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WHO CAN SPEAK THE

he first installation I saw as I
walked into Joburg’s Goodman
Gallery was a collection of
microphones looming over a
pine box – a makeshift seat, I
realised. The absence of someone who
would speak into the microphones was
notable. Above and behind the
microphones, there’s a line of text on the
wall: “Speaking and listening seem to be
an analogous project. A project between
those who speak and those who listen; a
negotiation between the speakers and the
listeners: it seems one can only speak, if
one’s voice is listened to.”
Thus begins Grada Kilomba’s first solo
exhibition in Africa with her 2017
installation called The Simple Act of
Listening.
The exhibition, titled Speaking the
Unspeakable, uses video and sound
installations, staged readings, text collages
TUNE IN
and other formats.
Grada
Kilomba explains that she pulls
Kilomba
knowledge relegated to text into the
with her
exhibition, thereby “performing” her own
installation
writing and feminist theory. Using this
called The
performance, Kilomba works to interrupt
Act of
the often sterile, silent “white cube” of
Listening,
traditional art galleries with a lyrical,
at the
visual language comprised of historically
Goodman
silenced voices and narratives.
Gallery in
A work that struck me at
Joburg
the exhibition is The
PHOTOS:
Desire Project, which
SUPPLIED
is comprised of a
three-channel textbased video
installation.
EXHIBITION
Kilomba’s thoughts
on the invalidation
of knowledge and
experiences of
colonised subjects is
explored, as is the framing of
colonial knowledge as inherently
objective.
Kilomba stresses the positionality of
those who speak, and how their/our
knowledge is invalidated depending on
their/our position when it comes to race,
gender and sexuality, as well as a host of
other factors.
“I write as an obligation to find myself,”
the text of The Desire Project reads, and
Kilomba seeks to be the describer of her
experiences – not the described.
Kilomba was born in Portugal and lives
in Berlin, Germany. She explored her
work with exhibition curator Lara Koseff
in a recent public discussion, and Kilomba
provided me with further details in an
interview I had with her later.
Out of respect for and in
acknowledgement of her desire to be the
describer and not the described, I have
chosen to use her words verbatim as far
as is possible.
“My work can be placed everywhere
and nowhere at the same time. I think
this is a characteristic of a decolonial
feminist work, where you are reinventing
language and it disturbs classic platforms,
ESCRAVA ANASTÁCIA Grada Kilomba exhibits the
TABLE OF GOODS A mound of soil with small
and people don’t know where to place it
image and story of Escrava Anastácia, an enslaved
pockets of sugar, coffee, dark chocolate and cocoa
because it crosses disciplines. I find that
woman who was forced to wear a mask to stop
illustrates the relationship between slaves and their
very exciting; that when we start telling
her from speaking against colonialism and slavery
masters
PHOTO: BRUNO LOPES
stories or create a visuality to stories that
have been silenced, that sometimes the
Another particularly jarring piece
upon its own life. But a subject, a person,
platforms are inadequate to react to those
Kilomba includes in her exhibition is
can decide upon her own life, can decide
new stories. Traditional and classic spaces
Table of Goods, an installation comprised
to end her life. That was seen as a loss of
often try to tell stories in a particular
of a mound of soil with pockets filled
property [by slave owners],” says Kilomba.
format, and then we come with a new
with coffee, sugar, dark chocolate and
“One aspect of the work that I wanted
perspective and a new language that is a
cocoa – all of which are goods associated
to do was to look as these forms of
hybrid of disciplines,” she says.
with and produced by past and modernoppression that are like ghosts; that keep
“I think many marginalised bodies have
day slaves.
interrupting our lives, keep bringing the
to find new languages and new artistic
The mound, which resembles a grave
past into the present and keep
practices to express ourselves, and we
with its surrounding white candles, is a
interrupting our everyday life – just as
also need to find spaces where we can
visual representation of all those things
ghosts do, symbolically – and bring fear
speak these languages. Most of these
that enslaved people were forbidden from
into your life where it shouldn’t be. So I
[gallery or museum] spaces are dominated
consuming as they worked on plantations
started working with this metaphor of a
spaces where we were once denied
around the world. To physically prevent
ghost – slavery is a ghost, colonialism is a
entrance, or where our works are not to
these enslaved people from consuming
ghost, sexism is a ghost. All these
be seen, or where our work is not in
these products, many were forced by
oppressions are violent ghosts that
accordance with the ‘white cube’. I think
their colonial owners to wear a gagging
interrupt your life and scare you.
we need to go into these spaces and
mask. The masks had the further effect of
“We need to talk about these ghosts
experiment as we seek to create new
preventing enslaved people from speaking
and give them a proper burial. We need
languages that were not there before.
or from consuming dirt as a way to
to name them, put them in the right
“I think it’s important that we enter
commit suicide, thereby reclaiming their
place, like a graveyard, and give them a
these spaces and occupy them, interrupt
agency as subjects as opposed to objects
dignified burial so that the ghosts
them, disrupt and appropriate them; and
owned by their masters.
disappear. The ghosts are there because
to bring a new agenda and to change the
“For enslaved people, killing yourself
these [forms of oppression] are not
agenda. I think that’s when art becomes
was a way of becoming a subject because
named.”
transformative – when it’s able to bring
you were seen as an object that could be
. Kilomba’s exhibition will be hosted by
questions that were never there before.”
bought and sold. An object cannot decide
the Goodman Gallery until April 14

unspeakable?

In her first solo exhibition on the continent, interdisciplinary
artist and scholar Grada Kilomba negotiates the dynamics of
speaking that which is unspeakable about colonialism, gender
and the hierarchy of knowledge – not only in terms of what
shouldn’t be spoken or cannot be spoken, but in terms of
what happens when we do so, writes Michelle Solomon
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MOTEL MOBBING Maggz’s new video is
cool, but the lyrics are humdrum
PHOTO: YOUTUBE SCREENGRAB

Simple and
slick, but
not unique
PHUMLANI S LANGA
phumlani.sithebe@citypress.co.za

Maggz: Big Time featuring
Reason and pH
..--The new track Big Time boasts
two of our more seasoned local
rappers in Maggz and Reason,
which means the actual music is
slightly above average. The two
are accompanied by pH, who
rides the hook.
The video shows the trio on a
road trip with a couple of
women in new and shiny SUVs
with no licence plates. I’m not
sure what a Haval H2 is, but it
must be a big deal as the
insignia is shown many times.
Two of these cars are filmed by
a drone as they pass through
some lush scenery and over a
bridge.
The destination of this trip
would seem to be a motel, and
the texture of this imagery
reminds me of a video by Travis
Scott for the song Mamacita.
You know those videos in front
of a roadhouse or a flea market
with gritty shots and not too
much going on but
rapping and
finessing? That
recipe works,
strangely
enough.
VIDEO REVIEW
Reason and
the boys
channel this well,
wearing all black
with a few goons
rocking some Styla Gang
merchandise. I’m not sure what
Reason is doing with the golf
glove, but, okay, cool. I enjoyed
the shots of pH chilling on a
stoep with a tortoise.
This is not what I would call a
lyrically intensive record. Truth
be told, I feel like Maggz gives
us very little in the way of
quotables as his delivery is lost
in the autotune. It comes across
as if this is Reason’s track
featuring Maggz. Reason kicks a
scheme about him and his
“hitters” chilling at villas … it
would’ve been cool if they were
standing in front of one those
instead of a motel, but that’s just
semantics. Reason actually kicks
a decent verse and this beat
slaps pretty hard.
Love and Glory is Maggz’s
sophomore offering, even
though the brother is a
household name. I gather
staying relevant entails wavy
beats and distorted lyrics, but it
would be nice to hear those old
cats really snap on a beat and
deliver some hard truths.
Until then, we’ll be bumping
Big Time and praying for the
day the autotune goes away.
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