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by Sinazo Chiya

Comprised of  sixteen different artists – with sixteen 
different voices – ‘New Monuments’ is somewhat 
irreducible. But this makes sense, since this exhibition 
attempts to craft, out of  cloth, stone and even ashes, an 
articulation of  where we are now, a place we can identify 
only by its newness, a place we have yet to name. 

Set on three rows of  five plinths occupying most of  the 
main floor, the show dislocates the norms of  space. The 
viewer has to choose between being pressed to the sides 
and being amongst the work. All of  the pieces are visible; 
set on different levels, nothing is overshadowed. There is 
no hierarchy, the viewer’s subjectivity is the sole custodian 
of  significance. ‘New Monuments’ is a revivification 
of  personal resonance as the chief  criteria for success. 
Subsequently, honest critique can only be achieved by 
analysing the spectrum of  utterances, by evaluating the 
measurable distances between the work. 
 
For instance, consider the distance between Takunda 
Billiat’s Faith Overboard and Siwa Mgoboza’s Live and Let 

Live: Libertina Leading the Beings. The former presents a 
personal narrative, a rebellion against a religion that is 
organised even in its alienation. A book suggestive of  
the Bible is rendered not historic but prehistoric. Created 
from a black, viscous lacquer it appears to be formulated 
by the last vestiges of  some primordial ooze. Nothing 
progressive could possibly come of  it. Mgoboza, by 
contrast, is buoyant; Libertina is lithe without wilting. The 
fabric on the stand says “made in South Africa, printed by 
da gama textiles,” yet the work’s title references Delacroix 
and so the figure becomes an art historical product, 
stamped by the colony and cultural imperialism. Secular 
and allegorical, the work signals an inward battle as fraught 

as the external revolution it is trying to lead. One is a 
meditation on a personal struggle, the other is colourful 
political satire. 

Another telling chasm lies between Lungiswa Gqunta’s 
What’s this monument thing? and Jacob Van Schalkwyk’s 
Monument for things that disappear. The former is placed 
to the side of  the plinth (not the center), occupying the 
periphery. Made out of  immortal material to represent 
diminishing, it highlights the difference between being and 
meaning. However, central to this work is its tenderness. 
It will outlast us, we who are constantly disappearing, but 
it celebrates us with its permanence. Gqunta, on the other 
hand, offers an explosive sense of  waiting. Composed of  
unignited molotov cocktails underneath an empty plinth, 
the anatomy of  the work is scant, but the conceptual 
underpinning is corpulent. Subverted and divested of  its 
function, the plinth is reconstructed as a place that can be 
destroyed in the pursuit of  a truer kind of  truth. What is 
underneath it is infinitely more powerful than what could 
be on top of  it. All the potentiality lies in the possibility 
of  its destruction. While both alter the plinth, one is the 
site for tenderness and the other for a pregnant anger. The 
plinth does not dictate the story, it’s an accessory to it.

From Marlene Steyn’s dripping kitsch to Martin Wilson’s 
ashen bastion; across Bronwyn Katz’s mineral-based 
meditations to Isabel Mertz’s wooden minimalism and 
Brett Seiler’s crumpled bronze hug, everything matters. 
Olivié Keck’s Deep Dreamer is at home beside Rory 
Emmett’s technicolour Some other ou. This show therefore 
becomes a model for a kind of  history in which memorials 
and monuments can be erected for the smallest and most 
personal of  narratives. Things that used to appear iron-

clad, because of  bronze castings, fall apart. This is not the space 
for emperors and heads of  state, it is a place for personal deities. 
The plinth is not a place for worship, it is the site for a virtuous 
selfishness. 

‘New Monuments’ is an exercise in self-determination by those 
who, like us, were taught to revere the various gods around them. 
Enshrining humour and pathos, the show redefines the tradition 
of  memorialising. Everything counts, everything has within it the 

capacity to be momentous. How we used to be is highlighted and 
razed with lowered plinths. Since we are in a state of  becoming, 
everything is new, and so we need new monuments.

Sinazo Chiya is a Cape Town based writer. Her concern is with 

art as a social hieroglyph. 

‘New Monuments’ showed at Commune.1 in Cape Town from 6 - 23 April 

2016.

01 ‘New Monuments’ installation view at Commune.1,  
 Cape Town. 
02 Lungiswa Gqunta, What’s this monument thing?!,  
 2016. Cement, glass bottles, bed sheets and found  
 fabric 130 x 63 x 63 cm. 
03 Takunda Billiat, Faith Overboard II, 2016. Fibreglass  
 and  acrylic paint, 42 x 35 x 35 cm. 
04 Siwa Mgoboza, Live and Let Live: Libertina   
 Leading the Beings, 2016. Isishweshwe (Three Cats  
 Cotton), mannequin, tulle, cotton thread, plastic dolls  
 and pine, 64 x 46 x 40 cm. 
05 Jacob van Schalkwyk, Monument for things that  
 disappear, 2016. Patinated bronze, 2.5 x ø7 cm. 
 Edition of 5. 
06 Rory Emmett, Some other ou, 2016. Oil paint and  
 found objects, 34 x 10 x 10 cm. 
07 Brett Sieler, Untitled (Two Street Lights Facing  
 Another (Hug)), 2016. Brass and silver,
 15 x 15 x 18 cm. All images courtesy of Commune.1.
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