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Abstract 

Reconstructing the Body:  

The Textile Forms of Peju Alatise and Grace Ndiritu 

 

Hallie Ruth Ringle, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor:  Moyosore Okediji 

 
Nigerian sculptor Peju Alatise and British/Kenyan video artist Grace Ndiritu 

create works centered on the female form.  In these works the artists turn to flesh, their 

own and representations of, in order to expose prevailing notions of the black female 

body. Peju Alatise’s mixed-media sculpture, 9 Year Old Bride (2010), depicts the hollow 

bodies of seven small female figures created from fabric and frozen in motion by resin 

and white paint. Ndiritu’s video paintings, Still Life: Lying Down Textiles (2007)and Still 

Life: White Textiles (2005-2007) similarly employs cloths as means of covering and 

creating the body. In Still Life: Lying Down Textiles, Ndiritu reclines on the floor 

amongst a rich array of fabrics. Completely covered by cloth, except for her right arm, 

Ndiritu breathes heavily and twitches for entirety of the five-minute film. In her second 

film, Still Life: White Textiles, Ndiritu manipulates a large piece of fabric between her 

bare legs and arms which hints at, but never grants nudity.   
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 This thesis argues that both Alatise and Ndiritu incorporate wax-printed fabrics to 

conceal/reveal and construct/deconstruct the female form. Both artists do so as means of 

destabilizing dominant essentialized notions of black womanhood rooted in colonial 

visual practices. The paper draws similarities between Alatise and Ndiritu’s works to 

colonial photographic practices and historical figures of curiosity, such as Sara Baartman, 

which both inform contemporary understandings of the black female body. Rather than 

simply repeat—and therefore perpetuate—Western imagined qualities of deviant 

sexualities and sexual availability, this thesis asserts that Alatise and Ndiritu allude to and 

ultimately undermine these notions through a careful control of nudity.  

 The last section of the thesis distinguishes the artistic practices of Ndiritu and 

Alatise from artists working in similar mediums. Though artists like Yinka Shonibare and 

Lalla Essaydi incorporate textiles into their works, Ndiritu and Alatise are unique for 

their use of textiles as extensions of the body rather than simply coverings for the figure. 

Lastly, the thesis argues that Alatise and Ndiritu straddle both Orientalist and 

Occidentalist understandings of African culture, incorporating elements of both, 

seemingly inverse, theories into their artistic practices. 
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Chapter I. Introduction 

Contemporary visual practices of robing, disrobing, revealing, obstructing, 

constructing and deconstructing the female body are becoming increasingly familiar 

themes among recent works, especially by contemporary artists in Africa. Taking into 

consideration states of (un)dress and all-too extant gender inequities, artists like Grace 

Ndiritu and Peju Alatise turn to the flesh, their own and representations of, to expose 

prevailing notions of the black female body and womanhood. The link between fabric 

and notions of womanhood is evident as both artists employ textiles as means of 

engaging the body. With the use of cloth, Alatise and Ndiritu also evoke ideas that raise 

questions concerning notions of orientalism and Occidentalism.1 

Although textiles, ceramics and crafts have been produced for centuries by men 

and women alike, these materials are now considered gendered media in parts of Africa.2 

Associated with domestic work and women, textiles have long been used as evidence for 

interpretations of artwork specifically related to dominant notions of female experiences 

and traits including delicacy, home life, and motherhood.
3 Furthermore, the themes of 

writings on this medium, particularly fabrics, serve to enforce the connection between 

                                                 

1 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979), 42. Typhanie Leservot, "Occidentalism: 
Rewriting the West in Marjane Satrapi's Persépolis," French Forum 36, no. 1 (Winter 2011): 116-117. 
2 Colin Gale and Jasbir Kaur, The Textile Book (Oxford, England: Berg, 2002), 10; Cheryl Buckley, 1989, 
Towards a Feminist Analysis of Women and Design’ in Design Discourse.  History, Theory, Criticism, ed. 
Victor Margolin, USA: University of Chicago Press, 1989, 4. 
3 Rozsika Parker and Griselda Pollock, Old Mistresses: Women, Art, and Ideology (London: Pandora Press 
(Unwin Hyman), 1987), 66. 
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women and textiles. Books on the subject include Women’s Work: Textile Art from the 

Bauhaus, Textile Art from Southern Appalachia: The Quiet Work of Women, Women and 

the Material Culture of Needlework. Based on some of these titles the contents of these 

books demonstrate the inextricable connection between textiles or decorative arts and 

“women’s” work.  

Despite the number of texts on the subject, many of which are retrospective 

attempts to recognize women’s achievements in the artistic community, works made from 

clay, textiles or other gendered media are often relegated to the secondary position of 

craft or decorative arts. As Griselda Pollock and Rozika Parker note, “art history views 

the art of the past from certain perspectives and organizes art into categories . . . In this 

hierarchy the arts of painting and sculpture enjoy an elevated status while other arts that 

adorn people, homes or utensils are relegated to a lesser cultural sphere. . .”4 Consigned 

to specialized galleries or institutions, craftworks are rarely incorporated into exhibitions 

alongside mainstream mediums like marble or oil on canvas. The tension between art and 

craft even pervades texts on the subject, such as Weltge-Wortmann’s Women’s Work: 

Textile Art from the Bauhaus, where the artists are consistently referred to as 

                                                 

4 Parker and Pollock, Old Mistresses: Women, Art, 51. 
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“craftswomen.”
5
 It is this secondary distinction that prevents textile, jewelry and ceramic 

artists from being considered on par with those working in traditional media.6 

The presumptions of gender and secondary status are not limited to the media of 

the works; they also extend to the interpretation. Art historians such as Sabrina Puppin-

Lerch and Betty LaDuke, while recognizing gendered media as art, identify the works of 

African women, particularly those who engage the female body, as limited to expression 

of core-values – that is, fertility, maternity and motherhood. In her 2007 Ph.D. 

dissertation entitled Contemporary African Women Artists: Commentaries on Everyday 

Life in Art, Puppin-Lerch posited “The importance of the woman as mother is very 

present today in the artwork of contemporary women artists, who often represent the 

female figure in the mother role.  In both patrilineal and matrilineal systems, motherhood 

occupies a main role and place in African societies and cultures.”7 Collapsing African 

women’s lives, art works and values to motherhood and fertility leaves much to be 

desired in the understandings of African women’s lives as well as nuanced 

understandings of these artworks.  

These presumed core values of African women can be traced to popular notions 

of African women’s bodies as sites of reproduction. The systematic disrobing of African 

                                                 

5 Sigrid Weltge-Wortmann, Women's Work: Textile Art from the Bauhaus(San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 
1993), back cover. 
6 Though textiles, clay and other gendered media take on a more nuanced understanding in many African 
countries, this is the case among texts written by Western scholars as well as Western display practices. 
7 Sabrina Puppin-Lerch, "Contemporary African women artists: Commentaries on everyday life in art" 
(PhD diss., Union Institute and University, 2007), 39. 
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women’s bodies by colonial ethnographers led to a popular understanding of the black 

female sexual organs as abhorrent and devious, while simultaneously designating them a 

site of procreation.
8 Additionally, the colonial taxonomy of African women resulted in a 

perception of African female bodies as animal-like, or subhuman. As art historian Z.S. 

Strother argues, “. . . it is the Hottentot woman who serves as the truly transitional figure 

between man and ape.”9 These understandings of African women as closer to beast than 

human contributed to notions of black female sexuality as deviant and justified the 

systematic unveiling of African females by colonial officials.  

Ndiritu, a video artist, and Alatise, a painter, sculptor and architect, provide 

critical interventions of essentialist notions of gendered media and the female body 

through different, but related uses of textiles and the display of body. Despite their 

interpretation of the female body, and gendered textile media, the works of Ndiritu and 

Alatise art are found in mainstream museums and galleries. Remarkably, both artists 

incorporate these “craft” elements within traditionally accepted media which is, perhaps, 

why they are readily accepted into major institutions.  

                                                 

8 Ayo A. Coly, "A Pedagogy of the Black Female Body: Viewing Angèle Essamba’s Black Female 
Nudes," Third Text 24, no. 6 (October 29, 2010): 655-656 
9  Z.S. Strother, "Display of the Body Hottentot," 1999, in Africans on Stage, ed. Bernth Lindfors 
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1999), 10. 
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INTRODUCTION TO THE ARTISTS 

 Born in 1975, Peju Alatise creates mixed-media works about feminism, social 

issues, and children’s rights. Alatise’s training in architecture at the Ladoke Akintola 

University of Technology, Oyo State (1998), as well as her artistic skill, led to a number 

of commissions for art décor and space design including Obudu Cattle Ranch reception 

hall (2004) and the Restoration of Margaret Ekpo International Airport, Calabar, 

Crossriver state (2006).10 Alatise’s references are often specific to the social and cultural 

problems of Nigeria, where she lives and works.  

 Alatise’s mixed-media pieces include discarded materials such as glass bottles, 

newspapers, fabrics, ropes, wires, scrap metals, sand, treads, wires and sawdust alongside 

more traditional choices such as plaster-of-Paris, stretched canvas and acrylic paints. 

Alatise selects these seemingly random materials for their clear documentation of human 

usage. Alatise’s experimental manipulation of materials and conscientious use of media is 

evident in the titles of her works and exhibitions, which emphasize the materiality of the 

pieces.11 For example, Captain Red-Tape references ordinary objects whose purpose lies 

beyond the physical (fig. 1).The red-tape, strips of canvas and newspapers painted red, 

allude to the negative biases of print media. Bulging in the middle of the piece, the center 

protrusion forms a figure struggling to break free from the red tape, a reference to the 

                                                 

10 Peju Alatise, accessed January 30, 2013, http://www.pejualatise.com/. 
11 Peju Alatise, accessed January 30, 2013. 
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crippling bureaucracy of the Nigerian government.12 As in Captain Red Tape, Alatise’s 

work exposes the profound cultural and social implications of mundane objects.   

 Alatise’s interests, however extend beyond contemporary materials. Her work 

also incorporates aspects from Yoruba folktales, Nigerian dress, religious and spiritual 

beliefs, earth elements and contemporary politics. For example, in Judgment Day, Alatise 

incorporates Christian and Islamic constructions of judgment day in the display of 58 

souls represented as poles (fig. 2). Using 58 as a holy number from the Pythagoreans , 

Alatise questions the role of religion in a corrupt country. She marries disparate elements 

within her work to provide site-specific commentary on Nigerian life and culture.13  

A central focus of this thesis, 9 Year Old Bride, is a manifestation of Alatise’s 

interests set apart from her other sculpture works by the repeated use of the female body 

entirely out of textiles (fig. 3). The seven shell figures created in Alatise’s work are 

different in sizes and positions, as if writhing uncomfortably in a trapped shell. 

Referencing the all too prevalent practice of marrying young girls to older men, this work 

functions as a witness to the abuses of child brides.    

 Of English and Kenyan background, Grace Ndiritu has a noted interest in textiles. 

Born in 1976 in Birmingham, England to Kenyan parents, she now lives and works in 

London. Her pronounced interest in fabric can be traced to her training at Winchester 

School of Art where she studied textile arts. Though she ultimately became a video artist, 
                                                 

12 Peju Alatise, accessed January 30, 2013, 
13 Peju Alatise, accessed January 30, 2013, 
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Ndiritu’s enthusiasm for fabrics remains apparent in the rich cloth employed in her 

works.  

 Ndiritu refers to her works as “hand-crafted videos” and “video-paintings,” 

calling to attention the tension between decorative and fine art within her pieces, which 

have ultimately been displayed in fine art institutions.14 Like Alatise, Ndiritu explores 

historical and contemporary transgressions within her works. In her 2004 video Desert 

Storm, Ndiritu lies prostrate on a world map, nude except for a piece of muslin draped 

haphazardly over her body (fig. 4). While she writhes around on the map, lists of 

countries scrolls on the bottom of the screen including Sudan, East Timor, Iraq, 

Afghanistan, Rwanda and Bosnia. These countries were singled out for their high 

instances of rape and violence against women, particularly during wartime.15 

 Two of Ndiritu’s most fascinating works, Still Life: Lying Down Textiles and Still 

Life: White Textiles are unmistakable displays of her interest in fabrics and contemporary 

events (fig. 5 and fig. 6). As a reference to her Kenyan descent, Ndiritu selects textiles 

that can be visually located to various parts of Africa in order to understand her own 

identity.16 In Still Life: White Textiles Ndiritu wraps a piece of brightly printed fabric 

around her body, obscuring and revealing her figure. Ndiritu again displays her own body 

                                                 

14 "Grace Ndiritu," LuxOnline, accessed February 5, 2013, 
http://www.luxonline.org.uk/artists/grace_ndiritu/index.html. 
15 Sara Kent, "Grace Ndiritu Essay," LuxOnline, accessed February 5, 2013, 
http://www.luxonline.org.uk/artists/grace_ndiritu/essay(1).html. 
16 "Grace Ndiritu," LuxOnline. 
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in Still Life: Lying Down Textiles. Wrapped in and surrounded by brightly colored Malian 

cloth, Ndiritu lies on her side twitching and breathing heavily. Her pose and surroundings 

visually recall Ingres’s canonical painting La Grande Odalisque (fig. 7). These two 

videos stand out in Ndiritu’s work as the convergence of her concern in exposing 

injustices, the search for her identity as well as her interest in textiles.  

METHODOLOGY 

Notions of Western and Nigerian feminisms profoundly inform my understanding 

of Alatise’s 9 Year Old Bride and Ndiritu’s Still Life: Lying Down Textiles and Still Life: 

White Textiles. As both artists underscore the importance of women and women’s social 

issues in their work, I ground my analysis in historical and contemporary conceptions of 

women’s art and social roles. I attempt to provide a more nuanced understanding of their 

works through a comparative study of Western and Nigerian feminisms.  

Central to my examination of Alatise’s and Ndiritu’s work is a knowledge of 

fabric. Analyzing the textiles employed by the artists forms a major aspect of my 

argument as their uses of cloths are specific to certain areas and are carriers of meaning 

and identity. In Africa, the display of textiles conveys complex notions of social and 

gender issues that form the basis of my interpretation of Alatise’s and Ndiritu’s works.  

The core of my argument lies in locating past and contemporary constructions of 

black female bodies. An examination of popular notions of historicized figures such as 

Sara Baartman, who was considered a scientific curiosity for her body, provides a basis 
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for understanding the significance of the black female nude. Critical notions specific to 

the black female body, as located in colonial ethnographic photography along with 

canonical western paintings of women’s bodies, underscore the very stereotypes and 

concepts that Ndiritu and Alatise deconstruct.  

The arguments of this thesis are based on theories of Western and African 

feminisms, historical and contemporary understandings of textiles as well as histories of 

viewing the black female body as an ethnographic object. These ideas persist in modern 

society.  Though they are distinctly different categories, threads from these feminist 

perspectives weave and intertwine throughout this thesis. They form a cohesive whole 

that reveals concealed implications from Alatise and Ndiritu’s works.  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 As artists in the era of digital technology, Alatise and Ndiritu have the advantage 

of marketing themselves and disseminating information through the internet. Though 

Alatise and Ndiritu have garnered different amounts of attention, both have taken 

advantage of the internet by constructing substantial websites. Furthermore, both artists 

have been subjects of interviews by various blogs and online publications.  

 Although Alatise has attracted sufficient attention in Nigeria, outside of the 

country she is relatively unknown. Fortunately, Alatise has a comprehensive website 

featuring examples of her work, a considerable amount of information on her training and 

a generous catalog of her most recent show. This catalog, Material Witness, is complete 
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with an artist statement and essay by the curator, Dapo Adeniyi. Alatise has also been 

interviewed by a number of blogs including Isokoland and Live Unchained. Though these 

sources offer insight to the artist’s process, none really provide a critical look at the 

artist’s work.  

 Like Alatise, Ndiritu’s website is fairly informative. With extensive artist 

statements, clips of her performance pieces and essays on the work, Ndiritu’s website is a 

good resource for gaining insight to the artist. Sara Kent’s essay on Grace Ndiritu, 

featured on the website, details the artist’s inspiration and provides short summaries of 

her major works.17 Additionally, Ndiritu has participated in a number of group shows in 

major institutions such as Flow from The Studio Museum in Harlem, The Essential Art of 

African Textiles: Design without End at the Metropolitan Museum of Art as well as a solo 

screening at the Institute of Contemporary Arts, London.  Flow and The Essential Art of 

African Textiles: Design without End included a brief essay on the artist. Both were 

limited in length and lacked significant analysis of the artist’s works.  

 Of note is Terry Sprague’s well-researched and insightful 2010 dissertation 

Ambiguous Bodies in Motion: Representations of Female Identity in Contemporary 

Screendance, in which she includes numerous references to Ndiritu’s works, Desert 

Storm, Nightingale, Still Life: White Textiles and Still Life: Lying Down Textiles. 

Sprague’s text examines representations of female identity in a number of performance 

                                                 

17  Kent, "Grace Ndiritu Essay," LuxOnline. 
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art pieces, advertisements, major Hollywood films and news media. Sprague’s analysis is 

interesting for its discussions of Ndiritu’s use of her own body, a site of artwork. 

However, Sprague neglects any mention of race. Regardless, this dissertation is among 

the better analysis and critical understandings of Ndiritu’s works.  

 Ndiritu and Alatise are becoming increasingly visible in scholarship of African 

Art. Their works invite an examination of Western African textiles that is indispensable 

to my understanding of Ndiritu and Alatise’s works and their own use of cloth. Though 

there are abundant publications on textiles, Lynn Gumpert’s The Poetics of Cloth: 

African Textiles/Recent Art, Alisa LaGamma’s The Essential Art of African Textiles: 

Design without End and Roy Sieber’s African Textiles and Decorative Arts are among the 

most informative sources of my understanding of West African textiles.18 

In most texts on African fabrics, the dichotomy between historically produced and 

contemporary interpretations of textiles is quite clear, if contemporary usages are 

included at all. Additionally, Another Image of Africa: Toward and Ethnohistory of 

European Cloth Marketed in West Africa, 1873-1960 by Christopher B. Steiner 

significantly shaped my understanding of the origins of the printed textiles in his study 

and their possible Dutch, European or Indonesian source.  

                                                 

18 Lynn Gumpert, "Re: Contested Territories (Exhibiting Contemporary African Art)," 2008, in The Poetics 
of Cloth: African Textiles/Recent Art (New York City, NY: Grey Art Gallery, New York University, 
10003).  Also, Alisa LaGamma and Christine Giuntini, The Essential Art of African Textiles: Design 
Without End (New Haven: Metropolitan Museum of Art, Yale University Press, 2008). And, Roy 
Sieber, African Textiles and Decorative Arts (New York: Museum of Modern Art; distributed by New York 
Graphic Society, Greenwich, Conn., 1972).  
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The exhibition catalog Wrapped in Pride: Ghanaian Kente and African American 

Identity, edited by Doran H. Ross was an essential text to my research. Though it is on 

kente cloth, a textile produced primarily in Ghana, Ross’s text provided the foundation 

for my understanding of the communicative powers of textiles. Ross’s inclusion of the 

visual meaning and messages of fabrics, known as the verbal/visual nexus, is an 

important concept for the printed textiles appropriated in Ndiritu’s and Alatise’s works. 

Furthermore, Ross’s discussion of the performative aspect of kente can be directly 

applied to Ndiritu’s video paintings. The discussion of the intersections between 

traditional use of meaningful cloths, like kente, and their adoption into popular culture are 

central to my views on Ndiritu’s and Alatise’s works.  

An emerging topic, the visual history of the black female body has a number of 

texts that are crucial to my understanding of the subject. Avo A. Coly’s A Pedagogy of 

the Black Female Body: Viewing Angele Essamba’s Black Female Nudes examines the 

extensive history of the black female nude developed from colonial visual practices of 

disrobing and photographing African women. Coly traces contemporary understandings 

of the black female nude to Sara Baartman’s tour of Europe where her body became a 

public spectacle. The author examines both the hesitation to include and the reclamation 

of the body among African and African diasporic artists such as Angele Essamba. Coly’s 

essay provides an essential foundation from which to create a nuanced interpretation of 

Alatise’s and Ndiritu’s strategic concealing and revealing of the black female body. 
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Additionally, Coly’s nimble language influenced my own articulation of notions 

surrounding the female nude.   

Finally, the exhibition catalog Black Womanhood edited by Barbara Thompson, 

provided a more nuanced understanding of the black female body than like histories on 

the subject. Like Coly’s essay, Black Womanhood ultimately suggests that present 

understandings of the black female body originated in colonial photography and the 

fascination with Sara Baartman. However, essays in the catalog also examine 

visualizations of the female body in African culture and representations outside of 

colonial history, which expanded my understanding of the topic.  

Though I engage and incorporate a number of other texts in this thesis, the 

aforementioned works form the core of my research. I use these foundational texts to 

build an understanding of Ndiritu’s Still Life: Lying Down Textiles, Still Life: White 

Textiles and Alatise’s 9 Year Old Bride. I view Ndiritu’s and Alatise’s works through an 

understanding of the history of the black female body, their own artist statements and an 

understanding of textiles. As I noted before, because there are few critical texts on Alatise 

or Ndiritu this thesis will add to the interpretations of their works as engaging with 

performativity, the black female nude and media hierarchies. 

Chapter two engages with popular notions and representations of the black female 

nude rooted in colonial photography, Kohsian woman Sara Baartman and ethnographic 

displays in the West. This chapter also examines the traditional and contemporary roles 
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of Nigerian women. Recognizing shifts in Nigerian women’s roles and lives is critical to 

understanding local feminist achievements.  

In chapter three I examine the work of Ndiritu’s video works Still Life: White 

Textiles and Still Life: Lying Down Textiles. Specifically, in this section I analyze the 

strategic use of nudity in Ndiritu’s two video performances and her control of the 

audience’s gaze. In this segment I compare Ndiritu’s work to colonial photography and 

Baartman, as discussed in the previous chapter. I then note Ndiritu’s departure from these 

display practices using textiles.  

In the fourth chapter I investigate Alatise’s use of media and the female form in 

her textile sculpture, 9 Year Old Bride. Through an examination of the (de)constructed 

bodies, I assert that Alatise’s use of paint and the incomplete bodies represent the 

contemporary situation of women in Nigeria. I also posit that the position of the figures 

allude to historical issues of representation. Lastly, I examine the construction of the 

sculpture and relate it to the Yoruba Egungun performance paraphilia.  

The last section brings the work of Ndiritu and Alatise together in conversation. 

Both artists have much in common as noted by their use of performativity and 

concealment, textiles, reconstructions of the body and historical and contemporary 

engagements. I argue that it is these specific engagements that set Ndiritu’s and Alatise’s 

artistic practices apart. Though other artists work in similar veins, it is their unique 

representation of the female body with textiles that separate Still Life: White Textiles, Still 



15 

 

Life: Lying Down Textiles and 9 Year Old Bride. In the conclusion of this study I suggest 

that both artists complicate Orientalist practices and raise questions of Occidentalism.  
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Chapter II. The Black Female Nude 

In representing female bodies, Alatise and Ndiritu draw on a long history of 

displaying the black female nude. Early interest in African bodies led to countless 

drawings, prints and paintings by European visitors and colonists. Popular figures in the 

nineteenth century, particularly a Khoikhoi woman named Sara Baartman, fed prevailing 

notions of Africa as an exotic land and its peoples, particularly women, as especially 

primitive. Historian Sander L. Gilman observed “. . . while many groups of African 

blacks were known to Europeans in the nineteenth century, the Hottentot remained 

representative of the essence of the black, especially the black female.19 After 

photography became a viable method of documentation, interested explorers, 

anthropologists and scientists captured images of African men and women, hoping to 

document them for Western audiences.20 Alatise and Ndiritu intervene in this history by 

visually acknowledging the hegemonic gaze of the black female body and reversing the 

gaze back onto the audience. In order to identify this critical intervention, one must first 

understand the legacy of European imaginations of African women.  

                                                 

19 Sander L. Gilman, "Black Bodies, White Bodies: Toward an Iconography of Female Sexuality in Late 
Nineteenth-Century Art, Medicine, and Literature,"Critical Inquiry 12 (Fall 1985) 206. 
20 Early photographic technology was cumbersome. Smaller cameras and more easily developed film made 
photography easier to travel with.  
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SARA/SAARTJIE BAARTMAN  

A Khoikhoi woman, Sara Baartman gained fame and popularity during the early 

nineteenth century for her appearance onstage in England and France. 21  Known as the 

“Hottentot Venus,” Europeans saw Baartman as a scientific curiosity and an example of 

an African female body. Her physiognomy made her a visual anomaly in Europe at the 

time. European fascination with Baartman has left lasting negative assumptions about 

African women’s bodies and sexualities whose remnants are still identifiable in 

contemporary popular culture.  

Baartman was born part of the Khoisan peoples in South Africa. By the time 

Baartman was born, the Khoikhoi had a long-established history of contact with Dutch 

and English colonial powers.22 The Khoisan peoples became popularly known as 

uncivilized, partially because of a series of misunderstandings on the part of the 

Europeans. The first of these misconceptions was the Khoikhoi language. Outsiders 

considered Khoisan a faux form of communication, akin to that of a gobble, because the 

language relies on clicks. As Strother points out “language was central in sixteenth- and 

seventeenth-century thought because it marked the common frontier separating humanity 

                                                 

21 Please note that Sara is an Anglicized form of Saartjie. Her name has been spelled both “Sara” and 
“Sarah” but for the purposes of this paper I will refer to her as Sara as Pamela Scully and Clifton Crais did 
in their article Pamela Scully and Clifton Crais, "Race and Erasure: Sara Baartman and Hendrik Ceasars in 
Cape Town and London," Journal of British Studies 47, no. 2 (April 2008).  
22  Scully and Crais, "Race and Erasure: Sara,” 306. 
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from the beasts, and the Khosian’s acquisition of a true language was in doubt.”23 As a 

result, the Khoikhoi became known as Hottentots, a name derived from the term 

“Huttentut,” the Dutch word for stammer.24  Using this pejorative word to describe, what 

the colonists believed to be, peoples with a lack of language positioned the Khoikhoi as 

lesser or subhuman.  

The perception of inadequate communication led outsiders to believe the 

Khoikhoi were want for a sense of sanitation and religion. Unable to communicate with 

the Khoikhoi peoples, the colonists assumed that certain practices, such as applying 

animal grease to the skin, displayed a lack of hygiene whereas the actual purpose was 

utilitarian.25 Though European visitors and colonists were critical of African peoples, 

including Khoisan peoples, they were especially disapproving of Khoisan women. 

Understood as distinctly inferior, Europeans portrayed Khoisan women as bad mothers, 

revolting and senseless as well as biologically closer to animals than humans.26 Travel 

diaries from the time imagined and recorded wild inaccuracies about Khosian women.  

Gilman cited the travel diary of Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon: “Buffon… 

stated that this animallike sexual appetite went so far as to lead black women to copulate 

                                                 

23 Strother, "Display of the Body," in Africans on Stage,), 3. 
24 Scully and Crais, "Race and Erasure: Sara,” 308. 
25 Strother, "Display of the Body," in Africans on Stage, 4. 
26 Khosian women were shown as bad mothers because they smoked as often as men. Strother, "Display of 
the Body," in Africans on Stage ,14-16. 
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with apes.”27 These scandalous statements were taken for fact by those who had not 

traveled to Africa.    Medical conditions observed by European visitors aided in the 

misnomer that Khoisan, and therefore African, women displayed deviant or lesser 

sexualities.28 Visitor were particularly interested in Baartman’s posterior, which they 

described as enlarged. Additionally, the hypertrophy, or increased size, of the labia and 

minora, became known as the “Hottentot apron” which, although rare, was associated 

with Khoisan women.29 These conclusions led to an influx of pseudoscientists to the 

region disrobing and inspecting female bodies. Their often published text, drawing and 

photographic studies led to notions of primitive behavior and physiognomy among 

Khoisan women. 30As Strother points out, these drawings and, as I argue, most 

ethnographic drawings and photographs of disrobed women allow for a constant 

voyeuristic gaze and eliminates the need for a furtive, momentary glance.31  

It was in this context of scientific racism that Baartman was taken to London and 

Paris in 1810.32 Baartman was presented by Hendrick Caesars, a showman from South 

Africa, as the “Hottentot Venus.” Caesars felt this title was humorous, as he believed that 

the comparison between the body of Khoisan women and the body of Venus was 
                                                 

27 Gilman, "Black Bodies, White Bodies,"  212. 
28 Please note that this section talks about African women’s sexualities and bodies generally as exemplified 
by Baartman to reflect the conflation of African women in European society.  
29 Strother, "Display of the Body," in Africans on Stage, 20. 
30 Gilman, "Black Bodies, White Bodies,"  213. 
31 Strother, "Display of the Body," in Africans on Stage 20 
32 There are discrepancies about her travel to London and Paris. Some assert she was kidnapped while 
others argue she decided to travel.  
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absurd.33 During her show Baartman would walk on stage, sing a song or play an 

instrument and visitors could pay to poke, pinch and prod her body.  

Baartman’s “authentic dress,” physiognomy and billing as a scientific example of 

a desirable Khoisan woman attracted an audience of well-educated scientists or 

anthropologists (fig. 8). Advertisements for Baartman’s show led audiences to believe the 

performance was more closely related to natural history than entertainment. As Strother 

points out “These advertisements invite the educated viewer to play the role of scientist 

(or latent anthropologist), and promise to provide for study an accurate type in form, 

clothing, and behavior.”34 Popular fascinations with Baartman only increased by her 

public trial which was led by abolitionist Zachary Macaulay who believed Baartman did 

not come to England or perform under her own free will. Ultimately, the court ruled that 

Baartman was not mistreated and deemed it legal for her to continue her performances. 

However, the court only presented Baartman with the options of returning to South 

Africa or continuing as a performer in Europe, implying that she could not function as a 

regular (non-performing) member of society in Europe as she could in her homeland. The 

choice demonstrates the superiority Europeans felt over Khoisans, and therefor African 
                                                 

33 Strother, "Display of the Body," in Africans on Stage, 25. It is also possible that Caesars appropriated 
this name from Bryan Edward’s The History, Civil and Commercial of the British Colonies in the West 
Indies, vol. 2. In this 1801 text Edward’s published a poem by Issac Teale entitled “The Sable Venus. An 
Ode” (1765, originally published in Jamaica) and engraving by Thomas Stothard entitled Voyage of the 
Sable Venus from Angola to the West Indies (1794). The engraving shows a rather muscular African 
woman on a shell chariot drawn by dolphins. The figure is surrounded by cherubs, Neptune holding the 
British flag and Triton announcing her with a conch shell.  It is entirely possible that Caesars saw this text 
and engraving as it was quite popular when it was published in 1801. (Allen 2011) 
34 Strother, "Display of the Body," in Africans on Stage 25. 
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people, as if Western modern trappings and societies were too complex for a Khoisan 

person to negotiate.  

With Caesars’s show left intact by the courts, Baartman continued to be viewed as 

a scientific spectacle for the remainder of her life.35 European perception of Baartman as 

an object of natural history is demonstrated in Georges Cuvier’s dissection of Baartman’s 

genitals after her death in 1815. As they might an animal, scientists preserved Baartman’s 

genitalia in jars and kept them, along with her skeleton and a plaster cast of her body on 

display at the Musee de l’Homme in Paris until the late twentieth century.36 Cuvier’s 

notes, published in 1817, became commonly-used evidence that African women possess 

essentially different genitalia.37 

 Although she is the most infamous example, Baartman was by no means the only 

African woman to be displayed for Western viewing. Throughout Europe and America, 

African men and women were routinely presented as “authentic” specimens of their 

peoples. The Chicago World’s Fair (1893) included a large Dahomey exhibit inspired by 

the Parisian Universal Exposition (1889). At the Universal Exposition, the “contrast 

                                                 

35 Admittedly, this description removes agency and perhaps overly victimizes Baartman. Though I am 
primarily looking at European understandings of Baartman, rather than the truth of her being, which are 
two separate stories, I feel it is important to note that Baartman did display forms of resistance. Her 
exasperated demeanor and, on occasion, refusal to perform demonstrates acts of defiance to the colonial 
gaze. For a more nuanced description please read Strother’s Display of the Body Hottentot.   
36 Though taken off display in the late 20th century, Baartman’s remains were not returned to South Africa 
until 2002. Strother, "Display of the Body," in Africans on Stage, 1. 
37 Cuvier’s notes were so popular they were reprinted twice in the same decade. Gilman, "Black Bodies, 
White Bodies,"  213. 
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between the dwellings of ‘savages’ and Eiffel’s monumental tower underscored the 

distance between ‘savagery’ and ‘civilization.’”38 These widely attended shows only 

furthered   understandings of African men and women as essentially different. There was 

also a distinctive interest in African women, especially those who were warriors. A 

special traveling show to San Francisco solely consisted of Dahomey women warriors. 

To commemorate the exhibition, the official souvenir was an image of bare-breasted 

Dahomey women, a photograph that furthered notions of African women as objects for 

Western viewing pleasure (fig. 9).39 

In addition to World’s Fairs, circus and freak shows were very popular during the 

19th and early 20th centuries. The Great Farini, a circus and freak show owner, presented a 

woman of African descent named Lala “the Black Venus.” Lala was presented as much 

for her novelty as a woman of African heritage as her act, which included hanging upside 

down from a trapeze bar with a lit cannon in her mouth.40  

Baartman, and all those from Africa placed on display, informed Western notions 

of African life and culture. In most cases, displays carefully constructed by 

ethnographers, showmen and amateur anthropologists guided these understandings much 

                                                 

38 Robert W. k, "'Darkest Africa': African Shows at America's World's Fairs,", in Africans on Stage, ed. 
Bernth Lindfors (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1999), 136. 
39 Rydell, "'Darkest Africa': African Shows," in Africans on Stage, 140. 
40 Shane Peacock, "Africa Meets the Great Farini," in Africans on Stage, ed. Bernth Lindfors 
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1999) 84-85. 
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more than the people on display. These misguided notions paved the way for pejorative 

associations such as scientific racism, the effects of which are still seen today. 

Colonial Photography   

Existing popular conceptions of the African female body as different or deviant 

were only furthered by the viability of photography as a method of capturing images. 

Photography was a new medium that was thought to create indexical pictures, with little 

need for scrutiny or questioning. More often than not, than now, the photographs 

reflected the photographer’s preconceived notions rather than the subject, audiences were 

eager to view images of Africa and its peoples.  

Scientists, anthropologists, explorers and colonial officials used photography as a 

scientific or objective form of documentation. Thousands of photographs were made into 

postcards which were widely distributed to European and American consumers.41 Until 

1870, photography was rarely attempted far beyond main European settlements. As 

photographic technology became more portable, images from Africa soon expanded 

beyond European outposts.42 The “frontiers” of Western culture, or the meeting of 

Western and “exotic” cultures were of great interest to European viewers.43 Extant 

                                                 

41 Christraud M. Geary, In and Out of Focus: Images from Central Africa, 1885-1960 (London: Philip 
Wilson Publishers, 2002), 17. 
42 David Killingray and Andrew Roberts, "An Outline History of Photography in Africa to ca. 
1940," History in Africa 16 (1989): 198. 
43 Enid Schildkrout, "The Spectacle of Africa through the Lens of Herbert Lang: Belgian Congo 
Photographs 1909-1915," African Arts 24, no. 4 (October 1991): 70. 
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notions of African female sexuality, which Ndiritu and Alatise engage in their art, are 

rooted in these past photographic representations.  

European audiences were fascinated by African traditions along with European 

missionary, imperial and scientific endeavors. Though the camera has a limited scope and 

range, and therefore a certain amount of decontextulization, it was viewed as a visual 

testimonial of African life. Scientists felt that their mission to visually preserve culture 

took priority over local restrictions and often intruded by taking photographs of the 

unwilling, or making plasters of subjects in the name of “science.”44 Even though these 

pictures were often staged, the camera was seen as an objective instrument.  

Despite spending time in these cultures, outsider photographers used the camera 

to construct differences between Africans and Europeans. In an examination of 

missionary photography, Christraud M. Geary writes “[missionary photographs] 

construct binary oppositions of a political and racial nature between the white missionary 

and his charges, repeating in essence on of the salient characteristics of the Africanist 

discourse, which was built on dichotomies such as ‘savage’/ ‘civilized,’ chaos/order, 

naked/clothed, and perhaps the most persistent of all dark/light.”45 Like missionary 

photographers, colonial ethnographers utilized photography to construct and demonstrate 

the evidence of “primitive” life and justify their presence. Through decontextualized 
                                                 

44 Allen F. Roberts, "Image Ethics In and about Africa," African Arts 41, no. 2 (Summer 2008): 5. 
45 Christraud M. Geary, "Missionary Photography: Private and Public Readings," African Arts 24, no. 4 
(October 1991): 49. 
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snapshots and staged portraits photographers constructed a reality that reinforced 

preconceived notions of the subject and also appeased the desires of the audience.  

The European fascination with African subjects played out nowhere more than on 

African women’s bodies. Colonial ethnographers systematically disrobed and staged 

women for their photographs.46 Images of underdressed women, by Victorian European 

standards, were disproportionately well represented among the colonial photographs of 

Africa. Often undressed and then posed by photographers, young partially-nude women 

were among the most popular subjects (fig. 10).47 Poses, such as lifting the arms above 

the head to emphasize the breasts, were often limited to photographs of young women 

(fig. 11).48 Certainly, older men and women posed for physical-type photographs or 

ethnographic photographs, but for specific reason such as the performance of an activity 

or documentation of a physical deformation.49  

This forced gaze, imposed identity, and permanent viewpoint of nudity fulfilled 

voyeuristic fantasies, and like the drawings of Khoisan women, negated the need for a 

fleeting glance.50 As Raymond Corbey writes “sexual pleasure begins with the privilege 

of sight” which these images of young, disrobed African women certainly provided 

                                                 

46 Coly, "A Pedagogy of the Black," 653. 
47 Raymond fal, "Alterity: the Colonial Nude," Critique of Anthropology 8, no. 3: 78. 
48 Corbey, "Alterity: the Colonial Nude,79. 
49 Corbey, "Alterity: the Colonial Nude,75. 
50 Victorian standards of modesty would have called for a quick glance at any real-life nudity even in the  
       name of science.  
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audiences.51 However, these photographs also supplied evidence for conceptions of 

female African sexuality as savage or inferior.  Nudity, especially by Victorian European 

standards, was considered primitive.  

This notion was also enforced by colonial photographs depicting “civilized” 

African women wearing modest clothing.52 The photographs used clothing as a visual 

clue to mark the difference between those who were “primitive” and those who were 

“civilized.” The senders of many postcards determined their meaning through the text 

written on the back. One viewer linked an image of a bare-breasted woman with cattle 

(fig. 12).53 Another, popular pose involved young woman positioned on her hands and 

knees, like an animal.54 These associations with animals led to understandings of African 

female sexual impulses as beastly and uncontrollable.  

European viewers were not the sole audiences for these images. Photographs were 

displayed in colonial offices, homes of officers and missionary schools. Exposure to 

popular images of Africa allowed African audiences to devise tactics for manipulating 

photographs. Many people presented themselves to the camera in ways they wished to be 

viewed “When African peoples became objects of ‘visual consumption’ by the West and 

were besieged by photographers . . . they began to communicate ideas about 

                                                 

51 Corbey, "Alterity: the Colonial Nude, 79. 
52 Corbey, "Alterity: the Colonial Nude, 82. 
53 Corbey, "Alterity: the Colonial Nude,84. 
54 Corbey, "Alterity: the Colonial Nude,84.  
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themselves.”55 In addition to strategies for presenting themselves to photographers, 

Africans began producing photographs by the late 19th century.56 Though many have 

since been lost, some of these photographs were distributed as postcards. They are unique 

in their ability to provide a different look at African life and bodies during this period.  

CONTEMPORARY REALIZATIONS  
 The hegemonic gaze from the West as realized in the figure of Sara Baartman and 

the photographs of African women have left lasting impressions. Remnants of scientific 

racism and stereotypes about African women’s bodies and sexuality surface in 

contemporary culture. Iconography employed in these early photographic representations 

migrated from one medium to another, eventually becoming widely recognized icons.  

 The most indelible of these representations are the Hottentot and ethnographic 

images of bare-breasted African women. Artists such as Renee Cox, Angele Essamba, 

Ndiritu and Alatise incorporate these voyeuristic gazes into their works. They  attempt 

to“decolonize” the female body by appropriating and re-presenting the historical 

stereotypes. For example, artist Renee Cox photographs herself enacting Baartman in a 

piece entitled HOTT-EN-TOT (1994) (fig. 13). Her prosthetic and wildly exaggerated 

breasts and buttocks draw attention to the reduction of black female sexuality to 

                                                 

55 Geary, In and Out of Focus, 20. 
56 Geary, In and Out of Focus, 20. 
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stereotypes of physical traits. Creating a contemporary “Hottentot,” Cox calls attention to 

the all –too extant stereotypes from the colonial era.  

 Like Cox, Essamba engages stereotypes of the black female body but also 

appropriates tropes from colonial photography. Essamba, the artist and subject, directs 

the viewer’s gaze by selecting what she wants them to see. In works like Noir 58, 

Essamba turns the gaze back on the viewer, as if reversing colonial inspections (fig. 14). 

Art historian Ayo A. Coly argues that Essamba’s nude images contribute to resistive 

postcolonial imagery of the African female body.57 She argues that Essamba’s nudity is “. 

. . an act of coming out, is about rejecting the colonial discursive body and expressing the 

postcolonial African body.”58 The need for a visual rejection of stereotypical African 

women’s bodies and sexuality demonstrates the hold colonial photography continues to 

have on contemporary thought.  

TRADITIONAL ROLES AND CULTURAL ISSUES OF WOMEN IN NIGERIA  

Contemporary women writers in Africa express the need for equality in recent 

writings. Their work complicates western notions of African women as objects of desire. 

Though there is no single role of women in Nigerian, there is a basic structure for 

examining gender expectations based on commonalities. Nigeria is of particular 

relevance to the study of Alatise, as she is a Nigerian woman and engages directly with 

                                                 

57 Coly, "A Pedagogy of the Black," 653. 
58 Coly, "A Pedagogy of the Black," 659. 
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women’s issues in her artworks.  Additionally, Ndiritu’s engagement with women’s 

issues in the Middle East and other areas of Africa is echoed in gender and social issues 

in Nigeria. A brief overview of the gender roles for women in Nigeria will benefit the 

later discussion of Ndiritu’s and Alatise’s works. 

Traditionally, the women of Nigeria, as in other parts of the world including the 

United States, are expected to be central to the home. Women as mothers, nurturers and 

caretakers are essential to their roles in the community and, in some cases, personal 

identities.59 As mothers and wives, Nigerian women are expected to cook for their 

families. As D.J. Shehu points out, although some women and families are able to hire a 

cook, the position is still often filled by a woman.60 While these domestic functions are 

ever-shifting, especially with a number of women becoming wage earners they are 

considered to be a traditional female responsibility, as in the United States.61 

A dominant presence in the domestic sphere means control over certain spaces 

such as the kitchen and living areas where guests are received. Additionally, these 

domestic responsibilities, and sometimes farming duties, allow for Nigerian women to 

                                                 

59 Toyin Falola and Nana Akua Amponsah, Women's Roles in Sub-Saharan Africa (Santa Barbara, Calif.: 
Greenwood, 2012), 102. 
60 Gwendolyn Mikell, African Feminism: The Politics of Survival in Sub-Saharan Africa (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997), 278.  
61 Falola and Amponsah, Women's Roles in Sub-Saharan, 102. 
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have control over resources.62 As Toyin Falola states “Because the private and public 

arenas were intertwined, a woman’s ability to control resources and people in a 

household was at the same time an exercise in public power.”63 Falola notably uses the 

past tense in his assertion, perhaps because women now have the right to vote and 

participate in government. However, women in northern Nigeria may still need to assert 

control over supplies and domestic life as they struggle with disenfranchisement because 

of legal requirements and irregularities.64 

Although rapidly changing, access to education is traditionally limited for 

Nigerian women. During colonialism women were often denied the right to go to school. 

Fwangil Gloria Ada summarized, “While men were attending to the colonial masters and 

getting exposed to the western lifestyle and education, women were at the home front 

caring for their children and husbands, and engrossed in demanding domestic chores.”65 

Preventing women from becoming educated led to a high illiteracy rate among the female 

population. This illiteracy led to popular notions of women as ‘second class’ and 

                                                 

62 Toyin Falola, "'The Role of Nigerian Women,'" Encyclopædia Britannica Online, accessed February 17, 
2013, http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/1360615/The-role-of-Nigerian-women.  
63 Falola,"'The Role of Nigerian," Encyclopædia Britannica Online. 
64 Kole Ahmed Shettima, "Engendering Nigeria's Third Republic," African Studies Review 38, no. 3 
(December 1995) 62. 
65  Fwangyil Gloria Ada, "A Critical Survey of Selected Texts on the Growth of Feminism in 
Nigeria," LWATI: A Journal of Contemporary Research 8, no. 3 (2011): 52. 
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therefore assumed to be naturally subordinate to men.66  In recent times Nigerian women 

have fought for education and many now graduate from universities. Though, as Ada 

suggests, like in Britain and the United States, women are restricted to traditional 

“feminine careers” such as teaching and nursing.67 

Intersections of religion, culture and tradition in Nigerian women’s lives have 

become a topic of much discussion among writers examining Nigerian feminisms. Ada 

suggests that “. . . cultural myths as well as the Christian and Islamic religions emphasize 

the main roles of women as maternity and domesticity.”68 Indeed Charmaine Pereira 

agrees arguing “While understandings of practice, culture, and tradition – on their own 

and in combination – animate particular injunctions and proscriptions, what has particular 

significance for women’s lives is the form that these injunctions and proscriptions take in 

practice.”69  Pereira also argues challenging notions of tradition, culture and religion can 

be difficult for fear of being dismissed as Westernized and, therefore, an outsider.70  

Indeed religious, cultural and traditional practices have, in some cases, caused 

women great distress or harm. Until recently, women were denied inheritance leaving 

                                                 

66 Ada, "A Critical Survey of Selected," 52. I define Northern Nigeria as the states of: Sokoto, Kebbi, 
Niger, Kaduna, Bauchi, Gombe, Borno, Kuara, Kogi, Benue, Tarabara, Yobe, Jigawa, Kano, Katsina, and 
Zamfara. All but Kogi, Kwara, Benu and Tarabara enforce Sharia law in criminal courts.  
67 Ada, "A Critical Survey of Selected," 53. 
68 Ada, "A Critical Survey of Selected," 53. 
69 Charmaine Pereira, "Setting Agenda for Feminist Thought and Practice in Nigeria," Signs 34, no. 2 
(Winter 2009): 265. 
70 Pereira, "Setting Agenda for Feminist," 264. 
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some Nigerian women poverty-stricken.71 Additionally, Sharia laws have become 

enforced criminal courts in some Northern states of Nigeria. Though these laws apply to 

men and women, Sharia courts in northern Nigeria are criticized for not following the 

Quran or Hadith and lacking precedent in Muslim countries. Observers argue that the 

laws are disproportionately applied to women and severely limit rights.72 Laws 

concerning modesty in dress, and adultery are of specific concern to women.73 These 

laws carry drastic consequences especially when it comes to women’s bodies, particularly 

expressions of dress and sexuality which, as Pereira points out have become synonymous 

with issues of morality.74  

As governing groups lose control and violence breaks out, issues of women’s 

dress and morality become increasingly visible. During periods of conflict, women’s 

bodies become occupied battlegrounds. Violating women becomes a mean of punishment 

for a community or as proving superiority.75  Though this is a common occurrence in 

areas of conflict worldwide, all too often women’s ethics and clothing are blamed for the 

aggressor’s actions.76  

                                                 

71 This was changed, though not always enforced, in the 1999 constitution. Shettima, "Engendering 
Nigeria's Third Republic," 71. 
72 Shettima, "Engendering Nigeria's Third Republic," 72. 
73 Refer to the 2002 court case of Safiya Husaini who was sentenced to death for adultery. Her appeal was 
successful and she was not punished.  
74 Pereira, "Setting Agenda for Feminist," 268. 
75 Pereira, "Setting Agenda for Feminist,"266. 
76 Pereira, "Setting Agenda for Feminist,"266. 
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Historically, women have filled domestic roles as mothers, nurturers and 

household caretakers. African women have also faced social issues that have historically 

prevented them from gaining equality, such as lack of access to education and imposed 

limitations of religion, tradition and culture. Though some of the restrictions on women’s 

bodies and behavior have changed, certain constraints are still in place. In several cases, 

such as inheritance, the limitations have only been lifted recently.  Improvements to 

women’s social rights could not have been achieved without the efforts of feminist 

activists in Nigeria and their counterparts elsewhere in the world. 

SHIFTING ROLES OF NIGERIAN WOMEN AND NIGERIAN FEMINISTS  

Using art as a platform, artists including Alatise and Ndiritu communicate African 

feminist values.77  It is within the shifting roles of women that Alatise and Ndiritu’s work 

contribute to Nigerian women’s activism. Feminist efforts in Nigeria have made great 

strides in gaining freedoms for women. Though it is not the purpose of this paper to 

compare feminist movements, it is important to note that Nigerian feminism or “African 

Womanism” is not directly parallel to that of American or Western feminisms.78 Each 

movement has been developed to suit the needs of particular cultures and to honor certain 

values. That is not to say that one is inferior to the other, but rather to acknowledge that 

                                                 

77 Some prefer the term “womanist.” I will be using the two interchangeably. 
78  Womanism  is a term first coined by Alice Walker in her 1983 text Search in Our Mothers’ Gardens: 
Womanist Prose. It has since been adopted by the African feminist movement.  
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the two movements parallel because of cultural differences. As Chikwenya Ogunyenii 

points out, there are social issues in Africa that do not necessarily apply to the American 

feminist such as extreme poverty, in-law problems and oppression from co-wives.
79 

Additionally, feminism in Nigeria, as in the United States, is erroneously associated with 

lesbianism, loose morals, alcohol and loss of interest in family life, making serious 

accomplishments difficult to achieve.
80   

Despite these hurdles, Nigerian organizations such as the Women of Nigeria 

(WIN) and the Market Women Association are making great strides in campaigning for 

equality. These groups developed key strategies to ensure the success of their mission. As 

mentioned previously, Sharia courts disproportionately affect the lives of women. 

Nigerian women’s organizations draw attention to inconsistences in court rulings as well 

as various interpretations of holy texts which challenges popular notions there is a single 

interpretation of religion, culture and tradition.
81

 Furthermore, understanding the 

fundamental role religion plays in areas of Nigeria, feminist organizations encourage 

women to study and understand their civil and religious rights. In addition, these groups 

provide a feminist reading of religious texts to rebut the way Shaaria laws are applied.
82

 

                                                 

79 Susan Arndt, "African Gender Trouble and African Womanism: An Interview with Chikwenye 
Ogunyemi and Wanjira Muthoni," Signs 25, no. 3 (Spring 2000): 714.  
80 Ada, "A Critical Survey of Selected," 51. 
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An important role of Nigerian women’s organizations is the identification and 

promotion of women’s issues. Acting as advocates for equality in marriage, divorce, 

child custody and family property, these groups strive to ensure safe home environments. 

Their work extends to the public life of women as well, fighting for sexual harassment 

laws, equal treatment in the workplace, ending child marriages, genital mutilation as well 

as equal constitutional rights.
83  

In order to achieve many of these goals, African womanists must first divorce 

women’s bodies from popular notions of immorality. Serving as a visual symbol for 

corruption and depravity, women’s bodies (dress, reproduction) have been tightly 

controlled by the state, and thus men, who make up the majority of government 

representatives.
84

 As in the United States, women in Nigeria have been industrious in 

demanding women’s rights to control their own bodies offering conferences, campaigns, 

publications and even legal assistance on these issues.  

Despite the negative reputation of feminism, womanist groups in Nigeria, like 

similar groups in the United States, are effecting change through consciousness-raising. 

The increased visibility of women’s issues is due, in no small part, to the efforts of 

Nigerian women who have written, spoken and lobbied for change. Feminists have 

broken down barriers between public and private life, speaking about the effects of 
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gender roles on both public and private sectors.  Their success can be seen in the ever-

increasing number of women in government, universities and workforce.85 

SCHOLARLY ENGAGEMENT WITH AFRICAN WOMEN’S ART  

Expected roles of African women extend beyond the domestic to the professional 

sphere. Creative aspects of women’s lives are governed by gendered rules and, likewise, 

scholarly interpretation of their work as gendered follows. Though briefly mentioned 

before, the dichotomy between craft and art extends beyond the Western art world and is 

very much present in the discussions of African art.  

As in the United states, women artists working in Africa have attracted 

considerably less attention than male artists. As art historian Lisa Aronson posits, this 

may be because the domestic nature and utilitarian function of their artworks attract less 

attention. She argues “Women confine much of their activity, including their arts, to the 

domestic arena, which is often set apart from the public sphere of the compound.”86 

Indeed, African women artists are much more likely to be painters, ceramicists or 

weavers. In Nigeria, certain mediums, like wood sculpting and metal working, is 

considered off limits to women.87  

                                                 

85 Mariam Marwa Abdul et al., Analysis of the History, Organisations and Challenges of Feminism in 
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87 Aronson, "African Women in the Visual,") 550. 
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In African settings, these mediums are particularly significant for women. For 

example, it is often argued that women work with ceramics because clay contains healing 

properties for reproductive disorders and childbirth.88 When materials, like textiles, are 

open to both genders, the production method and product varies. For example, Owo 

Yoruba Women weave fine cloths used for rituals while men weave, if at all, commonly 

used fabrics.89 These mediums limitations are reinforced with Western hierarchies, 

resulting in notions of African women artists as craftswomen rather than art 

practitioners.90 

The relegation of African women’s arts to craft comes in tandem with their 

interpretation as fundamentally feminine. Seen as expressing core women’s values, 

female artist’s works are often limited to understandings of motherhood, nurturing and 

fertility. In some cases, the work is compared to the roles that women hold. For example 

in looking at Sande women’s initiation rituals Aronson argues, “Inasmuch as women 

make pots and work with clay, it is tempting to suggest that the initiates become the clay 

containers that women symbolically mold into adult beings, just as they mold their 

offspring in reality.”91  Contemporary African women artist’s works are also traced back 

to gendered constructions of women as mothers and caretakers. Kenyan ceramic artist 
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Magdalene Odundo’s works are often analyzed as alluding to “. . . a pregnant women’s 

navel or the hungry belly of a child” (fig. 15).92 Furthermore, nearly every creative action 

is considered an expression of motherhood or nurturing. Art historian Marla C. Berns 

argues that Ga’anda women mimic their body markings to burial pot decoration to ensure 

the spirit held within is cared for in the afterlife. The designation, by scholars, of every 

African female artistic action to expressions of maternal values limits the many possible 

readings of African women’s artworks.  

Motherhood, nurturing and fertility are indeed important values to many people 

and societies. However, one must not assume that simply because art is created with a 

gendered media that its interpretation must be a direct reflection of traditional gendered 

values. Instead, as I argue with Alatise and Ndiritu, the use of this media reveals much 

more nuanced understanding of contemporary African womanhood.  

 

 

 

                                                 

92 Jane Perryman, Smoke Firing: Contemporary Artists and Approaches (London: & C Black, 2008), p. 91 
Also refer to Magdalene Odundo et al., Magdalene Odundo (Aldershot, Hampshire [England]: Lund 
Humphries, 2004) 45. 
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Chapter III:  Textiles as Flesh: The Art of Grace Ndiritu 

INTRODUCTION 

In exhibition spaces and texts one will often find the words (Kenya/UK) after 

Grace Ndiritu’s name. Born in England to Kenyan parents, Ndiritu straddles both spheres 

of British and African art. Similarly, Ndiritu’s work defies categorization into a single 

division.  In a strict sense her work is a video, as it is filmed on camera and can be 

digitally reproduced. However, the almost surreal setting, vivid colors and, in some cases, 

minimal movement make Ndiritu’s work akin to a painting. Acknowledging these 

painterly qualities, Ndiritu refers to her art as video paintings.  

 Given the dual nature of her work, it is only fitting that Ndiritu turns to her own 

body, a dual product of Kenya and England, to create these video paintings. Yet, the 

subjects of the artworks extend beyond her understanding of self and identity and speak 

to much larger issues of womanhood. Of this she states “I think of myself as a blank 

canvas; I realise that I can look like anybody – from a terrorist to a house wife. These are 

not self-portraits, it’s more universal than that. My role is as a signifier.”93 In Ndiritu’s 

many films she transforms her body into a vessel for speaking about women’s issues 

globally.  

                                                 

93  Kent, "Grace Ndiritu Essay," LuxOnline. 
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Two of Ndiritu’s performances, Still Life: White Textiles and Still Life: Lying 

Down Textiles, are distinct for their use of fabric and rich visual references. Although 

Ndiritu employs textiles in most of her video work, in these films, cloths serve as carriers 

of meaning and identity. These textiles perform, just as Ndiritu’s does, as geographic 

locators, historic references and evidence of social inequities. Similarly, in these two 

videos Ndiritu’s concealed and revealed body serves as a site of memory, bringing with it 

traditional perceptions of black female womanhood. In Still Life: White Textiles and Still 

Life: Lying Down Textiles Ndiritu destabilizes traditional gender roles of women as 

mothers through an engagement with her own body as sexualized and desired in 

association with textiles, a domestic medium. At the same time, Ndiritu critiques Western 

notions of black women’s sexuality by unveiling, veiling and constructing the female 

form.  

 Ndiritu’s varying levels of nudity and exposure are a key approach to her 

examination of hegemonic visualizations of African women. Implicit within both Still 

Life: White Textiles and Still Life: Lying Down Textiles is an acknowledgement of the 

traditional Western male gaze. Ndiritu’s manipulation of this gaze undermines the 

dominant survey of African women’s bodies in Western colonial paintings, drawings and 

photographs.  



41 

 

OVERVIEW 

Given the video media of Ndiritu’s work, the full extent of her pieces cannot be 

conveyed through a film still. This section provides an analysis of both films on which 

the argument is built. In Still Life White Textiles Ndiritu engages the nude black female 

body with textiles while in Still Life: White Textiles she conceals the female form with 

fabric.  

Still Life: White Textiles  

 Ndiritu’s 2007-2009 video painting, Still Life: White Textiles is a five-minute-

long film featuring the artist. The background of set is a cream-colored fabric covered in 

thin black lines in irregular looping patterns, reminiscent of furrows in parched earth.  

Irregularly spaced amoeba-like ovals also sit atop the cream background. Concentric 

circles of gray, maroon, cream, dark gray and black, combined with straight black lines 

emerging from the center of the oval, contribute to the cellular appearance of the pattern. 

The fabric emerges from the background to cover the chair or stool that Ndiritu sits upon. 

A wide strip of fabric, the same kind as the background, hangs from the ceiling and falls 

between Ndiritu’s bare legs obscuring her body save her legs and arms. Though there are 

many oval shapes on the fabric, the only ovals entirely visible to the audience are two 

towards the upper half of what is presumably Ndiritu’s torso, and one that falls in 

between her legs. The camera faces the central figure fairly close and straight ahead. One 

gets the sense that the camera is only a few feet away from the subject providing explicit 

detail but limiting the view of Ndiritu’s legs to just above the knee. 
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 As the silent film begins, Ndiritu sensually touches the fabric, as if it is an 

extension of her being. She raises her right, and then left arm to the top of the fabric and 

slowly strokes the sides with her hands, as if tracing the outline of her own body. 

Ndiritu’s hands then caress her thighs, disappearing and appearing from behind the 

fabric. Approximately one minute into the piece, Ndiritu’s arms disappear behind the 

textile and the video remains completely still, except for a few small leg movements and 

the ripple of the fabric in the air.  

 After the pause, Ndiritu brings her legs together, crumpling the fabric between her 

thighs and revealing part of her torso. Her arms move slowly along the sides of the cloth, 

now making a triangle with the point between her legs. As her hands reach between her 

thighs, they gradually open her legs, freeing the folded textile. As Ndiritu’s legs close 

again, her arms move back to her hips and eventually recede behind the fabric. As her 

legs slowly open, Ndiritu’s hands reappear at the top of the fabric and gently move down 

to her thighs and back up to where her pubic area would be if not obscured by fabric. Her 

arms then move up and down what would be the upper torso region, with palms out and 

eventually disappear behind the fabric. Ndiritu spends the last thirty seconds of the piece 

seductively moving her hands from the top of the fabric down to her now open legs. She 

finishes the film with only her legs and a small section of her elbow exposed, ending 

nearly as covered as she  began. Exhibited alongside Still Life: White Textiles, Still Life: 

Lying Down Textiles displays a markedly different exposure of the black female body. 
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Still Life: Lying Down Textiles 

Ndiritu’s 2005-2007 video painting, Still Life: Lying Down Textiles, is often 

shown as part of four video paintings that include Still Life: White Textiles, Still Life: 

Green Textiles and Still Life: Sitting Textiles. Both Still Life: White Textiles and Still Life: 

Lying Down Textiles display contrasting views of the black female body. Though both 

feature one central figure, Ndiritu, in Still Life: White Textiles she is sitting up, veiling 

and unveiling herself; while in Still Life: Lying Down Textiles she reclines, covered 

completely with a cloth. The background, like Still Life: White Textiles is shallow, with a 

textile backdrop just behind the central figure’s body. A chartreuse-green, slightly 

wrinkled cloth forms the majority of the backdrop. On the fabric are yellow, evenly 

spaced ovals containing images of black birds in flight. The green fabric is intersected to 

the right by a small strip of cloth with maroon, light-orange and green curvilinear 

patterns. The lines are intersected by vertical ovals, filled with a light orange or mint 

green background, and a maroon and purple irregular shape that closely resembles a 

spade.  

Like the backdrop, the floor is covered with two distinct fabrics. The greater part 

of the ground is covered by a light-brown textile, slightly bunched where the central 

figure is lying. This cloth is marked with a dark-brown flower-like pattern with small 
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dark-brown diamonds in between each flower. A narrow section of dark-blue fabric 

overlaps the brown cloth to the left of the scene. This textile, with some ripples, has a 

white feather-like abstracted motif.  

 Ndiritu lies on the ground surrounded by these luscious fabrics. The camera is 

positioned slightly above Ndiritu so the audience looks down at her. She poses on the 

ground, as if she is lounging. Propped up by her left arm, Ndiritu faces the audience 

while her right arm extends to her hips, accentuating her curves. She lies straight, as if 

completely available for the audience to see, yet, with the exception of her right arm, she 

is completely covered. A bright-blue cloth printed with yellow flowers is draped over 

Ndiritu’s entire figure, including her face.  

The lush surroundings are little indication for what happens in the film. For the 

duration of the five minute video, Ndiritu makes very little movement. Her heavy 

breathing and twitching become readily apparent given the lack of other motion. The 

rhythmic pattern of her breathing draws the viewer into an almost trance-like state.  

NUDITY 

 In both Still Life: White Textiles and Still Life: Lying Down Textiles, Ndiritu 

engages with the nude female body.  Using textiles to strategically cover and uncover the 

female form, Ndiritu critiques notions of unclothed African women located in colonial 

photography and African women on view such as Sara Baartman. Ndiritu’s control over 
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nudity in her video paintings undermines colonial visual practices of putting African 

women’s bodies on display.  

 Ndiritu’s use of nudity in Still Life: White Textiles is sensuous. Her slow, 

seductive movements build tension and tease the viewer with the possibility of seeing her 

undressed. Indeed, her bare thighs hint at the nakedness underneath the white cloth and 

even promise the viewer a glimpse at her unclothed body. As she slowly caresses her 

unveiled thighs and manipulates the fabric covering her torso, the members of the 

audience are aware that at any moment she may reveal her nakedness and thus they 

continue to watch.  

 It is this promise of nudity and invitation to gaze unreservedly at her body that 

most recalls colonial photography. Though colonial photographic subjects often had 

visible faces, unlike Ndiritu who never reveals her face, they were systematically 

unclothed and positioned or directed in such ways as to appear scientific. Yet, unlike the 

subjects of colonial ethnographers and photographers, Ndiritu refuses to be victimized by 

the display of her naked body. It is her arms and her legs that manipulate and control the 

fabric. Thus, it is her actions that carefully control the audience’s exposure to her body. 

The silence of the film only emphasizes her autonomous performance as it is clear she is 

not being directed. Her authority in the video painting is made apparent through her 

guidance of the fabric and strict control over how much skin she displays. 
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In a certain respect, Ndiritu has already unveiled herself. As Ndiritu moves her 

hands up and down the sides of the fabric and then her bare thighs, she is making the 

textile an extension of her body. She caresses the cream –colored cloth as if she were 

outlining the curves of her own flesh. Indeed, the pattern of the fabric parallels her naked 

body. The ovals on the fabric align with her breasts and genitalia.  

Though, as art critic Sara Kent points out, the red black and grey oval pattern 

reminds her of the “vagina dentate of Freudian fears and fantasies.”94 I suggest this 

pattern is less Freudian and instead a visualization of popular notions of black women’s 

sexualities. European visualizations of African women, particularly Khoisan women, as 

displaying irregular genitals, and therefore deviant sexualities, are mimicked in Ndiritu’s 

film. She caresses her leg and crotch area, drawing attention to the space, and opens her 

legs to reveal an unnatural visualization of the vagina. As she opens her legs, Ndiritu 

allows her textile genitals to be inspected by the audience, much as nineteenth-century 

viewers did to Baartman’s reproductive organs, even after her death.95 

By unveiling, revealing and concealing the black female form Ndiritu emphasizes 

the most basic differences between the sexes – genitalia.  Accentuating the breasts and 

vagina yet never revealing them, she both constructs and obscures a gendered body. 

                                                 

94 Kent, "Grace Ndiritu Essay," LuxOnline. Also see Terry Sprague, "Ambiguous Bodies in Motion: 
Representations of Female Identity in Contemporary Screendance" (PhD diss., University of California, 
San Diego, 2010), 166. 
95 For a discussion of Baartman’s death and subsequent dissection please refer to Chapter 2.  
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Ndiritu makes the viewers aware of their curiosity of her form during the performance by 

tantalizing them with the promise of nudity. Yet she subverts this expectation through the 

refusal to unveil her body and the extension of her own flesh to the grotesque pattern of 

the cloth. By focusing on female genitalia as a site of difference between the genders, 

Ndiritu employs the very evidence used by some men to legitimize dominance over 

women and by colonial ethnographers to justify racial hierarchies.96  However, Ndiritu 

undermines Western colonial imaginations of the black female nude by fulfilling their 

fantasies with a grotesque version of their own fabrication, through a portrayal of African 

women’s reproductive organs as misshapen.  

In Still Life: Lying Down Textiles Ndiritu does not hint at female sexual organs as 

she does in Still Life: White Textiles. She, however, engages the undressed African 

woman. Ndiritu, the central figure of the composition, is covered entirely by a blue cloth 

with a flower motif except for her right arm which is bare. The draping of the fabric 

suggests that it is one large piece of material loosely covering the body rather than a 

garment. The loose draping suggests a kind of availability of the body underneath. 

Though the body is no less covered than with a piece of clothing, Ndiritu’s figure appears 

accessible because the cloth is not formed into a garment; therefore because it does not 

contain clasps, closures or ties, it must be relatively easy to remove.  

                                                 

96 For an extended discussion on the emphasis or fabrication of certain biological traits to justify 
domination over certain races, groups or genders please see Chris Shilling, The Body and Social Theory, 
2nd ed. (London: SAGE Publications, 2003), 95. 
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Yet, it is the position of the figure and the patterning of the fabric that overtly 

suggest nudity and sexual availability. Ndiritu’s position is a reference to Jean Auguste 

Dominique Ingres, La Grande Odalisque, which portrays a sensual woman tantalizing the 

audience with the promise of nudity (fig. 7). Though Ingres’s central figure is surrounded 

by lush textiles, she is completely nude. Because her back is turned to the audience, the 

viewer only glimpses her bare back, buttocks and legs. As the title suggests, the woman is 

a concubine, likely in Turkey as her accoutrements, such as the peacock fan, turban and 

hookah suggest European notions of the East as exotic.97 Ndiritu mimics this 

composition, surrounding herself with textiles that appear exotic to the Western eye yet 

were commonplace around her home.98 

Odalisque paintings did not die off with Ingres in the nineteenth century. Matisse 

painted many odalisques surrounded by patterned textiles, inspired by his 1911 voyage to 

Morocco.99 Like Ingres, Matisse’s composition includes the promise of sexual 

availability through the pose and dress of the women (fig. 15). Ndiritu incorporates 

elements of both sets of odalisques in her contemporary recreation. 

 Ndiritu’s pose also parallels Ingres’s Odalisque although in his painting, the 

Odalisque has her back to the audience while Ndiritu faces them.  This reclining position 

                                                 

97 Nicholas Mirzoeff, Bodyscape: Art, Modernity, and the Ideal Figure (London: Routledge, 1995), 98. 
98 Kent, "Grace Ndiritu Essay," LuxOnline. 
99 Kent, "Grace Ndiritu Essay," LuxOnline. 
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is commonly used to portray sexual availability, even in contemporary culture.100 For 

example, the popular lingerie company Victoria’s Secret often uses this pose to model 

their undergarments. In the 2013 swim catalog, Victoria’s Secret model Candice 

Swanepoel employs a very similar position to Ndiritu’s to promote a bikini swimsuit (fig. 

17). Presumably at the beach, Swanepoel flaunts her sexuality as her pink swimsuit draws 

attention to bare skin as much as her breasts and buttocks.  

Entirely covered, nothing except for the slight swell of her hips reveals Ndiritu’s 

gender. Her breasts are not particularly defined and her arm appears as though it could 

belong to a member of either sex. It is the flower motif of the textile that reveals her 

female gender. Flowers have long been associated with women artists as “. . . an 

important province for women painters whose supposedly unintellectual sensitivity was 

thought to be ideally suited to the genre.”101 Flowers are also often seen as metaphors for 

females and values associated with women such as being delicate, pure and beautiful. It is 

the fabric, rather than the body that alludes to media hierarchies and the oppression of 

women through constructed values.  

Ndiritu alludes to this history of sexual subjugation through her pose and 

references to gender yet resists becoming subjugated herself. As art historian Terry 

Sprague notes “Ndiritu assumes the position of the body but refuses to play the role of the 
                                                 

100 Sprague, "Ambiguous Bodies in Motion," 165. 
101 Gillian Perry, Women Artists and the Parisian Avant-garde: Modernism and Feminine Art, 1900 to the     
     Late 1920s (Manchester [England]: Manchester University Press, 1995), 52. 
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surveyed.”102 Ndiritu’s piece visually recalls a painting or print advertising with the 

elaborate setting of the composition, carefully laid out background and stillness of the 

video. As the film begins, the audience expects movement as in Still Life: White Textiles 

and as is customary in films. Yet, it soon becomes apparent the entirety of the film is 

Ndiritu’s heavy breathing and twitching. In this film she performs the model rather than 

the artist; she is the Odalisque rather than Ingres. As women lying in this position are 

expected to be somewhat undressed, it is her refusal to be uncovered that intervenes with 

preconceived notions of this historic gaze.  

Ndiritu displays herself in various states of undress in both Still Life: White 

Textiles and Still Life: Lying Down Textiles. Through fabric, Ndiritu engages with historic 

perceptions of the black female body on display such as colonial photographs and 

Baartman. She also critiques Western traditions of subjugating women and reclaims the 

black female nude by controlling the audience’s visual access to her naked body.  

CONTROLLING THE GAZE 

Ndiritu’s strategic use of nudity is inextricably intertwined with her manipulation 

of the hegemonic Western gaze. In both Still Life: White Textiles and Still Life: Lying 

Down Textiles, Ndiritu performs the roles of the seductress and odalisque respectively. 

However, her performance is only half of the piece. Implicit to each role is the part the 

                                                 

102 Sprague, "Ambiguous Bodies in Motion," 65. 
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audience unwittingly plays. In both films, Ndiritu’s careful composition and actions 

transform the viewer into the Western male colonizer, whose gaze she subtly undermines 

during the progression of the video paintings.  

In Still Life: White Textiles, Ndiritu recalls the gaze of colonial ethnographers and 

photographers. Her digital video recordings are contemporary versions of the early 

twentieth century camera carried by Western explorers in Africa. Like photographic 

technology in the first decades of the twentieth century, digital video recording is fairly 

new. By the twenty-first century, both cameras and videos are popularly considered as 

indexical media and used to record events where objectivity is of the utmost importance, 

such as the news. It is possible, however, to manipulate the scope of both media to create 

a prejudiced scene. Like colonial photographers, Ndiritu constructs a scene and limits the 

contextual materials. The views of the background are limited which brings the 

audience’s attention to Ndiritu’s performance.  

As the film starts, the viewer concentrates on Ndiritu’s sensual movements. The 

audience is teased and tantalized by the promise of nudity and continues to watch in 

hopes she will unveil herself. However, Ndiritu never focuses on or hints at uncovering 

her face. The audience can watch the sensuous performance unabashedly as Ndiritu’s 

face is hidden behind the fabric, inviting viewers to her exposed flesh. By veiling her face 

she takes away her immediate agency, her ability to resist being objectified by the 
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audience through facial expression. The concealment of Ndiritu’s face provides a level of 

comfort to the viewer watching her borderline-erotic performance.  

In this performance it is Ndiritu’s body, not her expression that the audience 

hopes to see. By averting her gaze, Ndiritu plays the role of the subjected. Casting herself 

in the part of the surveyed, she then implicates the audience as the surveyor. Like 

colonial ethnographers, the onlookers must come to terms with their desire to view 

Ndiritu’s body. Through her absent gaze and frequent pauses, Ndiritu allows the viewer 

to unabashedly look for an extended period of time. This prolonged view is reminiscent 

of early depictions of partially nude African women, whose bodies are open to careful 

visual investigation as their nudity is immortalized in photographs.  

Ndiritu undermines the audience’s voyeuristic gaze by taking control of the film. 

Though she makes herself available for viewing, she does not reveal more than her arms 

and legs, never actually fulfilling the desires of the audience.103 This control, though 

faceless, is asserted by her hands and legs which manipulate the fabric covering her body. 

By asserting her authority in the film, Nduritu causes audience members watching the 

work to become keenly aware of their intrusive stares. 

                                                 

103 In this section I argue that Ndiritu casts the audience as the colonizers, and with that prescribes their 
desires to see her nude body. Though the audience may be a different race, gender or sexuality than the, 
presumably, white heterosexual colonist, I argue that Ndiritu has cast them in this role regardless of their 
preferences as individuals. Furthermore, I argue that by veiling and unveiling her body she acknowledges 
that there may be an underlying curiosity to see a naked body that may be more curiosity than sexual 
desire.  
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The audience’s invasive presence is also an integral part of Ndiritu’s Still Life: 

Lying Down Textiles. Through her stance she recalls the odalisques of Ingres and 

Matisse, works that may be somewhat familiar to the audience. The painterly aspects of 

the film, for example, the static camera and the constructed background solidify a 

connection with the paintings of Matisse and Ingres. Ndiritu acknowledges this choice by 

asserting that: “I prefer using a static camera, because it’s more like painting. This is not 

entertainment, like MTV; it’s meant to be a bit more meaningful – more formal.”104By 

setting them up similarly, Ndiritu asks that the audience enjoy the same viewing pleasure 

from her works as the paintings.  

When the audience does decide to partake in watching the film as an Ingres or 

Matisse odalisque painting, this viewing pleasure is interrupted by Ndiritu’s performance. 

Though she is transformed by the setting and her position into a subjective being, it is her 

facial covering that interrupts the audience’s voyeuristic stare. The rest of Ndiritu’s body 

is loosely covered by fabric, obscuring most of her figure; however, her face is wrapped 

and defined by the fabric. As the audience members realize she will not take the facial 

covering off, they become aware that they are looking at someone who is prevented from 

looking back, not by a barrier as in Still Life: White Textiles, but by a carefully 

constructed head covering.   

                                                 

104 Kent, "Grace Ndiritu Essay," LuxOnline. 
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In addition to Ndiritu’s covered face, her twitching and heavy breathing 

complicates the audience’s view of her as an odalisque. Though subtle, her movements 

and clear sense of discomfort transform her from a static object in a painting to an active 

subject.105 These actions disrupt the Western hegemonic gaze, which the audience has 

been conscripted to assume. Ndiritu preforms the subjugated figure as if she is forced to 

pose and in doing so casts the audience as the historic Western male audience. Yet she 

deprives them of their oppressive gaze by focusing on her distress as a subject of desire, 

to which the audience is likely sympathetic yet helpless to remedy.  

The setting for both Still Life: White Textiles and Still Life: Lying Down Textiles 

also recalls the Western hegemonic gaze as experienced by performers in world’s fairs 

and Sara Baartman. Though Baarman’s show and African exhibits at world’s fairs were 

open to the general public, they were billed as specimens of natural history and thus 

attracted a generally well-educated crowd. Likewise, art museums and galleries are open 

to everyone but, broadly speaking, they attract a more highbrow and intellectual 

audience.106 Inspections of Baartman’s body and the partial nudity of colonial 

photography were considered acceptable because they fell under the guise of education. 

Colonial viewers of these photographs filled a sexual desire while claiming their 

intentions to be purely academic. Likewise, should Ndiritu reveal her nude body in a 

                                                 

105 Sprague, "Ambiguous Bodies in Motion,"  165-166. 
106 Additionally, there is an entrance fee involved in both curiosity shows and (most) museums. While 
these fees are no prohibitive, they do deter some visitors with limited funds.  
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gallery or museum, it would be recognized as artistic, not pornographic. Museum visitors 

could continue to gaze at her nude body, despite their surroundings, in the name of 

culture though they may derive sexual pleasure from the encounter.  

 Both museums and galleries also hold a sense of esteem, as if they can be trusted 

to present information objectively. Baartman’s manager, Caesars, held a sense of 

authority as he was from South Africa and presented her as an authentic Khoisan woman. 

Contemporary museum galleries, with their white walls (seen as objective) and 

educational materials also hold that same sense of authority. Though both ultimately 

construct the lens for viewing the work, the setting allows the audience members to gaze 

at the works or video with a sense of power, as if they understand the work in its entirety.  

Though both Still Life: White Textiles and Still Life Lying Down Textiles are 

displayed in close proximity they employ vastly different uses of textiles and nudity. 

Where Still Life: White Textiles teases the audience with the possibility of viewing 

Ndiritu’s nude body, Still Life: Lying Down Textiles adamantly rejects any notion of 

unveiling. Likewise, where textiles are transformed into the extension of Ndiritu’s body 

in Still Life: White Textiles, in Still Life Lying Down Textiles, they become her oppressor. 

Ndiritu’s video works achieve contrasting and complementary results, on the one hand 

the artist casts herself as the subjugated subject. While on the other hand, Ndiritu’s 

refusal to return the audience’s gaze makes them aware of their intrusive behavior and 

ultimately subordinates the audience. Despite the gender, race or nationality of the 
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viewers, they unwittingly become the colonial ethnographer, hoping to see her uncovered 

body.  
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Chapter IV:  Memory and Media: The Textile Bodies of Peju 
Alatise 

INTRODUCTION  

 Nigerian artist Peju Alatise’s most recent show “Material Witness” included a 

number of mixed media work titled specifically in reference to material elements, 

historical circumstances and contemporary social issues facing Nigeria. The most striking 

pieces in this show, Captain Red Tape, Where is her Mother? and 9 Year Old Bride, 

address contemporary situations.  Yet, the variety of media and depiction of figures 

undermine Alatise’s intention to focus the interpretations of these works to a singular 

issue. Instead, works like 9 Year Old Bride address issues of historic and contemporary 

representation and act as a site of memory.  

 Alatise’s use of textiles in relation to the seven figures she presents in 9 Year Old 

Bride is of particular interest to this study. The fabric figures in Alatise’s work both grant 

and deny access to the nude female body. This ambiguity brings with it implications of 

the systematic disrobing of African women’s bodies and, more recently, the covering of 

female bodies by Sharia law. An examination of Alatise’s sculpture expands the 

interpretation of her work far beyond a single social issue. This chapter presents a close 

analysis of her work titled 9 Year Old Bride to provide a historical and contemporary 

context.  
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9 YEAR OLD BRIDE 

 Alatise’s 2010 sculptural work, 9 Year Old Bride is a mixed media piece 

composed of forty-two yards of fabric, resin and paint. A large wall-mounted work, it 

measures roughly thirteen-feet wide and six-feet tall and is approximately two feet deep. 

Unlike most textile works, the fabric is frozen into place with resin, causing the usually 

flexible cloth to become rigid.   

The fabric, the primary component of the sculpture, is composed of different 

colored registers. The top fabric, a bright-yellow and red pattern, is splattered with white 

paint. Obscuring the pattern, the light paint causes the cloth to appear cream-colored from 

far away. The small fabric strip underneath the top register is printed red with orange and 

purple circles. Beneath the red strip is a large section of dark-blue fabric with a light-blue 

whirligig motif. Midway across the sculpture the blue cloth is intersected by a dark-green 

fabric, which replaces the blue fabric in the right half of the composition. Alatise chooses 

a bright-yellow and brown cloth decorated with stars for the last register. Like the section 

above it, the yellow-register is intersected and eventually replaced on the right side of the 

sculpture by a light-blue, red and green patterned textile.  

The cloth is crumpled as it would naturally if it were laid on the floor. However, 

the fabric’s position proves to be unique, because the swells and dips form the shapes of 

seven colorful female bodies in motion.  Of varying shapes and sizes, all the bodies are 

incomplete. With the exception of the third person, all of the figures are headless, leaving 
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the viewer to examine their torso and legs. In addition, Alatise extends the view only to 

the upper leg, leaving the feet unrealized.  

The body that is furthest to the right, and perhaps is the largest form, faces away 

from the viewer. Her left arm sticks out, forming a ninety-degree angle with her torso, 

which is shown in its entirety. Her left leg mimics the arm and is bent forward, as if 

walking. Unlike the nearly complete first figure, the second woman has few visible 

features. Only the form of her shoulders, buttocks and upper thighs are visible to the 

audience. Her arms are presumably obscured by the large woman to her right and the 

head of the girl to her left. The third figure, to the right of the dismembered woman, faces 

the audience, a pose fairly easy to distinguish as she is the only character with a head. 

Her right arm extends behind her back while her left arm reaches across the front of her 

torso over to her left side. Alatise only crafts this petit body’s legs to approximately her 

ankles where the fabric abruptly ends, leaving her with no feet.  

Though the third figure is nearly complete – only lacking feet—the woman to her 

left is only distinguishable through her curves. This figure is shown in profile, positioned 

on her right side, as if facing the viewer and is missing her head, arms and feet. Her torso, 

hip thighs and legs are defined through a large swell in the fabric. Like the fourth figure, 

the fifth body has no visible arms. She does, however, have a neck, chest, breasts, torso 

and disproportionately long legs that end just before the feet. Unlike the other figures, her 

crotch area is well defined through a fold in the fabric, hinting at nudity. Likewise, the 
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figure’s breasts are accentuated by her slight tilt to the left which places her curves nearly 

in profile.  

The sixth body also has a partial neck but no arms. Her flat torso and defined 

buttocks identify the figure as facing away from the audience, while her bent right leg 

suggests she is actively moving away from view. The large woman to her right faces 

towards the audience. Her right arm extends towards her comparatively thick midsection 

while her left arm is obscured from view by a ripple in the fabric. Though this woman’s 

right knee is bent, it appears that she is striking a contrapposto pose rather than walking.  

Although each of the seven figures is composed out of the same fabrics, they are 

each positioned distinctly. These are not the rigid stances found in models posing for 

paintings. On the contrary, they are relaxed positions that many people assume naturally, 

only made uncomfortable by the dismembered bodies depicted.  

IMPORTANCE OF MEDIA 

 In Alatise’s diverse oeuvre, she uses a number of unorthodox materials.107 

Though the artist chooses non-traditional materials, they are included inconspicuously so 

that the subject matter does not detract from the aesthetics of the pieces. For example, the 

newspapers and tape of Captain Red Tape and sawdust of Judgment Day are only 

apparent upon closer inspection of the work (fig. 1 and fig. 2). However, in 9 Year Old 

                                                 

107 See the Introduction to the Artists for a list of these materials. 
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Child Bride, the bright fabric and thick layer of splattered paint make the material readily 

apparent. In drawing attention to her textile construction, Alatise engages categories of 

high/low and fine art/craft.  

 Alatise’s interests lie primarily in Nigerian print fabric called ankara. She was 

first attracted to textiles at the age of thirteen during a school project and displays this 

fascination through the incorporation of textiles in a great number of her works.108  

Ankara prints are commonly worn by Nigerian women and today are reaching an even 

larger audience, thanks to the popular clothing of Nigerian designers Ituen Basi and Duro 

Olowu. Though these textiles can be visually located to West African consumers, only a 

few African countries, including Nigeria, have ankara mills. Instead, the vast majority of 

ankara textiles are produced in Asia.109 Alatise acknowledges the production origins of 

the fabric but chooses to visually locate her work as Nigerian, as most ankara consumers 

are Nigerian women.110 

Though Alatise most frequently uses ankara textiles, she refuses to be categorized 

as a craftswoman. Instead she states, “I am an artist that is not defined by what medium I 

                                                 

108  Peju Alatise, "Questions," e-mail message to author, February 4, 2013. 
109 Nielsen, "Wax-Printed Textiles Intended for West," in The Fabrics of Culture, 467. 
110 Peju Alatise, "Questions," e-mail message to author. 
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use” implying she rejects any notion that, because she uses fabric, she creates crafts. 111  

Instead, Alatise identifies as an artist regardless of the media she uses. 

Through her identification as an artist, Alatise blurs the boundaries between craft 

and art and undermines the dichotomy of high and low. Alatise views textiles not as 

handiwork but as a substitute for traditional materials. Of this she states “If I need to sew 

pieces of fabric together for a new project I will not become a tailor for that and yet I will 

produce works using colors of fabrics as I would use acrylic paint. . ..”112She rejects any 

notion that only tailors work with fabric and that cloth does not have the same expressive 

properties as paints.  

Alatise also blurs the line between handicrafts and sculptures through her use of 

fiberglass resin. She employs fiberglass resin, which allows her to stiffen and freeze 

fabrics, to form large textile sculptures. In this sense Alatise undermines the traditional 

definition of sculptures as produced with wood, metal or stone. By creating a three-

dimensional fixed work out of cloth she subverts the definition of fabric as a flat, 

malleable media. 

                                                 

111 Peju Alatise, "Questions," e-mail message to author. 
112 Peju Alatise, "Interview with Ndidi Dike," by Ndidi Dike, Interview, accessed March 13, 2013, 
http://www.pejualatise.com/interview/. 
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Acknowledging this subversion, Alatise argues “Fiberglass is the new stone 

marble (sic.) for me!”113 Alatise’s relation of her unorthodox materials, such as fabric 

frozen with resin, to media like stone provides the sense that she understands her works 

as extensions of traditional material rather than direct challenges. By viewing textiles 

hardened with resin as an alternative to stone, Alatise erases the gendered implication of 

working with fabrics. She places the traditional stone material and unorthodox textile 

mediums in conversation as equals.  

Alatise’s divergence from commonly accepted materials calls attention to the 

textile construction of her piece. However, by using cloth to create work that could have 

been realized in stone or wood, Alatise subverts the dichotomy of high versus low 

without discrediting traditional mediums. Instead, she expands the repertoire of sculptural 

materials and obscures the line between craft and art.  

THE (DE)CONSTRUCTED BODY 

 Alatise uncovers and complications notions of black womanhood in 9 Year Old 

Bride. In her role as a sculptor, Alatise forms the female body. In Alatise’s created bodies 

of 9 Year Old Bride, she builds and dismembers the female figures she depicts. In this 

sculpture, the absence of heads, feet and sometimes arms is telling of popular conceptions 

of female figures as understood by the artist. They are also evidence of Alatise’s desires 

                                                 

113 Peju Alatise, Dapo Akintunde, and Dapo Adeniyi, Material Witness (Lagos, Nigeria: n.p., 2012), 11.  
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to change and manipulate hegemonic notions of the female body as immoral and hyper-

sexualized. This section seeks to uncover and complicate the notions of black 

womanhood as visualized by Alatise.  

 The title of 9 Year Old Bride limits the interpretation of Alatise’s textile 

construction to child marriage, a specific contemporary social issue facing Nigeria. 

However, the depiction of female bodies in this sculpture speaks to historic issues 

surrounding African women as well. Alatise’s figures are shown without context, as the 

work is generally exhibited mounted on a bright white wall. The only visual locater of the 

ladies’ nationality is the ankara print from which they are created.  

Alatise’s decontextualized women have much in common with historic images of 

African women.  As in the work, 9 Year Old Bride, in colonial photography much of the 

background information was limited. Viewers had little indication where the photographs 

were from or any cultural information about the people (particularly women) depicted 

(fig. 10). This was also the case with Sara Baartman, who was understood as a Khoisan 

woman based on her clothing and physiological features (fig. 8). Viewers must assign 

identities to the sculpted figures, much as they had to Baartman or the photographic 

subjects, based on dress. 

 In addition to the absent context, the bodies are incomplete. Alatise portrays some 

of the figures as missing limbs, feet and most importantly their heads. The truncation of 
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figures leaves the audience free to stare at their bodies, from torso to ankle in most cases. 

The work mimics the colonial practices of photographing women under scientific 

pretenses but in actuality for sexual purposes. The inherent sexuality of the photographs 

is made evident by the cropping and positioning of the images to show the subject’s face, 

only sometimes and even then rarely, as the focus of the image. Instead, it was the bare 

torso that attracted the most attention. Similarly, the European public was most fascinated 

with Baartman’s body between her shoulders and knees, and visitors were permitted to 

pinch and prod her in these regions. The abbreviated figures in Alatise’s sculpture 

parallel these visual practices of subjugating women.  

 Though Alatise’s incomplete depictions of females allude to the sexualized 

women of colonial photographs, she also obscures the female form, undermining the 

historic Western hegemonic gaze. For example, Alatise remains ambiguous over the 

nudity of these figures. Historically, colonial ethnographers removed African women’s 

coverings to photograph them. Almost as reclamation of the African female body, Alatise 

creates entire figures from bodily coverings. The uniformity of concealment leaves the 

viewer unsure whether she depicted clothed or unclothed females, but either way, Alatise 

denies the audience members access to actual flesh.  

  The white paint at the top of the sculpture conceals the bright pattern underneath. 

While Alatise has referred to this as a reference to pointillist painting, I believe it is more 

akin to her practice of covering her substandard paintings.  In an effort to obliterate the 
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subpar paintings Alatise says “I’ll pour white paint on it and start over. So that it does not 

exist.”114 In the same way, the white paint on the yellow fabric, which makes up the chest 

region in all of the figures, erases the upper torso. This painted erasure provides another 

barrier between the audience and the promise of bare breasts underneath, further 

undermining the voyeuristic gaze.  

 Alatise’s visual references are not limited to issues of the past. Her fabric 

sculpture titled 9 Year Old Bride engages contemporary issues facing African women and 

female children. Alatise acknowledges these references in her work stating, “Africa is a 

continent with so many issues derailing its progress in development. . . . Amongst the 

issues seen as least pressing are feminism and equal rights for women.”115 Alatise’s 

textile sculpture work is imbued with contemporary issues surrounding African women’s 

bodies and the current state of women’s rights in Nigeria.  

 Perhaps the most obvious social issue Alatise confronts in her work is child 

brides. The Population Council, a non-profit organization that researches biomedical, 

social and public health issues, estimated that between 2005 and 2009 45 percent of girls 

in Northern Nigeria were married before the age of fifteen, and 73 percent by the age of 

                                                 

114 Kathryn Buford, "Greater Virtues: Peju Alatise on Women, Art and Real Freedom," Live 
Unchained (blog), entry  posted October 31, 2011, accessed March 31, 2013, 
http://www.liveunchained.com/greater-virtues-peju-alatise-on-women-art-and-real-freedom/. 
115  Buford, "Greater Virtues: Peju Alatise," Live Unchained (blog). 
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eighteen.116 Alatise herself has witnessed weddings between an adolescent bride and an 

older husband, met a child who had four husbands by the age of twenty, and spoken with 

many other girls who have been victims of young marriage.117 Alatise argues, “There is 

nobody fighting for this type of child not even her mother. After all, she too was a child 

bride.”118 Alatise records these injustices in 9 Year Old Bride. Aside from the titling of 

the work, which overtly addresses the issue, the bodies in the work, which range from 

small (girls) to large (women), represent both the victims and the perpetrators. The 

depiction of the young brides and voiceless mothers transforms the audience members 

into witnesses of this practice thus making them into accomplices. 

 Even though the title positions the sculpture as addressing a single contemporary 

issue, the composition of the bodies reveals an engagement with social control over the 

female body. Women’s bodies, particularly during times of warfare, have served as a 

visual symbol for corruption and depravity. As a result, women’s clothing has been 

tightly controlled by the state because certain levels of undress are understood as 

promoting promiscuity, as in the United States.119 Immodest dress is a punishable crime 

in many northern Nigerian states where Sharia ordinances are enforced as criminal 

law.120 Alatise undermines this control by constructing and defining women’s bodies, 

                                                 

116 Buford, "Greater Virtues: Peju Alatise," Live Unchained (blog). 
117 Alatise, Akintunde, and Adeniyi, Material Witness, 18. 
118 Alatise, Akintunde, and Adeniyi, Material Witness, 18. 
119 Pereira, "Setting Agenda for Feminist," 268. 
120 Shettima, "Engendering Nigeria's Third Republic," 72. 
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sexual organs and all, with the same textiles generally used to conceal these same 

anatomic parts.  

 The construction of female bodies with textiles undermines both popular notions 

of female bodies as immoral and as objects of desire. Alatise notes that, “Some find the 

nude female body offensive and others get aroused. . .”121 By constructing these bodies 

with textiles and placing less emphasis on the breasts or buttocks, Alatise denies the 

viewer any glimpse of bare skin or sexual pleasure. However, these bodies are far from 

modest depictions of women. The carefully outlined bodies make the figures’ gender 

apparent, in direct contrast to the roles of modest clothing which is meant to conceal the 

physical form. 

 It is the hollow shells and dismembered bodies that most aptly reflect the civil 

situation of women in Nigeria, particularly northern Nigeria. Alatise’s sculpture, 9 Year 

Old Bride depicts the outlines of women’s bodies, but ultimately leaves them as shells. 

Unfinished and of varying heights and sizes, these bodies are not fully present, as 

audience members can clearly determine. The incomplete state of the figures reflects the 

contemporary political status of Nigerian women. Often disenfranchised and lacking 

equal rights with men, many Nigerian women are essentially only partial citizens in the 

eyes of the law. Alatise’s manipulation of the female body, in a piece sufficiently imbued 

                                                 

121 Peju Alatise, "Questions," e-mail message to author. 
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with sociopolitical connotations, interferes with the government’s ability to 

unquestioningly oppress women’s political rights.  

The title 9 Year-Old Bride suggests contemporary social injustice to children 

while the varying body sizes broaden the interpretation to all women in Nigeria. The 

work also speaks to injustices in the past and present. The use of fabric and 

dismemberment of female bodies address the historic subjugation of African women as 

well as the current political state of Nigerian women and female children. Alatise’s 

ambiguity over the nudity of her sculpted figures denies both historic and contemporary 

attempts to sexualize and control women’s bodies. Though the title limits the subject of 

the piece to a single issue, further inspection reveals a nuanced understanding of Nigerian 

women’s representations and issues.  

THE TEXTILE MEMORY 

Textiles hold a special place in society, often serving as means of visual 

communication and markers of difference between classes and genders. Similarly, 

Alatise’s use of fabric demonstrates not only her engagement with dichotomies of 

traditional materials within art, and women’s social issues, but her interest in textiles as a 

site of memory. Her employment of cloth on a large scale suggests associations with 

Egungun, the Yoruba performative tradition, and casts cloth as a carrier of identity and 

heritage.   
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Egungun performances are a Yoruba tradition of honoring and remembering 

ancestors (fig.18). A Yoruba male dons a full-body ensemble made of strips of textiles 

and is placed in a trance through music and dance. During the performance, the ancestors 

inhabit the performer. Egungun paraphernalia covers the entire body, so that no skin is 

visible and visual or physical contact with the skin of the performer or the regalia itself is 

a serious offense. Egungun performances are exclusively male and important sites of 

memory for the Yoruba peoples.122  

Alatise’s sculpture, 9 Year Old Bride, functions similarly to an Egungun 

performance. They are both composed of textiles and are concerned with the relationship 

between the cloth and the body. Egungun ensembles are created with strips of fabric so 

that they flutter as the performer moves but they are also thick enough to conceal his skin 

entirely. Alatise is also interested in the relationship of cloth to the women she constructs. 

She carefully manipulates the textile in her sculpture to form the female body. Alatise’s 

sculpture and Egungun paraphernalia conceal and construct the body; Alatise uses 

textiles to cover the implied flesh but convey the human form while Egungun 

paraphernalia rely on cloth to contribute aesthetically to the performance while 

concealing the physical form entirely. 

                                                 

122 Molefi Kete Asante and Ama Mazama, Encyclopedia of African Religion (Thousand Oaks, Calif.: 
SAGE, 2009), 231.  
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Similarly, both Alatise’s sculpture and Egungun ensembles obscure the body. 

Egungun drapes over the performer’s body, completely covering the figure’s form so that 

he has no discernible limbs or identifying features. Likewise, Alatise dismembers the 

female bodies in 9 Year Old Bride and conceals their upper torsos with paint. 

Furthermore, her sculpture contains no literal representation of flesh so that the audience 

may view the figures’ skin. This erasure of identity is essential to Egungun performers as 

they are no longer living individuals but vessels for ancestors. Likewise, the 

dismemberment is crucial in Alatise’s practice of interfering with historic gazes of the 

body and expressing contemporary conditions of women.  

 In addition to the concealment of the body, Alatise’s hollow figures mimic 

Egungun performances. Though Alatise’s work forms the outline of bodies, they are 

merely shells. These vacancies serve as representations of the many women who were 

subjects of the colonial gaze and allude to contemporary conditions through the use of 

textiles and the female form. In Egungun the physical bodies of the dancers are present 

but serve as conduits for spirits and thus are spiritually hollow until inhabited by 

ancestors. Alatise approaches the vacancy of Egunguns more literally but the similarity is 

nonetheless striking.  

 The constructions and relationship between the body and textiles are undoubtedly 

important similarities between Alatise’s sculpture and Egungun paraphernalia. However, 

it is the purpose of the sculpture and the masquerade that is essential to the connection 
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between the two. Egungun performances are enacted to honor the ancestors and to evoke 

their spirits, for unless they are acknowledged they cannot provide assistance to the 

living.123 The paraphernalia itself, in order to honor and remember the dead, is carefully 

made generally with fine fabrics and added to every year.124 Thus the main purpose of the 

masquerade and construction of Egungun is to evoke and perform memory.  

Likewise, Alatise’s work stands as spectator to injustices. “Material Witness” 

reflects this notion. Alatise explains the name of the how asserting, “The idea that an 

inanimate object can be made to speak in a visual composition of its experiences as 

though it had life and memory.”125 In the case of 9 Year Old Bride, the work 

communicates indelible recollections of colonial visual practices and contemporary social 

injustices through the formation of the bodies. The textiles allude to Alatise’s personal 

memories as she associates them with the women of her home country, Nigeria.126 

Additionally, she connects this use of cloth to historic uses of textiles, she states, “In pre-

colonial era, there was a certain type of clothing for certain ceremonies; certain colors 

worn on certain days by certain people.”127 In this way, Alatise views textiles as carriers 

of history. The similar purpose of Egungun performances and Alatise’s sculpture, as 

vessels of memory and tradition, forms an unbreakable bond between the two works.  
                                                 

123 Asante and Mazama, Encyclopedia of African Religion, 231.  
124 Egungun Masker's Garment, accessed March 13, 2013, 
http://www.imamuseum.org/collections/artwork/egungun-maskers-garment. 
125 Alatise, Akintunde, and Adeniyi, Material Witness, 13. 
126 Peju Alatise, "Questions," e-mail message to author. 
127 Alatise, Akintunde, and Adeniyi, Material Witness, 13. 
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Though she may not have created a literal Egungun regalia, Alatise acknowledges 

a Yoruba influence as she states “I am deeply moved by my encounters here [Nigeria] 

and I have recently fallen in love with Yoruba Mythology. . .”128 Through the many 

similarities, Alatise essentially reimagined an Egungun paraphernalia and revealed the 

performers to be African females. Yet, according to Yoruba tradition, women are not 

permitted to perform Egungun. However, by creating this unorthodox Egungun 

ensemble, Alatise rejects notions of art forms as limited to a certain gender. Instead, she 

opens up alternative but related forms of Egungun performances to women artists and 

female participants. It is not their literal interpretation that makes her sculpture an 

Egungun but the similar purpose. Just as she formed the bodies in 9 Year Old Bride, 

Alatise constructed a memory of historical and contemporary injustices using textiles as 

witnesses.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 

128 Alatise, Akintunde, and Adeniyi, Material Witness, 8.  
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Chapter V: Artistic Practices in Conversation 

Peju Alatise’s sculpture 9 Year Old Bride and Grace Ndiritu’s video paintings 

Still Life: White Textiles and Still Life: Lying Down Textiles are centered on dominant 

notions of the black female body that are rooted in colonial visual practices. Threads of 

performativity, gendered media as well as tensions of presence and absence weave in and 

out of these works, serving to connect these two artists from different countries working 

in similar mediums. This section seeks to examine the works of both artists in 

conversation, and analyze the similarities and differences in their subject matter.  

As alike as these artists are, both construct and obstruct the female body with 

textiles–as well as locate their works to Africa through the materials they utilize–Ndiritu 

and Alatise are also drastically dissimilar. These differences extend beyond the obvious; 

that one is a video artist and the other a sculptor. For example, though both artists engage 

with hegemonic views of the female body and elements of performativity that recall Sara 

Baartman’s body on display, ultimately Ndiritu and Alatise engage with different artistic 

traditions. Other variances include their interactions with textiles, fabric as geographic 

locators and contemporary understandings of African women’s bodies. 

PERFORMATIVITY AND MASKING 

 Elements of performativity are critical to both Alatise’s and Ndiritu’s works. 

Engaging traditional and unconventional forms of performance, Alatise’s and Ndiritu’s 

pieces contain notable similarities and key differences. While Ndiritu embraces a more 
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traditional form of performance, Alatise suggests Yoruba Egungun performance 

traditions. Though they recall male-dominated customs, Alatise and Ndiritu include the 

feminine figure as agent and performer. Through this inclusion of the female body, they 

retroactively reconstruct these performance traditions.  

Ndiritu’s video performance aligns much more closely with conventional forms of 

theater than Alatise’s 9 Year Old Bride. Ndiritu constructs a simple set of textiles and 

casts herself as the central figure. She acts as both the main character and the director, 

controlling her own movements and actions. Though there is no dialogue, her movements 

in both Still Life: White Textiles and Still Life: Lying Down Textiles sets up a 

conversation between herself, the objectified female or muse, and the audience who 

Ndiritu casts as the Western colonizer. Displayed in a gallery, the film plays for about 

five minutes for visitors as would a conventional film. Though a central narrative is 

absent, the beginning and ending are clearly demarcated, a characteristic that aligns with 

traditional performances.  

While Ndiritu’s videos are clearly performances, Alatise’s sculpture, 9 Year Old 

Bride alludes to Yoruba traditions. As noted in chapter four, Alatise’s sculpture contains 

numerous parallels to Yoruba Egungun performances including notions of vacancy, 

access to the body, textile materials and movement. Like it does in Egungun 

paraphernalia, cloth plays a critical role in the creation of her piece. Her hollow sculpture 

is suggestive of the empty space implicit in masks not in current use. Additionally, the 
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absence of any flesh or portrayal of skin-like substance simulates the completely 

concealed bodies of the Egungun performers, who cannot reveal their skin. Lastly, the 

textile-construction of Alatise’s sculpture is akin to that of the fabric material of the 

Egungun regalia. Drawing from Egungun traditions, Alatise suggests performance 

despite excluding traditional signifiers of theater such as narrative or actors.   

Despite their different approaches to performance, both Alatise and Ndiritu draw 

from established practices of drama. While Alatise adopts the traditional aspects of 

Egungun, such as concealing the body and textile construction, Ndiritu appropriates 

aspects of Western performances of African women. Casting herself as the odalisque in 

Still Life: Lying Down Textiles and as a sexualized black female figure in Still Life: White 

Textiles, Ndiritu visually recalls performers like Sara Baartman whose sexualities were 

put on display for Western audiences. 

Though the performance traditions that Alatise and Ndiritu engage are from vastly 

different geographic locations—one is from Nigeria and the other is from Europe and 

North America—both artists undermine the masculine aspects of the performance 

customs. In Egungun, women are not permitted to participate and can be severely 

punished for viewing the dancer’s skin.129 Alatise constructs modern Egungun 

paraphernalia using female figures, implying that they are the performers and spirits 

                                                 

129 Molefi Kete Asante and Ama Mazama, Encyclopedia of African Religion (Thousand Oaks, Calif.: 
SAGE, 2009), 231. 
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inhabiting the mask. In doing so, she inserts female performances and agency into the 

Egungun tradition. Similarly, Ndiritu interrupts the implied male gaze directed at her bare 

flesh. By implying, and ultimately denying, access to her nude body she undermines the 

dominant stare by Western audiences at African women’s bodies, as seen in displays like 

Baartman’s. Both artists reconstruct the traditions they engage with and retroactively 

insert women and women’s agency into these dramatic conventions.  

 Ndiritu’s and Alatise’s work display varying levels of performance interaction. 

While Ndiritu overtly engages performance by creating a video that contains and implies 

actors, Alatise discreetly appropriates Egungun qualities of concealment, vacancy and 

medium. Nonetheless, both artists undermine the core qualities of the theater they engage 

by including women as active agents. It is Ndiritu’s and Alatise’s insertion of women into 

the performance cannon of freak shows, ethnographic displays and Egungun, 

respectively, that link their practices as artists.  

TEXTILE EXTENSIONS 

A central component to both Alatise’s and Ndiritu’s artistic practices is fabric. 

Both artists place cloth in conversation with the female form and require textiles to 

extend beyond their traditional use as material for clothing. This interaction with cloth is 

unique because it reconsiders the functions of fabric as merely covering for the body. 

Though they redefine the media in different ways, Alatise and Ndiritu are connected 

through the act of exploring the characterizations of textiles.  
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A central purpose of textiles is to create clothes which are used to cover the body. 

Though Alatise and Ndiritu use fabric to conceal and reveal the female form, they do not 

create clothing. Instead, in Still Life: White Textiles Ndiritu caresses and manipulates a 

large piece of patterned cream-colored fabric. During her five-minute-long video 

painting, it becomes clear, through her seductive stroking and suggestive placement of 

the textile’s pattern, that she views the cloth, not just as a piece of fabric, but as an 

extension of her body. Ndiritu opens her legs to expose a grotesque oval pattern printed 

on the fabric, as if revealing her genitals and strokes the cloth sensually just as if stroking 

her own curves. Ndiritu increases the meaning of textiles from simply the covering of the 

body to a part of the body itself.  

Alatise’s use of textiles is a bit more conventional as she extends the possibilities 

of the medium rather than giving it life, as Ndiritu does. Alatise does not make the fabric 

part of the female figure; instead she forms the shells of bodies with cloth, creating a 

distinct separation between the living body and the textiles employed. Alatise chooses to 

create pieces that recall conventional materials with cloth, suggesting that fabric is an 

extension of traditional mediums. Her statement, “Fiberglass is the new stone marble 

(sic.) for me!” cements this notion of textiles as an addition of accepted materials.130 

Creating textile shells frozen with fiberglass, Alatise trades the soft, flexible 

characteristics of fabric for new hard, unyielding properties reminiscent of stone. By 

                                                 

130 Alatise, Akintunde, and Adeniyi, Material Witness, 11.  
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imbuing fabric with stone-like qualities, Alatise extends conventional mediums, such as 

marble, to fabric, traditionally considered a material for crafts.  

Alatise’s and Ndiritu’s reconsideration of fabric is unique, even for artists that 

consider fabric as integral to their work. For example, in the work of Sokari Douglas 

Camp she incorporates textiles as covering for the body (fig. 19). The patterned torso of 

the sculpture alludes to the same ankara print fabric Alatise employs. Similarly, Lalla 

Essaydi covers her body and the figures of her models with a plain white textile, 

decorated with her own diary writings in Arabic calligraphy (fig 20.). Though they both 

use cloth, it serves as means of covering female figures and relates to a specific form of 

dress rather than as a primary medium or section of women’s bodies. Taking into account 

artists working with similar fabrics in the field, Alatise’s and Ndirtu’s extension of the 

textile media becomes even more unique to their artistic practices. 

 Alatise and Ndiritu expand uses of fabric beyond the traditional context. Alatise’s 

expansion is certainly more conventional, choosing to regard textiles as a medium rather 

than Ndiritu who changes the cloth into a flesh-like substance. Because neither Ndiritu 

nor Alatise consider textiles in their conventional forms, as clothing, their artistic work is 

connected through this unique treatment of fabric.    
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TEXTILES AS LOCATORS  

 Alatise and Ndiritu employ textiles not only as extensions of traditional materials 

and the body, but also as visual locators. Both artists use these printed textiles as a means 

of placing their artistic practices geographically, which, in turn, leads to the 

understanding of specific visual references. While Alatise uses textiles and titling to 

establish her work as Nigerian and concerned with contemporary local cultural issues, 

Ndiritu uses fabric and her reclining position to suggest general historic Western gazes of 

African women. 

 Alatise’s use of ankara textiles is visually suggestive of Nigeria. Though the cloth 

is often produced in Asia, the primary consumers are in Nigeria, where the fabric is 

commonly worn by Nigerian women. The title, 9 Year Old Bride, suggests a specific 

regional contemporary issue. Coupled with ankara fabric, Alatise’s work can be situated 

in a Nigerian context. Furthermore, the use of overtly Nigerian textiles to fabricate 

women’s bodies allows for a wider discussion and interpretation of the work as engaging 

many historical and contemporary injustices locally.  

 Likewise, Ndiritu’s use of textiles in her video work, Still Life: White Textiles and 

Still Life: Lying Down Textiles, places her engagement with Africa generally. Unlike 

Alatise, Ndiritu uses fabric to locate herself to Africa generically, rather than within a 

specific context. Rather, the titling of her works suggests Western painting traditions of 

still life. Ndiritu’s reclining pose in Still Life: Lying Down Textiles alludes to paintings 
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like La Grande Odalisque in which African and Middle Eastern women were painted as 

sexually available and acted as the objects of desire for Western viewers. It is her use of 

brightly printed fabrics that locate these works as distinctly African. Furthermore, by 

including these fabrics Ndiritu identifies her work as emanating from an African position, 

suggesting that she is constructing these works from an African woman’s viewpoint.   

 It is in this regard that Alatise and Ndiritu are both in their particular use of 

textiles as locators and, at the same time, typical. The use of textiles to indicate a 

geographic region is hardly a new concept. Yinka Shonibare uses textiles to allude to 

Africa, as well as the origin of the fabric in Indonesia and Holland (fig. 21).131 

Additionally Kwesi Owusu-Ankomah incorporates the aesthetics and technique of 

adinkra to visually suggest Ghana (fig. 22).132  However, Alatise’s and Ndiritu’s use of 

printed material to discuss women’s issues is distinctly unique to both of their works. 

Although Essaydi uses textiles in relation to women’s issues, her fabric is of her own 

creation rather than already extant in a cultural context (fig. 20). Camp, too, addresses 

social issues facing Nigerian women in her work, but does not incorporate actual fabric 

into her sculptures (fig. 19). The explicit use of textiles within 9 Year Old Bride, Still 

Life: White Textiles and Still Life: Lying Down Textiles is not a small detail. Rather than 

create their own versions of traditional cloths, Ndiritu and Alatise recognize textiles as 
                                                 

131 Divya Tolia-Kelly and Andy Morris, "Disruptive Aesthetics? Revisiting the Burden of Representation 
in the Art of Chris Ofiili and Yinka Shonibare," Third Text 18, no. 12 (March 2004): 157. 
132 Njami Simon and Lucy Durán, Africa Remix: Contemporary Art of a Continent (London: Hayward 
Gallery Pub. in association with Hatje Cantze Verlag, 2005), 24. 
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sufficient carries of meaning for women, which sets their works apart from artists 

working in similar veins.  

(DE)CONSTRUCTING THE BODY 

A central component of Ndiritu’s and Alatise’s work is the construction and 

deconstruction of the female form. Both artists use textiles to obscure, reveal and conceal 

women’s bodies, as means of discussing historical and contemporary social issues 

connected to women. Alatise’s and Ndiritu’s means of (de)constructing the body is 

strikingly similar, though the product of their work differs: one is a video artist while the 

other is a sculptor.  It is this tension of absence and presence in female forms that put the 

artists in conversation.  

The act of crafting figures is significant to both Alatise’s and Ndiritu’s practice, 

because it visually demonstrates how each artist envisions the female body and, likewise, 

which forms she believes will provoke a response from the audience members.  Though 

Ndiritu uses parts of her own body, revealing her arms and legs in Still Life: White 

Textiles and her right arm in Still Life: Lying Down Textiles, she ultimately composes a 

figure that is equally flesh and cloth. Alatise, on the other hand, creates forms entirely out 

of fabric. The small female bodies in her works are molded and frozen with fiberglass 

and cloth without the use of any actual skin.  
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The fabrication of women’s bodies allows Ndiritu and Alatise the opportunity to 

stray from a purely objective view of the female body and emphasize certain aspects of 

the female form. Much like artist Renee Cox does in HOTT-EN-TOT, Alatise and Ndiritu 

place special emphasis on certain parts of the body (fig. 13). Like Cox, the artists begin 

with a basic form and build on that to call attention to specific aspects of the female 

figure, which are burdened with cultural implications.  Ndiritu, by sensuously stroking 

and manipulating the fabric in front of her, suggests that she will reveal her nude torso. 

This suggestion places the focus of the piece on her midsection, with a particular 

emphasis on her breasts and genitals. Additionally, Alatise truncates the figures in her 

works, highlighting the midsection as the visible part of the body. Her creation of, small, 

young girls in nonsexual positions present their bodies as much less suggestive than 

Ndiritu’s.  

Like Alatise, Ndiritu limits the audience members’ view of the female body. In 

Still Life: White Textiles the camera frame cuts Ndiritu’s legs off at the knee so that only 

her upper thighs are visible. The strip of cloth that falls between her legs also conceals 

her torso and face. Though the pattern replaces and reconstructs her torso, breasts and 

genitals, her head is absent. Likewise, in Still Life: Lying Down Textiles Ndiritu’s head 

blends in with the rest of her concealed figure, as the facial covering blocks any 

expression or gaze. Similar to Ndiritu, Alatise’s figures are also truncated, missing heads 

and feet. Additionally, the presence of white paint in 9 Year Old Child Bride suggests an 
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erasure, as Alatise often covers pieces she wants to discard with white paint.133 This 

deconstruction of the female body provides the audience with parts of the female forms 

that the artists believe people want access to, namely the subject’s torso. In this context of 

created female bodies, the absent figural features are as important as the constructed 

forms.  

Alatise and Ndiritu provide and deny access to women’s bodies in their textile 

work. Unlike artists such as Renee Cox and Angele Essamba, who emphasize and reform 

the complete female body, Ndiritu’s and Alatise’s compositions are equally as 

constructed as deconstructed. It is the engagement of the abbreviated female form, 

depicted fully in some places and absent in others, that ties together the works of these 

two artists.  

HISTORICAL AND CONTEMPORARY ENGAGEMENTS  

At the forefront in both Alatise’s and Ndiritu’s works is an engagement with 

historical and contemporary women’s sociology and politics. Both artists, concerned with 

popular conceptions of African women rooted in colonial visual conventions, reference 

historic practices of ethnographic photographs and paintings in their works. Though both 

artists allude to colonial understandings of African women’s sexualities, Ndiritu’s 

references speak primarily to general issues of understanding black womanhood. 

                                                 

133 Buford, "Greater Virtues: Peju Alatise," Live Unchained (blog). 
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Conversely, Alatise effectively brings the conversation to specific contemporary 

situations.  

Both Alatise and Ndiritu reference specific Western practices of disrobing and 

overly sexualizing African women. In Still Life: White Textiles, Ndiritu fulfills the 

viewer’s imagination of black women’s bodies, and therefore sexualities, as deviant by 

creating grotesque textile genitals. The artist visually references the public fascination 

with the Hottentot “apron” as realized in Baartman, by incorporating these abnormal 

textile body parts in a performance. In Still Life: Lying Down Textiles, Ndiritu recreates 

the extant Odalisque pose. Reclining while surrounded by and covered with luscious 

textiles, Ndiritu evokes Western artistic practices of portraying “exotic” women as 

sexually available. In both of these pieces Ndiritu draws from previous styles of 

representation, as if to suggest these practices continue today, but offers no specific 

examples. 

Alatise, like Ndiritu, refers to past Western representations of African women but, 

unlike Ndiritu, she identifies specific contemporary concerns facing women. The poses 

and dismembered bodies of the girls and women in 9 Year Old Bride, are reminiscent of 

colonial ethnographic photographs. Like late nineteenth and early twentieth century 

photographs of African women, Alatise’s figures are decontextualized, incomplete and 

positioned in similar stances to the pictures. Yet, the title 9 Year Old Bride, suggests a 

contemporary matter facing women, rather than the problem of representation rooted in 
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the past. Furthermore, Alatise employs ankara cloth which locates the work to Nigeria. 

This specific location suggests the dismembered bodies of the sculpture and represents 

the social situation of women in Nigeria as partial citizens in the eyes of the law. Through 

the titling and location, Alatise effectively connects her textile sculpture to contemporary 

issues.  

 Ndiritu and Alatise employ references to past modes of representation in their 

contemporary works. Ndiritu appropriates aspects of African performances and freak 

shows to connect her video work to popular perceptions of black women’s sexualities as 

deviant. Ndiritu also engages Western painterly traditions of portraying African women 

as sexually available. Though these erroneous notions continue today, Ndiritu referenced 

only historical material. Alatise, on the other hand, suggests colonial photographic 

traditions in her textile sculpture yet, in the titling and geographic locators, she brings the 

conversation into specific contemporary practices.  

CONCLUSION  

In creating textile bodies, Alatise and Ndiritu rely on preconceived fabrications of 

African women. Both artists’ works depend on exotic, primitive, erotic, and romantic 

notions of Africa rooted in Orientalist understandings of the continent. Through an 

acknowledgement with these imagined visions, Alatise and Ndiritu engage with Edward 

Said’s theory of Orientalism. In Said’s 1978 text, Orientalism, he argues that European 

visitors to the Middle East, Asia and Africa created and disseminated erroneous notions 
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of difference in order to justify imperial ventures and political domination.134 Said 

theorizes that these constructions were more about defining the West as superior, than 

proving the uncivilized nature of the area in question.135  

Through their engagement with colonial photographs and African performers 

such as Baartman, Alatise and Ndiritu enact Orientalist notions of African women. Rather 

than simply repeat, and therefore perpetuate, Western imagined qualities of deviant 

sexualities and sexual availability, they allude to and ultimately undermine these notions 

through a careful control of nudity. Just as Said perceives the West in relation to 

Orientalism, Alatise and Ndiritu construct the audience in relation to their works.  

Alatise’s and Ndiritu’s suggestions of nudity force the audience to identify as 

being fundamentally different from the performer. The promise of unveiling also causes 

the viewers to recognize their own, perhaps latent, desires. Furthermore, by evoking 

similar stances and visual signifiers of colonial photography and ethnographic displays, 

Alatise and Ndiritu question the dissemination of Orientalist constructions of the other 

through postcards and freak shows. Alatise’s and Ndiritu’s similar engagement with 

Orientalist theory aligns the artist with Said’s readings of western hegemonic culture.  

Though Ndiritu and Alatise both critique historic notions of Africa, is their work 

also grounded in African Occidentalism?  While Occidentalism is popularly understood 

                                                 

134 Said, Orientalism, 42. 
135 Said, Orientalism, 12. 
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as the inverse of Orientalism, Typhanie Leservot defines it as the contribution of non-

Western practices to hegemonic culture as well as construction of the West .136 Alatise 

does not deny Western influences in her work, rather she recognizes and emphasizes 

Nigerian artistic contributions through her employment of ankara fabrics. Likewise, 

Ndiritu engages with Occidentalism by retroactively providing agency to colonial female 

subjects in Still Life: White Textiles and Still Life: Lying Down Textiles. By providing this 

agency, Ndiritu engaged with the imperialist histories of many Western countries. Alatise 

and Ndiritu straddle both Orientalist and Occidentalist understandings of African culture, 

incorporating elements of both, seemingly inverse, theories into their artistic practices.  

The seemingly disparate works of Alatise and Ndiritu, one a video artist and the 

other a sculptor, are, in fact, joined by a number of aspects including their use of textiles, 

the female body and references to colonial visual practices depicting African women. 

Ultimately, both artists acknowledge, incorporate and undermine popular notions of black 

female bodies and sexualities. Though Alatise and Ndiritu use different cultural 

references to subvert prevailing notions of black womanhood through textile 

constructions, their works converse and intertwine in their overarching goals, to expose 

prevailing notions of the black female body.   

 

                                                 

136  Leservot, "Occidentalism: Rewriting the West," 116-117. 
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Figure 1. Peju Alatise, Capitan Red Tape, 2011, 7 feet x 4 feet, Canvas, Paint, 
Newspaper, Resin 
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Figure 2. Peju Alatise, Judgment Day: The Line Up, 2011, 6 ft x 28 ft when spaced 3 
inches apart, sawdust, torn pieces of fabric, gel-coat.  
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Figure 3: Peju Alatise, 9 Year Old Bride, 2010, 42 yards of fabric, resin, paint, 
approximately 13 x 6 feet.  
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Figure. 4. Grace Ndiritu, Desert Storm, 2004, Film Still, Full Length 5 min. 8 seconds 
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Figure 5. Grace Ndiritu, Video still from Still Life: Lying Down Textiles, 2007, video 
installation.  
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Figure 6. Grace Ndiritu, Video stills from Still Life: White Textiles, 2005-2007, video 
installation.  
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Figure. 7. Jean August Dominique Ingres, La Grande Odalisque, 1814, oil on canvas, 35 
x 64 inches. 
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Figure 8. Lewis Delin, Saartjee, The Hottentot Venus. Exhibiting at no. 225, Piccadilly, 
Et. Sculpt. London, Published as the Act directs March 14th 1811, by S. Baartman, 225 
Piccadilly.” From Daniel Lysons, Collectanea, vol. 1, facing p. 102.  
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Figure 9. California Midwinter International Exposition, A Pyramid of Dahomey Women, 
San Francisco, 1894, Photograph, National Museum of American Art.  
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Figure 10. Young Ebrie (Fortier Dakar),. Undated, Photograph. From: Raymond Corbey, 
"Alterity: the Colonial Nude," Critique of Anthropology 8, no. 3: 80. 
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Figure 11. Young Sudanese Girl (Fortier, Dakar), undated, photograph. From: Corbey, 
"Alterity: the Colonial Nude," Critique of Anthropology 8, no. 3:79.  
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Figure 12.  Untitled (Group Photograph), Undated, Photograph. Found in: Corbey, 
"Alterity: the Colonial Nude," Critique of Anthropology 8, no. 3:84.  
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Figure 13. Renee Cox, HOTT-EN-TOT, 1994, photograph. 
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Figure 14. Angèle Essamba, Noir 60, 2001, black and white photograph.  
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Figure 15. Magdalene Odundo, Vessel, 1990, ceramic, slip, 16 x 10 x 10 in, Brooklyn 
Museum of Art.  
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Figure 16. Henri Matisse, Odalisque à la culotte rouge, 1924-1925, oil on canvas, 20 x 
24 inches. 
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Figure 17. Unknown Photographer, Victoria’s Secret Swim Catalog V.S. Pool Rules, 
2013, http://www.victoriassecret.com/whats-new/vs-pool-rules#/vs_pool_rules.  

 

 

http://www.victoriassecret.com/whats-new/vs-pool-rules#/vs_pool_rules
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Figure 18. Yoruba Peoples, Egungun masquerade costume, 1930-1970, velvet, leather, 
cotton, wood, sequins beads, metallic threads and cowrie shells, 64 in.l , Indianapolis 
Museum of Art. 
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Figure 19. Sokari Douglas Camp, Nigerian Woman Shopping, 1990, aluminum, 70 7/8 x 
26 x 32 11/16 inches, Packman Lucas Collection, London.  
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Figure 20. Lalla Essaydi, Les Femmes du Maroc #10, 2006, photograph, 28 ¾ x 40 
inches, edition 12/15.  
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Figure 21. Yinka Shonibare  How to Blow up Tow Heads at Once (Ladies), 2006, Two-
life size mannequins, two guns, Dutch wax printed cotton, shoes, and leather riding boots, 
dimensions variable; plinth:63 x 96 1/2 x 48 inches overall, each figure: 63 x 61 x 48 
inches overall, Collection of Davis Museum and Cultural Center, Wellesley College, 
Wellesley, MA.  
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Figure 22. Kwesi Owusu-Ankomah, Off My Back, 1995, 61 7/8 x 83 3/8 x 1 5/8 inches, 
Acyrlic on Canvis, National Museum of African Art. 
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