior of a dwelling, which is made up of recycled materials. The surface
of this horizontal composition is divided into two large squares of equal size, but Xaba
disrupts this symmetry by bringing discordant elements together. Crumpled curtains flow
from the roof against what appears to be a precast concrete wall on the left. A brazier in the
middle adopts a menacing tone. A naked child, reminiscent of ancestral African sculpture,
holds a bath towel while standing on a platform on the right. Xaba’s vivid palette and
painting technique enhances the feeling of turmoil, with palette knife and brush strokes
juxtaposed to draw attention to the surface and texture of the painting. This composition
reveals his sensitivity to poor people's experience of hygienic practices, and is a tribute to
the survival of the human spirit amid harsh living conditions as well as a reminder that their
sense of seriti is challenged daily.
While paintings by Pemba and Xaba remind us that ordinary people’s sense of seriti is
regularly tested, it is Mthethwa who most complicates readings of seriti, due to his murder
conviction in 2017. Born in Durban, Mthethwa’s initial contact with art came through the
South African Race Relations’ Abangani Open School where he spent two years (1979–
1980), under the tutelage of two former Rorke’s Drift graduates, Charles Nkosi (b. 1949) and
Joe Ndhlovu (b. 1953). At Abangani, Mthethwa built an impressive portfolio which, together
with his tutors’ association with Jules van der Vĳver (their former principal at Rorke’s Drift
who later became a printmaking lecturer at the University of Cape Town’s Michaelis School
of Fine Art), helped Mthethwa to gain admission to UCT in 1981.51 He obtained a Fine Arts
diploma in 1984 before subsequently receiving a Masters degree in Fine Arts in 1989 from
the Rochester Institute of Technology, New York.52
Mthethwa is proficient in photography, drawing, and painting, but has received most
acclaim for his photography, particularly since he began exhibiting the series of large scale
and colourful photographs titled Interiors (1995–2005). These photographs comprise
portraits of black people within their precarious abodes in squatter camps such as
Crossroads in Cape Town. The dwellings are made from found material like plastic, timber,
masonite boards, paper and metallic objects, with most of the inside walls decorated with

Bongi Dhlomo, “Zwelethu Mthethwa Talks About His Photographs,” in Liberated Voices: contemporary art from South Africa, ed. F.
Herreman (New York: Museum for African Art, 1999), 66–69.
51

52

Peffer, Art and the End of Apartheid, 263.
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newspapers, posters from magazines, and advertising billboards. The floors of these
interiors are delicately polished or covered in sheets of linoleum. Generally, the homes point
to inadequacy, seen in shiny aluminium pots, clothes on hangers lining the wall and beds
standing on bricks to create storage underneath. Yet the ‘dwellings are … sanctuaries from
the difficult life of labour the occupants live.’53 Mthethwa depicts the homeowners' agency
and sense of seriti, seen in the way they decorate and give each space an individual touch.
Mthethwa has stated that, ‘Colour is a dignifying vehicle’ that re-establishes the existence of
its subjects ‘as people with proper names and proper places.’54 His photographs show how,
even under challenging economic conditions, people’s ability to choose remains intact,
demonstrated by the poses of his subjects, their style of dress and how they decorate their
dwellings. 55 The artist is outspoken about the respectability and dignity of people from
squatter camps and his photographs, notably Interiors, is seen to record their living spaces
in ways that restore pride and dignity.56
Curator Okwui Enwezor discusses Mthethwa’s use of colour to represent his subjects in the
present, even if their spaces are characterised by poverty, in juxtaposition to black and white
photography's tendency to suspend its topic in ‘antiquity.’ 57 Colonialism and apartheid's
process of land grabs conferred on black people a subhuman status of socially ‘dead entities,'
a dilemma which Mthethwa challenges through colour photography.58 Enwezor qualifies his
interpretation by reminding us of how apartheid laws forbade black people from residing in
the city and how Mthethwa needed to get permission from the Minister of Education to
enable him to study at UCT.59 Mthethwa’s use of photography to depict poor black people
from squatter camps compliments his stated aim of according them dignity.
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Zwelethu Mthethwa, Untitled, from the series Interiors, 1995-2005. Chromogenic print mounted on
plexiglass. Private collection. Source: prisonphotography.org

Although the artist prearranges his scenes, it is difficult to ignore the mocking symbols of
poverty filling the frames of the modest interiors. For example, in one photograph, Untitled,
a barefooted, reclining female figure is dressed in a black hat, yellow-striped jersey and
denim jeans. With her feet next to the edge of the picture frame, the figure occupies the
bottom part of the composition. The wall of the interior, consisting of painted sky-blue
cardboards, is in the background. A bunch of clothing, including a leather jacket and a piece
of white curtain hanging above the figure's head on the right corner, interrupt the dominance
of the wall. An electric cable, seemingly suspended from a nail on the wall complements the
laptop charger lying on the bed.
Similar to other photographs from this series, the female figure is mindful that she is being
photographed and looks straight at the camera. Mthethwa claims that his way of presenting
the images allow the subjects an opportunity to collaborate in the course of their depiction.60
His framing of the composition emphasises the seriousness of the reclining female figure
against her prearranged interior. This woman's pose, her relationship to the immediate
space and direct gaze to the viewer is thought provoking and enables the reading of seriti
into the image.
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Zwelethu Mthethwa, Untitled, from the series Interiors, 1995-2005. Chromogenic print mounted on
plexiglass Private collection. Source: artnet.com

Another photograph from the series, Untitled, shows two bare-footed youngsters looking
straight at the viewer. Mthethwa captures the older one sitting on a wooden stool with his
hands resting on his knees. In contrast, the standing figure rests his left hand on the right
shoulder of the seated teen.

Behind them, covers from women’s magazines such as

Cosmopolitan and Sarie serve as wallpaper. On the left are various aluminium cooking pots
assembled on a black stand and a blue gas cylinder resting on the edge of the table against
the wall. The table, covered in pink plastic cloth doubles as a storage underneath. A bright,
soft illumination emanates from the right of the composition to cast shadows that divide the
carpet and plastic table cloth into flowing tonal values.
Responding to curator Isolde Brielmaier’s enquiry about the importance of not labelling the
images of his series Untitled, Mthethwa claims:
Giving the first name and last name of the person can also be somewhat misleading,
particularly in South Africa, as some people change their names because of
perceived social and political pressures. In many cultures in Africa, when it comes
to identifying a person, one does not look at the person themselves but rather how
they fit into their more massive community structure. By calling my works,
‘untitled’,
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I was trying to offer the underlying narrative and then allow the viewer to embellish
the story with their own experiences and place the people whom they are looking at
within an environment which they can relate to.61
Art historian John Peffer charges that by not giving the biographical details of the people
photographed, Mthethwa selfishly assumes sole authorship of the images he claims to have
collaborated on.62 On the other hand, Enwezor points to Mthethwa’s assertion that it was up
to him, ‘as a sort of white knight’, to give back dignity to poor black people.63 Art historian
Annie Coombes writes that Mthethwa’s series make poverty look appealing.64 Certainly his
colourful images may appear to be celebrating the poverty of the people photographed in
contrast to his own life of ‘opulence.’65
In my view, the photographs' settings portray gentle and peaceful moods, marked by
physical signs of material aspiration and carefully decorated interiors. Furthermore,
Mthethwa seems to be consciously presenting images that most people choose to ignore in
daily life. These staged, colourful prints can be seen as Mthethwa’s response to Leeb-du Toit
and Berman's criticisms of Sekoto and Pemba. The images are generally characterised by
intense colour and calmness, which the photographer uses as a ploy to minimise the
harshness of the visible signs of poverty. His deliberate assertion that colour photography
might restore the seriti of poor black people from ‘the status of news items: victims rather
than persons, specimens instead of individuals’, is essential.66
However, there can be no doubt that Mthethwa’s arrest and subsequent incarceration for
murder has compromised his noble goal of dignifying poor black people through colour
photography. This position lends weight to critics such as Coombes and Peffer who question
his patriarchal and heroic assumption of providing dignity to the poor through colour
photography.
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CONCLUSION
It is ironic — given Mthethwa’s recent status as a convicted murderer — that he is the only
one among the four artists discussed who has consciously spoken about exploring seriti in
his work. His photographs gracing the walls of prestigious galleries around the world
introduce distinctions between seriti as an aesthetic quality and seriti as lived experience.
In contrast, Sekoto’s art reveals no such contradiction – his uncluttered compositions of
standing or sitting figures rendered sympathetically in a limited palette exude an air of seriti.
Narrative details in Pemba’s paintings introduce questions regarding the daily struggle for
seriti. On the other hand, Xaba’s dramatic compositions go further by positing the
importance of heritage and self-love as critical to embracing one’s sense of seriti. This
comparative account highlights that for many black South African artists, affirmations and
violations of seriti constitute a critical subtext running through their work, a perhaps logical
consequence of hundreds of years of subjugation and often violent oppression.
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