web: leratoshadi.art
e-mail: studio@leratoshadi.art
ig: studio.leratoshadi

Lerato Shadi's work challenges common
assumptions to critigue Western notions

of history and make visible that which is
invisible or overlooked. Warking across video,
performance and installation, and often
employing repetitive processes, she argues
the importance of centering—not just includ-
ing—the marginalised body as a main figure
of narrative experience. By placing herself at
the forefront of her work, Shadi

deals with the politics of cultural erasure and
structural exclusion. She states: “It serves

to challenge myself, and hopefully my audi-
ence as well, in how |/we are complicit in the
violence of historical erasure by not fighting
for a more inclusive and accurate histarical
narrative. | realised that—by just blindly or la-
zily accepting an inaccurate history—| would
be sanctioning the problematic dominant
narrative with my own inactivity.”



http://www.leratoshadi.art
mailto:studio%40leratoshadi.art?subject=Contact
https://www.instagram.com/studio.leratoshadi/

Above, on the previous- and subsequent page: Tselae e
motsopodia, marker on raw linen, 170 x 970 cm, from the Tsela
di Matlapa series

link (solo show) — Tsela e e motsopodia

TSELA E E MOTSOPODIA

From the series Tsela di Matlapa, installa-

tion view, blank projects, Cape Town (2025).

[...] Viewed from a distance, a composition
of red lines on raw linen canvases forms the
image content. Viewed up close, the lines
prove to be a succession of handwritten
letters—lines of text executed with meticu-
lous care—which nevertheless remain un-
readable because the artist has overwritten

them a second time, backward and mirrored.

In that Shadi thwarts the Western influ-
enced expectation of image decipherability
an the microscopic level, the figure of the
unreadable text acquires a dual meaning: It

becomes a painterly gesture while simulta-
neously critiquing text-based historiography
and the epistemic violence of colonial know!-
edge production,” which draws its authority
from a Eurocentric perspective that often
remains unquestioned to this day. [..]1 The
work denies legibility to the viewers while
simultaneously offering them a differentiated
multitude of possibilities for understanding.
Depending on the distance and perspective,
it allows them to readjust their own view-
point. Shadi's tableaus can only be experi-
enced intellectually by placing myself—my
perception, my (non-)knowledge—in relation
to them. [...] Beziehungsgeflechte, Oliver
Hardt, review in Texte zur Kunst (July, 2025).
* Gayatri Spivak, Can the Subaltern Speak?,
New York 1985.



https://blankprojects.com/Tsele-e-e-motsopodia
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Maropeng, neon-light, lettering, drywall (c. 300 x 1400 cm).
Installation view: A Protea Is Not a Flower, Zeitz MOCAA, Cape

Town, 2025. (Photo: M. Slater)

link = A Protea Is Not a Flower, Zeitz MOCAA

MAROPENG

The title of this work comes from the Set-
swana saying, ‘Maropeng go a boelwa go sa
boelweng ke teng’ meaning ‘vou can return
to your ruins but not to the womb' This
intervention calls for a reorientation be-
tween ourselves and history. Shadi's practice
is concerned with rethinking marginalised
narratives and histories through perfor-
mance, drawing and installation. The title of
this work and the challenges it presents to
providing a clear translation also speaks to
Shadi's methaod of using language to si-
multaneously conceal and reveal. Different

audiences will have different forms of access
to the various meanings of her work [...].

Her work often encourages the viewer to
think with her through constructing spaces
and installations that evake strang physical
responses. Maropeng invites us to view our-
selves in relation to space and question what
has been hidden from our view. Two large
white walls jut out at an angle concealing
the architecture of this gallery. The phrase
history unfolding now is painted in bold serif’
text on both sides of the wall, converging
towards a bright red neaon light sign. Against
this large-scale intervention, we are encour-
aged to consider our personal histories as
unfolding with and alongside larger ones and

guestion the ways that we prioritise written
national narratives over individual and per-
sanal stories. Maropeng can be read along
the many crises we are currently experienc-
ing but also speaks beyond them, question-
ing the ways that we look back into the past
and project inta the future. Speaking to the
ways that historical writing can bath erase
and centre the narratives and lives of peo-
ple and places, Maropeng presents a set of
questions regarding our individual positions
in history. Which histories are erased, and
which are centered? How are our bodies and
lives shaped by histories? How can we see
the present as unfolding history? A Protea Is
Not a Flower, Zeitz MOCAA (2025).



https://zeitzmocaa.museum/zeitz-mocaa-presents-a-protea-is-not-a-flower/
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“Who is (not) included in the structures of this institution”. Batho ba ha ba Tlhalonganye. Bundeskunsthalle, Bonn, 2023



BATHO BA HA BA TLHALONGANYE

Site specific installation in: ‘WHO WE ARE/,
Bundeskunsthalle, Bonn (May-0Oct, 2023);
and ‘SEEDS for Future Memories’, ifa Gallery,
Berlin (Jul—Aug, 2019).

Batho ba ha ba Tlhalonganye (2019/2023)—
“Whao is (not) part of the structures of this
institution?”, this is the question the artist
Lerato Shadi poses to us, and also directly
to the Bundeskunsthalle. What she means is:
Who decides in this institution? Who speaks,
whose voice is heard, and who is visible?
These are important questions in our soci-

ety and should also be asked in institutions.
Usually, decision-making positions are held
by people who have no experience with dis-
crimination. Those who belong to a minority
that has often been discriminated against
have warse chances, for example, in educa-
tion orin the workplace. People who deviate
from the norm of the majority society feel
this almost constantly, whether through
small gestures or through gross discrimi-
nation. The cultural sector is no exception,
even if museums see themselves as places
of cultural diversity and equality. But are the
institutions and their decision-makers daing
enough to reflect on their own structures
and to be a place for everyone? Bundes-
kunsthalle, Bonn (2023)







Previous page: Batho ba Me (installation, Kunstverein
in Hamburg, 2020). Left: Batho ba Me (installation,

n.b.k. Berlin, 2020)

link = Batho ba Me, Kunstverein in Hamburg

BATHO BA ME

Exhibited (a.o.) at Neue Berliner Kunstver-
ein (n.b.k.), 2020; Kunstverein in Hamburg,
2020; Richard Saltoun Gallery, London, 2021;
Bundeskunsthalle, Bonn, 2024. Norval Foun-
dation, Cape Town, 2024-25.

The installation Batho ba Me provides Lerato
Shadi’s solo exhibition title in the Kunstvere-
in Hamburg and presents the text “We the
people” in black font on a red background.
This expression is found in preambles of con-
stitutions around the world. With two neon
elements, Shadi sharpens these words into

a question targeted directly at the viewer:
“Are we the people?” For whom is the “we”
claimed here actually a reality and how is
this “we" defined? Shadi is referencing an
essential discrepancy between inclusion and
exclusion that always arises when commu-
nities are formed. “We" is especially used in
political discourses in order to claim a feeling
of community that must always be critically
questioned. Debates about the access to
human and civil rights show repeatedly that
the question about “we” is always problem-
atic. In the exhibition as well, the question
being articulated about belonging is different
for every viewer since it is closely connected
to everyone’s personal background. 7. Peper


https://kunstverein.de/exhibitions/batho-ba-me-shadi-2020




Above and previous page: Nkgono le Nna, neon light installa-
tion (two parts) and / Know What a Closed Fist Means (both
2020). Following page: | Know What a Closed Fist Means, 2020

link = Maru a Pula Is a Song of Happiness
link = Intro: Lerato Shadi, KINDL Berlin
link — In Conversation w/ Bonaventure Ndikung

MARU A PULA IS A SONG
OF HAPPINESS

Solo exhibition at KINDL - Centre for Con-
temporary Art, Berlin, 2020, curated by
Kathrin Becker.

Shadi's exhibition at KINDL enters a place of
unknowing—The title presents itself as a low
frequency assonant—recurring, continuous,
persistent. “Maru a pula is a song of hap-
piness. There are clouds up in the sky. The
sound of music is in the air. It's gonna rain,
it's gonna rain"—the lyrics from Letta Mbu-
lu's 1976 song, “Maru a Pula.” Reverberation,
Echo. Musical resonance. A resonance closer

to knowing or a kind of knowing. Although
counterintuitive, within any form of know-
ing lies a doubting. To doubt as to call into
guestion the truth of, to lack confdence in,
to fall short of certainty in relation to knowl-
edge. [...] The two part neon-sign installation
Nkgono le Nna is closely linked to the notion
of ‘we’, where Shadi is thinking of herselfin
relation to her family history. Distance is
articulated through the space between the
wall-based neon X and Shadi's signature. The
X represents the artist's great grandmother,
Nkgono, or rather it (re)inscribes her, bringing
her into relation with the artist. It is a way
of describing what it means to be close to or
far away from each other. Although Shadi's
signature graphically looks more complex,
the X contains more nuance. It is a powerful

sign that refuses the label ‘illiterate’ —chal-
lenging back; illiterate by what standards?
Illiterate according to who? The X is not just
a mark, or two determinate diagonal lines
intersecting at a paint, it is an indication and
celebration of a life lived, of how Nkgonao
lived in an oppressive system of racism and
sexism... where everyday something would
have conspired to kill her but failed to.
Through this work, Shadi presents us with

a question of her own; what is the space
between me and the furthest traceable
matriarch in my lineage? Perhaps the space
between is lost knowledge—the differences
between western and customary episte-
mology. Perhaps that space is a slippage, a
crevice necessitating constant negotiation
between learning and unlearning. [..] N. Moloi


https://www.kindl-berlin.de/shadi
https://vimeo.com/528794650
https://vimeo.com/491695776




Above and following page: Series #2-4,
virgin wool on raw linen, dimensions variable, 2020

link = Maru a Pula Is a Song of Happiness

link = Intro: Lerato Shadi, KINDL Berlin

link = In Conversation w/ Bonaventure Ndikung

MARU A PULA IS A SONG
OF HAPPINESS

Solo exhibition at KINDL - Centre for Con-
temporary Art, Berlin, 2020, curated by
Kathrin Becker.

[..] Within her practice and this exhibition,
Shadi enters art-making through the path-
way of doubt, Alled with risk and precarity.
Drawing on writer Rajana Dave's idea of risk
or taking risks as “an earnest acceptance
of precarity [...] a willingness to acknowl-
edge and perform actions whaose outcomes

are uncertain or unknown’[*] this exhibition
sees Shadi entering a place of unknowing by
calling into question western epistemology
through its “I think therefore | am” logic. In
the making of this work, Shadi moves closer
to “I am because we are”, which prioritises
the multiple over the singular and favours
embodied knowing felt through the bones
and deep in the gut. Deep, bottomless, cav-
ernous, profound knowledge carried gener-
ationally through bload, Abrous tissue and
marrow. It is a deep knowing ves, but it is
also liquid—loose and flowing. [...]

For Shadi, the gut is the place from which
the unconscious can reveal itself Just as the
title of the exhibition announced itself to her,
the same applies to titles of the works. Made
from virgin wool on raw linen, Series #1—4

(whose titles are yet to announce them-
selves) is a return to performativity. Mount-
ed on the wall — a set of three rectangles, a
single square and a vertical rectangle resem-
bling a doorway—the waorks have considera-
ble presence. Movement is the first language
as they are informed by small repetitive ges-
tures accumulated over time. The works are
connected to the process of fasting, which
Shadi uses as a method to remind the body
to pay attention. In this sense, the body is
not merely a porous absorbent but it works
to produce its own forms of knowledge.[...]
Nkgopoleng Moloi

[*] “On precarity: a series of conversations?”,
C.Modi, R.Dave, T. Gamedze, in: Indent: The
Body and the Performative (2019).



https://www.kindl-berlin.de/shadi
https://vimeo.com/528794650
https://vimeo.com/491695776







Previous page and above: | Know What a Closed Fist
Means, large-scale photographic print on wooden
panel, four parts, dimensions variabhle (2020-25)
(Photo credits above: A Protea Is Not a Flower, Zeitz
MOCAA, Cape Town, 2025M. Slater)

link = A Protea Is Not a Flower, Zeitz MOCAA

| KNOW WHAT A CLOSED FIST
MEANS

Exhibited (a.0.) at Kunstverein in Hamburg,
2020; KINDL - Centre for Contemporary Art,
Berlin, 2020; Bundeskunsthalle, Bonn, 20283;
Zeitz MOCAA, Cape Town, 2024-25.

What does a closed fist mean for you?
Lerato Shadi's large-scale photograph series
| Know What a Closed Fist Means towers

over the viewer like monaliths. The fve fists
appear to be extending from the ground
upwards and confront the viewer with their
scale. | Know What a Closed Fist Means
challenges the assumption that there is

a universal understanding of a closed fist;
Shadi makes this evident by depicting Asts
that each have different positions of the
thumb, each with their own symbolism and
meaning. The title is ironic, speaking to our
assumptions of the universality of signs and
symbols, and by extension, experiences. In
this work, Shadi shows us that seemingly

minor differences in the widely known sym-
bol of the fist can produce vastly different
meanings across people and geographies.
Standing as monalithic structures in the
exhibition, Shadi's work engages how we can
each interpret the fists differently depending
on our background, and shows how perspec-
tive is rooted in personal experience, one
which cannot be generalized. Are the fsts a
symbol of power, a playful gesture, or some-
thing else entirely? How can we hold space
for and engage other perspectives? A Protea
Is Not a Flower, Zeitz MOCAA (2025).



https://zeitzmocaa.museum/zeitz-mocaa-presents-a-protea-is-not-a-flower/

Mo khubu e tla lalang teng, lightbox installation,
280 x 830 cm, installation view: A Protea Is Not a
Flower, Zeitz MOCAA, Cape Town, 2025. (Photo: M.

Slater)

link = A Protea Is Not a Flower, Zeitz MOCAA

MO KHUBU E TLA LALANG TENG

In Setswana tradition, it is @ common prac-
tice to bury the umbilical cord of a newbarn
baby in the yard of the family home. This
ritual physically and spiritually tethers the
child to their home, family and ancestors.
The title of this work in Setswana addresses
this tethering for current and future genera-
tions roughly translating to: “Here, the umbil-
ical cord will be buried.” When someane says
this, they identify a location as their true
home—the place from which they originate
and to which they are forever connected.
This is a photograph of the land in Rooidam/

Makospan that the artist's grandparents
bought after being displaced from their
ancestral home and land by the apartheid
government. It depicts a pastoral scene of
a vast landscape with a blue sky and bright,
Auffy clouds passing over grazing cattle.
These cattle were raised and farmed by the
artist's aunt; who goes to the farm every
day and is a woman in @ male-dominated
feld. This is the land where the artist's
grandfather, great-grandmother, and great
uncle are buried. This is where the artist
would like to be buried.

This new commission for the exhibition

is informed by Bessie Head, who lived an
untethered life until she bought her home in
Serowe, Botswana aptly named “Rainclouds”
after her first novel. How do you claim a
place as your true home? Can you have a
deep spiritual connection to mare than one
place? The burying of the umbilical cord, as
well as the dead, marks a space as holy and
sacred ground, a spiritual place to call home.
A Protea Is Not a Flower, Zeitz MOCAA
(2025).


https://zeitzmocaa.museum/zeitz-mocaa-presents-a-protea-is-not-a-flower/

Unfolding the Sky, theatre performance, Ballhaus Naunyn-
straBe, Berlin, 2025. (Photo: Zé de Paiva)

UNFOLDING THE SKY

Opening production of the festival Black
Berlin Black—Festivity at Ballhaus Naunyn-
straBe, 2025.

She returns to the house she remembers
from childhoaod. Back then, she could feel

its inner life—the house breathed in its own
strange rhythm. Her grandmoather has lived
here for over sixty years; for over sixty years,
she has shaped it. A house is meant to offer
protection, to be stable — with walls and a
roof; this one lives.

In Unfolding the Sky, Lerato Shadi —an in-
ternationally active visual and performance
artist — takes the audience with her, into
her grandmother’s house in South Africa.

The performance is both an invitation and an
exploration. Countless corridors, doors, and
thresholds lead into the interior of an archi-
tecture deeply connected to the land and
the life of her grandmother. “Come. come,
see my home! It's anyplace where nobody
gives orders, it's any moment of surprise...”
This might be the invitation — like the fa-
mous lines from Bessie Head's poem about
her "home,” her calm space amidst the
storm. And just like this poetry, Lerato Shadi
proceeds both cautiously and purposefully,
as she explores and guestions the house,
traces her grandmother’s legacy, and inves-
tigates the creative power of women — of
conditions not just for survival, but for living
and dreaming. She searches for the complex
contradictions that make us who we are.




Unfolding the Sky, theatre performance, Ballhaus Naunyn-
straBe, Berlin, 2025. (Photo: Zé de Paiva)




Mosako wa Nako, performative installation (2014-19)

link = Art at a Time Like This

MOSAKO WA NAKO

Exhibited (a.0.) in Giving Contours to Shad-
ows at Neue Berliner Kunstverein (n.b.k.),
Berlin, May-June, 2014 (performance dura-
tion: 10 working days); in Noka Ya Bokamoso
at National Arts Festival, Makhanda (RSA),
June-July, 2016 (duration: 10 working days);
at 14th Curitiba Intern. Biennale of Contem-
porary Art, Curitiba (BRA) Sept. 2019-March
2020 (duration: 8 working days).

Mosako wa Nako (2014—-19) is a seminal
performance piece that represents Shadi's
unigue phenomenological relationship to

a practice that at once centralizes absent
(Black) badies and invites viewers to pub-
licly participate in collective reflection. It is
grounded in rigorous research about lan-
guage, histary, Black feminist imagination
and representation as well as somatic prac-
tices that include breath-work, meditation
and nutrition. This multilayered engagement
with power dynamics and relationships to
land, labour and politics has been performed
three times thus far: in Makhanda during
the South African National Arts Festival
(2016), in Berlin at the n.b.k (2014) and at
the 14th Curitiba Biennial in Brazil (2019).
Mosako wa Nako in the artist's Setswa-

na language loosely translates to “Circle of
Time.” In the performance Shadi is dressed in
black clothes and sits on a white plinth, silent-
ly crocheting while visitors mill about. To one
side of her is a giant ball of red waol. A single
strand of wool connects ta her crochet needle
and her hands. Her crocheting produces a long,
narrow stream of red wool that flows down her
lap and spills onto the floor. Six to ten days or
about sixty hours later, the artist puts down
her crochet needle and leaves the space. Ma-
terially, what remains is a reduced ball of woal,
a paused needle and a crocheted river of red
wool. Natasha Becker, Body—Resistance—
Endurance, in: Lerato Shadi, monograph, 2022


https://artatatimelikethis.com/lerato-shadi




Left and previous page: Makhubu, performative
installation at Institute of International Visual Arts

(Iniva), London (2013/14)

MAKHUBU

Performance and installation at Institute of
International Visual Arts (Iniva), London, De-
cember/danuary 2013/14; and National Arts
Festival, Makhanda (RSA), June-July, 2016.

In Shadi's wark, performance lays the
groundwork for long-term installations,
beginning with a durational event that often
revolves around the artist's own body—from
knitting long rivers of yarn to envelop-

ing herself'in a crochet cocoon or writing

directly onto the walls. Sometimes, as

with the text-based installation Makhubu
(2014/2016), Shadi ruminates on her own
place in a collective history and then eras-
es the work, or words, as a reminder that
someone decides what gets remembered
and that erasure is a political act. Despite
her attempts to expunge the text, traces
remain—like indecipherable testaments—
making the distinction between those expe-
riences that are recorded and those that are
lived, and highlighting the biased nature of
historical “fact”” R. Higham-Stainton
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Previous page: Seriti Se, installation view, Palais de
la porte dorée, Paris (photo: Anne Volery, 2021). Left:
installing Seriti Se, Galerie Wedding, Berlin (2015).
Right: Seriti Se, wall, performative installation,
GoetheOnMain, Johannesburg (2016)
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SERITI SE

Performative installation atGalerie Wedding,
Berlin (2015); GoetheOnMain, Goethe Insti-
tut, Johannesburg (2016); Palais de la porte
dorée, Paris (2021)

The performance, drawing and installation
Seriti Se looks at the politics of histarical
erasure, specifically of Black females and
their achievements and contributions within
various fields. Seriti Se thematises everyday
violence enacted within institutional struc-
tures and the different strategies employed
within those systems. In Seriti Se names of
historical women of colour, who have been
excluded and erased from waorld history, are

written on the white walls of the gallery. The
performance consists of the audience being
invited to choose a name and paint over the
chosen name. In the act of erasing a name,
the gallery space is turned back to white. No
information is provided on who the women
on the wall are; therefore it becomes the
duty of the one who is erasing the name to
take responsibility for the name by further
informing themselves.
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Left and right: Seriti Se, performative installation,
GoetheOnMain, Johannesburg (2016) and Galerie im
Wedding, Berlin (2015)



Video Link
https://vimeo.com/leratoshadi/

re-maotwana

Password: re-maotwana

RE MAOTWANA GONYELA

HDV | 1080p | single channel video work
colour | audio | 11 min. 15 sec. | 2018

Shot on location at Rooidam, Makouspan,
Bokone Bophirima, South Africa, 2018

In Re Maotwana Gonvyela, a figure com-
pletely draped in red roams a landscape as
the personified spirit of resistance. Some-
times they pause in contemplation, some-
times they wander through the tall grass,
X then stop again to perform mysterious
et e 2 AT movements. Their intentions and actions

L . S .

remain vague, oscillating between ener-
getic and gentle moments and underlining
the ghostly character of the figure. Apart
from the fgure, nothing indicates human
presence, so that the scene has hardly any
temporal or spatial coordinates. Thus, the
spirit of resistance is detached from past,
present and future and inscribed in a land-
scape in which their presence equally leaves
their mark.

Re Mautwana Gonyela, video still (detail)



https://vimeo.com/leratoshadi/re-maotwana
https://vimeo.com/leratoshadi/re-maotwana

Video Link

https://vimeo.com/leratoshadi/
sugar-and-salt

Password: sugar-and-salt

SUGAR & SALT

HDV | 1080p | single channel video work
colour | stereo sound | 6 minutes | 2014

The video Sugar & Salt shows a mother and
daughter who are licking sugar and salt from
each other’s tongues. Sugar being licked and
consumed off the mother's tongue and salt
off the daughter’s tongue. The backdrop is
of a romanticized ornamental pattern. The
scenery acts as a vanishing point for the
camera lens, at the same time the pattern
creates a border between the two genera-
tions. The video looks at inter-generational
relationships and narratives while using two
substances—one a carbohydrate and the
other a mineral—that look the same but are

structurally different to thematise the inter-
action off screen.



https://vimeo.com/leratoshadi/sugar-and-salt
https://vimeo.com/leratoshadi/sugar-and-salt

Video Link
https://vimeo.com/leratoshadi/motlhaba

Password: motlhaba

MOTLHABA WA RE KE NAMILE

HDV | 1080p | single channel video work
colour | audio | 7 min. 30 sec. | 2016

What it means to possess no history, and
thus to have no future, culminates in the
video Motlhaba wa re ke Namile that Shadi
flmed in her native town, Lotlhakane: the
work evokes the so-called slave masks that
white slave owners placed over the heads

of their dehumanized workforce to prevent
them from swallowing dirt and thus com-
mitting suicide—as a last gesture of resist-
ance. In the video, Shadi eats earth from her
homeland, gags, stuffs more into her mouth,
and gags again as tears roll down her cheeks.
The only part of her that is visible is the sec-
tion of her face from her cropped eyes down
to the shoulder area and the hands that
continue to stuff earth into her mouth.

Left and subsequent page: Motlhaba wa re
ke Namile, video stills (details)



https://vimeo.com/leratoshadi/motlhaba




SELOGILWE

HDV | 1080p | single channel video work
colour | stereo sound | 7h 3m 57s | 2010

In Selogilwe, Shadi sits and knits for seven Video extract of 7 hours. link:

hours, labouring through and against the https://vimeo.com/leratoshadi/selogilwe

difficult terrain of performativity and its
demands. Through a series of interlocking
loops, she simultaneously arrests time and
releases it. We're made aware of its slow-
ness, its movement forward and backwards.
Through this work, the indefinite continued
progress of existence is made visible and
time is tested only to be reaffirmed.

no password required



https://vimeo.com/leratoshadi/selogilwe

Video Link
https://vimeo.com/leratoshadi/mmitlwa

Password: mmitlwa

MMITLWA

HDV | 1080p | single channel video work
colour | stereo sound | 25 minutes | 2010

The performance Mmitlwa is shot for video.
A female Agure perched on top of a plinth

all focused and concentrated. The Agure
starts to wrap her left hand, using mask-

ing tape stacked on her side. This action of

a single-minded incessant rhythmic flow

of twisting movements is dominating the
apening scene of the video and peruses in a
desperate race to bind, confine and imprison
the entirety of her body—using the remaining
free hand. The trapped figure pauses in her
agony. And a reversal drive begins and—what
the free hand had accomplished before—be-
comes now a frantic struggle, along with the
disruptive sound of tape being ripped of the
assaulted skin, and to free herself.

Mmitlwa, video stills (left, detail)


https://vimeo.com/leratoshadi/mmitlwa

Video Link
https://vimeo.com/leratoshadi/
mabogo-dinku

Password: mabogo-dinku

MABOGO DINKU

HDV | 1080p | single channel video work
colour | stereo sound | 6 minutes | 2019

In the video Mabogo Dinku, Shadi's hand
makes enigmatic gestures and she sings a
folk verse in Setswana. But she provides no
subtitles or guidance on what the words
and gestures mean because she is narrating
the un-narratable, the history of her people,
marginalised during apartheid South Africa.
The history she was taught at school is the
history of the coloniser, which she rejects,
sa what history can she tell? Furthermore,
the translation of the language into English
or ather dominant western language would
pay homage to western languages as the
‘universal’ one, continuing the boxing in of
others’ mother tongues into the languages
of the “other”. winnie Sze

Mabogo Dinku, video stills (left, detail)


https://vimeo.com/leratoshadi/mabogo-dinku
https://vimeo.com/leratoshadi/mabogo-dinku
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Video Link
https://vimeo.com/leratoshadi/matsogo

Password: matsogo

MATSO0GO

HDV — 1080p — single channel video work
colour | stereo sound | 5 minutes | 2013

The video Matsogo shows a pair of hands
crumbling a piece of cake and reforming it
into the same wedge shape that referenc-
es the original slice. Through the process of
moving from deconstruction to reconstruc-
tion, the essence and consumability of the
slice of cake is undermined and lost, as it is
recreated into an object, that resembles and
has the same elements, as the cake, but has
lost its function. The soundtrack combines
songs from two different popular Setswa-
na folktales. The songs are mixed togeth-

er, thereby confusing and convoluting the
narratives in such a way that there are three
to fve characters in an ongoing polylogue,
which revolves around belief and disbelief;
trust and betrayal.

Matsogo, video still (detail)


https://vimeo.com/leratoshadi/matsogo

LERATO SHADI
By Rose Higham-Stainton*

Lerato Shadi creates performances and
site-specific installations that challenge in-
stitutional structures—from the gallery to
the broader establishments of culture, histo-
ry, and race. She employs images, text, and
textiles to challenge those structures and
often writes directly onto the walls of the
institution in felc-tip pen, or in neon lights,
to remunerate those wha have been exclud-
ed or failed by them. Shadi uses her natu-
ral cursive and native Setswana, calling into
question who gets to comprehend or garner
meaning within the Westerncentric tenets of
culture. In Batho ba Me (2013/2023), Sha-
di paints the US and South African consti-
tutional phrase “We the people” directly onto
a red gallery wall in a neat serifed typeface,
prefaces it with “are,” and follows it with a
guestion mark in her own cursive hand ren-
dered in warm neon lights. In her distortion
of “We the people,” Shadi comments on state
leaderships who universalize individual experi-
ence while also peddling it as a false rhetaric
of community and care.

In Shadi's work, performance lays the ground-
work for long-term installations, beginning
with a durational event that often revolves
around the artist's own body—from knitting
long rivers of yarn to enveloping herself'in a
crochet cocoon or writing directly onto the
walls. Sometimes, as with the text-based

installation Makhubu (2014/2016), Shadi
ruminates on her own place in a collective
history and then erases the work, or words,
as a reminder that someone decides what
gets remembered and that erasure is a po-
litical act. Despite her attempts to expunge
the text, traces remain—like indecipherable
testaments—making the distinction between
those experiences that are recorded and
those that are lived, and highlighting the bi-
ased nature of historical “fact.”

Shadi continues the theme of historical era-
sure in Seriti Se (2015/2021) by inscribing the
names of wamen of color onto the walls of
the gallery, wrapping around its carners in a
steady but personal hand. Then, with the vio-
lence of institutional structures and with par-
ticipation from the audience, Shadi erases the
names, not holding the viewer personally re-
sponsible but rather leaving them cognizant of
the systematic erasure of bodies and voices.
Repetition becomes insistence in Shadi's
work, from processional writing or knitting to
her use of the color red, which one is con-
fronted with over and over again—not hints
of it but entire walls or reams of fabric. In-
sinuating corporality but also pain and danger,
red suits Shadi, who demands that the sub-
jective experiences of marginalized voices are
not simply included in narrative history but sit
front and center.

* Vitamin Txt: Words in Contemporary Art
(London: Phaidon Press, 2024), p. 208.



WHAT’S A [BLACK] BODY GOTTO
DO WITH IT?: BRIEF NOTES ON
LERATO SHADI

By Vusumzi Nkomo

Value has to come from somewhere. If not
labor, then from somewhere else—risk, tem-
porality, circulation, and so forth.

—Alison Shonkwiler, The Financial Imagi-
nary: Economic Mystification And The Limits
Of Realist Fiction[1]

Black language needs to be a different kind
of language, it needs to be an anti-language
[..], it needs to start where language ends or
becomes impossible.

—David S. Marriott, S. Marriott in conversa-
tion with Frank Wilderson 111[2]

In the work of Lerato Shadi (b. Mahikeng,
South Africa) we witness an encounter be-
tween the body, work (or more precisely la-
bour) and history. Through primarily perfor-
mance, installation and video, this body, a
Black woman's body, is put to work in service
of an extended inquiry into the constitutive
relation between power and history, that is,
how history is always fundamentally a ques-
tion of power and that power is necessarily
histaorical.

This labouring Black woman'’s bady, placed in
plinths and pedestals, reveals the structure of
racially gendered domination and its relations
to art's institutionality and the domain of the
aesthetic writ large. [3] Shadi takes seriously
the entanglements between artistic produc-
tion and globalised circuits of racialized labour
and commodity production within the con-
text, frst and foremost, of the longue durée
of South Africa’s history of racial slavery,
White settler colonial conquest, apartheid
and its afterlives. Take Tlhogo (2010), a work
that echoes Shadi's contemporaries such as
Bernie Searle's “Colour Me Series” (1998),
Tracey Rose’s “Span II" (1997), and less for-
mally but more politically, the devastating
politics of the practice of Senzeni Marase-
la. [4] Tlhogo (2010), like these fellow trav-

ellers who too wait and endure the cruelty
of the spatio-temporal logics of an anti-Black
world, is about the stakes of embodiment and
sacial death. These violent processes almost
descend, with all the full force of history, on
the body. Shadi's practice is organized around
a consistent and concentrated set of palitical
concerns that range from Blackness' relation
to labour, knowledge production and lan-
guage, history and memory, subjectification
and subjection, performativity and time, rep-
etition and seriality.

In Mosako wa Nako (2014), forinstance, Sha-
di is seen with a red ball of wool, the work's
raw material from which she pulls from, the
“somewhere” from which value emerges, to
follow Shonkwiler in the epigraph above. This
simple gesture stands in stark contradiction
to the fctions of capitalist modernity and
its tendency to obfuscate sources of value
and wealth. It bears mentioning that wool as
material recalls the history of its production
and centrality in the Cape Colony's economy
and according to historian JA Henry, “before
the discovery of diamaonds and gold, the en-
tire economy of the Cape was carried on the
sheep’s back” [5]

Shadi's practice, or more precisely her dis-
course, could be located at the critical point
where Blackness exceeds language, pushes
beyond the boundary of what can be said,
where speech fails to symbolize, or more col-
loquially, represent (something). Speech or
speaking, the domain of the conscious sub-
ject of cognition, is exposed as fundamental-
ly lacking. This is strikingly evident in her text
works, where there is a push and pull be-
tween legibility and illegibility, writing and era-
sure, forward motion and reversal. In these
texts and incoherent sentences, it is less the
structural integrity of the sayable (the what),
nar the subject(s) of address and enunciation
(the whao) as much as it is what we might
loosely describe as the register (i.e, the how);
how are we going to say the things we think
and feel, and those that are unthought and
we are yet to feel. These works refuse grand
political statements but retreat into the im-
possibly impenetrable abstraction, a swerving
line, indeterminately beautiful line.



In Shadi's performances there is hardly any
talking or dialogue (the closest being song),
but ‘pure’ unmediated activity. The statement
is the act, immediate and “vanishing” Perhaps
this is what's appealing to Shadi about perfor-
mance despite its concreteness as an event;
that it always recedes and resists (not escape)
spectatorial capture, what Peggy Phelan, in
the seminal chapter “The ontology of per-
formance: representation without reproduc-
tion” [6] called "performance’s being”, its very
ontology, “becomes itself through disappear-
ance” [7] That is, at its most radical, perfor-
mance is only when it is not (or no longer).
This was the disruptive intervention of event
oriented practices that refused the fetishistic
relation to the object by the art market.

Further, Shadi's performances are a focused
and profound engagement with time; her giv-
ing up her time to carry out this or that task,
not unlike how one gives up or trades one’s
labour time in the marketplace. (We could
think here of the late artist Pope L who re-
minded us that what bonds performance and
language is nothing aother than “duration”). [8]
Time, as our capitalist madern order’s prized
possession, is numbingly explored by Shadi
through the strategy of repetition. This rep-
etition compulsion is the reenactment of the
structuring lack constitutive of subjectivity,
that is, repeating the primal scene not unlike
how trauma victims return to and reproduce
the fundamental traumatism.

Shadi's labouring on repetition as tool and
motif (a banal ‘formal’ strategy) is a critical
exposition of the manner in which, say, his-
torical ‘facticity’ is secured through repetition
and safeguarded as stable meaning or prob-
lematic normatively (be it Whiteness, or more
precisely non-Blackness, heteronormativity,
capitalist patriarchy, conservatism, fascism
etc). In anaother register, to repeat is to re-
member against generalized wilful amnesia,
to remember that “then and now coexist:
we are coeval with the dead” [9] As Jacques
Lacan once put it, “remembering always in-
valves a limit”. IF any, this might be the lesson
from Shadi to us:[10] that, focused critical
thinking necessarily entails that we learn the
very limits of unlearning. [11]

[1] Alison Shonkwiler, 2017. The Finan-
cial Imaginary: Economic Mystifica-
tion And The Limits Of Realist Fiction.
Minneapolis, London: University of
Minnesota Press; pp. xxiii.

[2] David Marriott, 2022. CITY LIGHTS
LIVE! DS Marriott in conversation with
Frank Wilderson IIl. [Online]. Available
here: https://youtu.be/Mw20cLg-iic.
[3] For a sustained engagement

with this entanglement, see Rizvana
Bradley, 2023. Anteaesthetics: Black
Aesthesis and the Critique of Form.
Stanford: Stanford University Press.
[4] | have in mind, on the one hand,
the language of performance and for-
mal grammar of the colour red (from
the red thread Marasela uses, to the
red dresses she wears) and, on the
other, Marasela’s ethic of endurance
through her durational work in ‘pro-
jects’ such as Waiting for Gebane.

[5] Cited in Richard Steyn, 2024. Rho-
des And His Banker: Empire, Wealth
And The Coming Of Union. Jonathan
Ball Publishers; pp. 1.

[6] From her 1993 book Unmarked:
The Politics of Performance. London
and New York: Routledge.

[71 Ibid., p. 146.

[8] See: Pope.L. is Making a Commit-
ment to Art, Louisiana Channel [On-
line]. Available here: https://youtu.be/
kTs5QkK20M4

[9] Saidiya Hartman, 2002. The Time
of Slavery, in: The South Atlantic
Quarterly 101:4; pp. 759.

[10] 1 say “if any” because it doesn’t
seem Shadi is in the business of
handing down lessons!

[11]1 The idea of ‘unlearning’ is cheaply
thrown around in our liberal multicul-
tural times and requires the greatest
political vigilance.
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earned her M.A. (Spatial Strategies) from WeiBensee Academy
of Art Berlin in 2018. Shadi is a lecturer at the Master of Arts-
program, WeiBensee Academy of Art Berlin, since 2020. Her
monograph was published with Archive Books, Berlin, in 2022.
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