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Sam Nhlengethwa, The fire place, 2020. Courtesy the artist and

Goodman Gallery

“It is the intimate connection that a

person places on particular objects

that give them their value, not their

monetary worth”

Other examples can be found in Laure Provost’s The TV

Mantelpiece, where moving image, ceramics, textiles,

teabags and acrylic paint come together in a surreal

technological tangle. Similarly, Susan Hiller’s spectral

installation Belshazzar’s Feast, the Writing on Your Wall

marries the performative power of the fire and the

television, as eerie flames are broadcast on screen. In

this moment, the two competing focus points of our

contemporary domestic space become one, forming a

single mantel that speaks to familiarity, mythology and

human connection.

As digital technologies define a new era, where even a

single screen cannot command the attention of a family

unit, one has to wonder if the aesthetic balance that has

defined our living space for so long will ultimately

fracture. Perhaps the need for a primary focus will

dwindle, and the principles of proud display will change.

For now at least, it seems most of us continue to desire

a physical space in which to present our most prized

objects, and the mantel can still provide the warmth that

we seek, whether or not a fire rages beneath it.
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metronome, reminding us that it is the intimate

connection that a person places on particular objects

that give them their value, not their monetary worth.

 

 

 

While Shonagh’s home features a traditional fireplace as

a focal point, others have adapted. For instance, Jenneh

balances a selection of accolades belonging to her

father along the thin ridge of her electric fire, whereas

Ganshyam incorporates the family shrine within a larger

piece of custom furniture, which fills an entire wall. In

these instances, it is clear that the idea of a mantel,

whether or not it frames a fire, is still an important

device for displaying our most prized achievements,

hopes and values.

Nowadays, one could argue that while the primary

function of the fire might have been removed, this all-

important stage set still sparks the imagination. For

example, painter Sam Nhlengethwa, who is famed for

his pictures of South African life and the rhythmic power

of jazz, recently took an introspective look at interiors,

distilling various rooms to their very essence. In one

such work, the unlit fireplace is the nucleus around

which all other objects oscillate.

Madeline Waller, Jenneh, part of MantelpieceMadeline Waller, Jenneh, part of Mantelpiece……
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