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Abstract 

I am Black: Confronting Black Identities 
in Zanele Muholi’s Somnyama Ngonyama 

Yohanna Tesfai, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2017 

Supervisor:  Cherise Smith 

I am Black: Confronting Black Identities in Zanele Muholi’s Somnyama 

Ngonyama considers the ways in which Blackness and Black identities have been formed 

in the Netherlands, South Africa, and the United States. Using Michal Omi and Howard 

Winant’s “Racial Formation in the United States” as a framework, this thesis examines 

five images within Somnyama Ngonyama to explore the complexities of how race is 

conceptualized in each of these locations through economic, political, and/or cultural 

“sites.” All three sites have contributed to both the hypervisibility and invisibility of 

Black people. Through Muholi firstly, understanding her Black South African identity, 

and secondly, how it operates in different spaces, this thesis argues that Somnyama 

Ngonyama provides a nuanced, ambivalent perspective of Blackness and Black identity.  
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Introduction 

  

Ich bin Schwarz, a 2016 rap song written by German rap duo, SXTN, translates to “I am 

Black” in English¾a statement repeatedly and enthusiastically yelled by Nuva (one-half of the 

SXTN duo) throughout the song. This music video immediately caught my attention not only 

because I love hip-hop/rap, but because of its wild imagery of Black people. As the music video 

opens up, Nuva lies in a tanning bed, and as she begins to rap, the video switches to a shot of a 

Black man wearing sagging jeans, a gold chain, white wife-beater, and weed leaf printed 

underwear and socks. His hair¾reminiscent of Jean-Michel Basquiat¾contains a weed sack, a 

crack pipe, an open condom, and a pacifier. He walks up to an apartment carrying a coconut, 

knocking on the front door, in which an older white man appears. The Black man attempts to 

greet the white man through a dap of the fist, but the white man refuses to return the gesture and 

proceeds to shake the fist instead, causing the Black man to push him aside and enter the 

apartment.  

  As he walks in, a white girl (presumably the white man’s daughter) eagerly embraces him 

while guiding him to the dining room where her mom greets him by half-heartedly throwing up a 

peace sign. When everyone sits down at the table, the stereotypical differences between 

‘blackness’ and ‘whiteness’ pick up quickly. The main dinner course¾fried chicken¾lies on a 

plate before the Black man in which he douses it with hot sauce pulled from his pants pocket 

(Figure 1). Proceeding to eat with his hands, the mom gestures him to cut his meat with a knife, 

but he ignores her. The dad, who seems upset at the Black man’s manners and his daughter’s 

clear infatuation with him, struggles to open a wine bottle, but finally pops it open and serves it 

to his family. The mom and daughter clink their glasses together and then look at the Black man 
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to offer the same gesture, but he has instead opted to drink straight from the wine bottle, burping 

after finishing it. After eating his entire plate of chicken, he licks his fingers then begins to roll a 

weed joint. The music video flashes between this dinner scene and shots of Nuva rapping in a 

darkened room with chicken wings strung from the ceiling that she playfully grabs and eats 

(Figure 2). Interesting to note too is that during this scene, the word “nigga” flows from Nuva’s 

mouth as she performs a stereotypical kung-fu pose.  

 Back in the apartment, a house party ensues where a group of young Black people dance 

with the white family and Black male character. A Black girl sensually eats from a watermelon 

before holding it up for everyone to praise. She, along with other girls, are later seen rubbing 

their arms and elbows with cocoa butter lotion. Quickly after that, we see Nuva rapping with her 

rap male posse behind her dressed in American hip-hop clothing attire such as a New York 

baseball hat and a jeweled encrusted pendant of American rapper, Rick Ross. They appear to be 

at a subway train station where Nuva attempts to shake white people’s hands but they only brush 

pass her. The music video finally finishes with two men stealing a flat screen television from the 

white dad. 

 This shocking (and cliché) video immediately provoked one question for me: What does 

it mean to be Black in a global context? This music video uncomfortably contained many, what I 

felt to be, American-based stereotypes regarding Black people¾watermelon, eating fried 

chicken, the use of hot sauce, drug references. However these stereotypes have clearly 

manifested in other countries, affecting non-American Black communities, leading me to think 

of how Blackness and the Black race have been constructed in different countries. What 

stereotypes affect Black people globally? How are they perceived in their respective countries? 

In what ways do Black communities abroad experience marginalization and oppression?  
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 In my thesis, I explore these questions in relation to how Blackness has been globally 

conceptualized through analyzing and contextualizing Zanele Muholi’s self-portrait series, 

Somnyama Ngonyama, Zulu for “Hail, the Dark Lioness.” In this on-going, black-and-white 

series that began in 2014, Muholi includes the location of each photo¾an act that can be seen as 

her acknowledging the history of the space as it pertains to and effects the perception of 

Blackness and her identity. Using Michal Omi and Howard Winant’s “Racial Formation in the 

United States” as my framework, I select fives images within the series to discuss her 

provocative method of challenging visual, political, and economical oppressions against 

Blackness. Although Muholi has traveled the world when taking these self-portraits, I 

specifically choose three locations and histories to analyze: the Netherlands, South Africa, and 

the United States. Through Muholi’s subversion of different histories via her self-portraits, I 

hope to demonstrate how Black identity has been constructed through its hypervisibility and 

excess while also through its invisibility and negation. Although similarities and parallels exist 

between countries and their histories towards the formation of the Black identity, Black people 

across the world fight different battles and oppressions which can be seen and understood in 

Somnyama Ngonyama. However, one of the only constant commonalities that exist amongst 

Black people is the clear anti-Blackness rhetoric that pervades the world. 

 Muholi, a Zulu Umlazi-township (Durban, South Africa) native, has made incredible 

strides in the art world through her portraits of South Africa’s LGBTQI community. Her most 

famous series, Faces and Phases (2006-2014), comprise single and group portraits of lesbian 

women. By photographing this community, Muholi documents their lives and builds a much 

needed archive of Black South African lesbian imagery. Faces and Phases has been prized by 

the art world not only because of Muholi’s virtuosic photography skill but also for her visual 
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activism. When Muholi goes into various South African communities, she asks those who are 

“out” to become a participant in her series. She stresses the importance of calling individuals in 

her photographs participants rather than subjects because participation implies a choice being 

made by these individuals. With the help of Muholi, these participants have a chance to see 

themselves represented in South African gallery spaces¾spaces typically known as elite and 

white. Muholi continues her activism by teaching participants in her community how to 

photograph¾providing cameras and encouraging them to make photographic contributions to 

the website, Inkanyiso, an online space founded by Muholi that intersects text, image, and 

advocacy for the LGBTQI community.1 Her visual activism continues as she now turns the 

camera inwardly¾reflecting on her self and her identity in Somnyama Ngonyama. 

 Most formal scholarship on Muholi has used the idea of visual activism as a framework 

to discuss two of her key series: Faces and Phases and Only Half the Picture. My thesis will take 

a different approach as I focus on her self-portraits to consider her visual activism for the Black 

diaspora. Muholi claims to “experiment with different characters and archetypes” by using the 

“performative and expressive language of theater” to address her Blackness, gender, and these 

representations.2 By looking inwards, Muholi not only understands her own identity but also how 

her identity relates and interacts on a global level¾what Omi and Winant refer to as a “micro-

level” and “macro-level” in understanding  race formation.3 

 In Part II of “Racial Formation in the United States,” Omi and Winant discuss how race 

has developed and been defined within the United States. Focusing on the first half of this 

section, Omi and Winant define what race is through citing its historical development beginning 
                                                
1 Natasha Bissonauth, "Zanele Muholi's Affective Appeal to Act," Photography and Culture 7, no. 3 (2014): 241, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.2752/175145214X14153800234801. 
2 Zanele Muholi, Somnyama Ngonyama: Exhibition Catalogue (Cape Town: Stevenson, 2015), 5-6. 
3 Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United States: From the 1960s to the 1980s (New 
York: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1986), 66-67. 
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in the eighteenth century. The initial race conversation circled around scientific evolution which 

was later discounted by theorists such as Max Weber and Franz Boas, both who instead, locate 

race in a socio-political concept. Next, Omi and Winant proceed to consider the term “black” and 

discuss its wide-range meanings¾bringing in the ideas of passing and hypo-descent logic. They 

conclude that the varied use of “black” around the world illustrates “the manner in which racial 

categories are shaped politically.”4 They eventually lead into the discussion of racial formation in 

which they define racialization as an ideological process that is historically specific. This leads 

them to divide racial formation into two levels: micro and macro. On the micro-level, race is a 

matter of individuality, of the formation of identity. It is the way we understand ourselves and 

interact with others. Conversely on the macro-level, race is a matter of collectivity. It is the 

formation of social structures: economic, political, and cultural; these structures are what Omi 

and Winant regard as “sites.”5 These two levels of racial formation are organized and enforced 

by their continuous and reciprocal relationship¾meaning that theoretically we can divide these 

two concepts, but realistically they are always in dialogue with one another. Before moving on to 

the racial state of the United States, Omi and Winant conclude that in order to truly understand 

race formation within these two levels, we must understand race as an unstable, decentered 

complex, of social meaning that is constantly being transformed by political struggle.6   

Therefore in my thesis, I will discuss Muholi’s Black South African identity (the micro-

level) in conjunction with her photo's location (the macro-level). By doing so, I will provide the 

complexities in how race conceptualized in each location through different “sites,” whether that 

be economic, political, or cultural institutions. All three sites have contributed to both the 

                                                
4 Ibid., 61. 
5 Ibid., 67. 
6 Ibid., 68. 
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hypervisibility and invisibility of Black people. Thus the history of each location’s racial 

formation process combined with Muholi’s identity will provide a nuanced, ambivalent 

perspective of Blackness and Black identity. 

 Although in each chapter I discuss how Muholi subverts and challenges the gaze, racism, 

and colonialism, the biggest subversion that relates in all three chapters is her use of photography 

and more specifically her decision to create self-portraits. Early photography, as it pertains to 

Africa, revolved around the fields of ethnology and anthropology; it was used as a way to keep 

African people in a particular racial category in order to maintain white superiority. Western 

photographers created a huge archive of African visual tropes—constructing Africa as a site 

between survival and the negativities of life.7 Photographs either displayed the African subject at 

risk, at the margins of life, or they displayed the beauty of Africa’s natural, mysterious world.8 

This paradoxical nature of photographing Africa leads into Johannes Fabian’s denial of 

coevalness¾an idea based on the principal that even if the self and other share space, such as 

Europe and Africa, they do not share the same time.9 Placing Africa and its people within an 

ahistorical lens, photographs reinforce the dichotomy between modern and primitive, civilized 

and savage, developed and undeveloped. These binaries fueled the European imagination and 

colonial fantasy, producing tens of millions of postcards that satiated Europe’s appetite for 

exotic, colonized peoples as specimens of curiosity.10 Furthermore, by racializing Africa into a 

primitive, savage, undeveloped category, it justified colonialism to Europeans, as stated by 

                                                
7 Okwui Enwezor, Snap Judgments: New Positions in Contemporary African Photography (New York: International 
Center of Photography, 2006), 13. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Johannes Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes Its Object (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2002), 31. 
10 Okwui Enwezor and Octavio Zaya, "Colonial Imagery, Tropes of Disruption: History, Culture, and 
Representation in the Works of African Photographers," in In/sight: African Photographers, 1940 to the Present; 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum May 24 - September 29, 1996, ed. Clare Bell, et al. (London: Harry N. Abrams, 
1996), 17. 
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Cheikh Anta Diop, who argues that the invention of the savage meant equally the invention of a 

master who must tame and guide him.11 

 However beginning in the 1980s, photography became a tool for Black people to oppose 

and visually resist the hegemonic world of racist images which Muholi accomplishes by using 

photography as a political instrument to disprove negative representations that have been created 

and disseminated by white people. She subverts the history of photography through representing 

marginalized communities that have historically been erased. Additionally, her subversion 

continues as she represents herself and her identity, on her own terms, which is a central idea to 

Somnyama Ngonyama and this thesis. The discriminatory practice of ethnological and 

anthropological photography was the creation of uneven power dynamics between photographer 

and subject¾particularly within documentary and portraiture photography. Documentary 

photography carries a claim to truth with the meta message of: this is how it really was.12 It was a 

way for middle and upper class white people to assert their power, authority, and control over the 

natural world along with control over lower class and “non-western” people.  

 John Tagg argues that documentary photography became not an honor but “a mark of 

subjugation” that fetishized, scrutinized, pathologized, and trained “Others” to show but not 

speak.13 This form of silence is obsolete in Somnyama Ngonyama because not only does Muholi 

dismantle the power relationship between photographer and subject, she also challenges the 

Western gaze through determining how she portrays herself. Portrait photography, as Graham 

Clarke explains, “displaces, rather than represents, the individual. It codifies the person in 

                                                
11 Ibid., 19. 
12 380 photographer reader 
13 John Tagg, The Burden of Representation: Essays on Photographies and Histories, 6th ed. (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1988), 11-12. 
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relation to other frames of reference and other hierarchies of significance.”14 Clarke notes the 

ways in which early photography “typed” and “coded” people into racial and class categories 

which Muholi negates in this series. In every photograph, Muholi chooses how to portray her 

body within multiple historical references and hierarchies¾reclaiming her Black South African 

identity and enabling cultural and historical revisions.  

 Besides Muholi reinterpreting the theoretical and phenomenological approaches to the 

history of photography, she also creates photographs that skillfully capture black skin on film¾a 

tremendous feat given the history of how black pigmentation has been represented via 

photographs. The inability to capture the beauty of darker skin tones has a long history within the 

photography industry: in the 1950’s, during the rise of American commercial photography, 

Kodak film company created a standardized “Shirley” color card used to calibrate skin tones, 

shadows, and lighting during the printing process.15 The models that posed for Shirley cards were 

always white females. If a Black person or a person with a darker skin tone was photographed, 

the photo would then be compared to a Shirley card. Obviously the skin tones did not align, 

forcing photographers to fade out darker complexions as much as possible, leaving an ashen-skin 

tone on non-white models and a flat facial physiognomy. Even though the commercial 

photography industry has switched to a digital process, these problems of coloration still occur 

when shooting people of color. Muholi notes this history and embraces it by creating an entire 

series that “confronts the politics of race and pigment in the photographic archive.”16 Her intent 

                                                
14 John Peffer and Elisabeth Lynn Cameron, Portraiture and Photography in Africa (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana 
University Press, 2013), 6. 
15 “How Kodak’s Shirley Cards Set Photography’s Skin-Tone Standard,” last modified on November 12, 2014, 
http://www.npr.org/2014/11/13/363517842/for-decades-kodak-s-shirley-cards-set-photography-s-
skin-tone-standard 
16 Muholi, Somnyama Ngonyama, 5-6. 
 



 9 
 

within Somnyama Ngonyama is to reclaim her Blackness which she feels is continuously 

performed by the privileged other. 

The first photo analyzed in this thesis is Muholi, Muholi, a 2014 self-portrait 

photographed in Amsterdam, Netherlands. This photograph distinctly alludes to portraiture of the 

Dutch Golden Age, an era that contributed to the formation of the Netherlands’ national identity. 

It is also an era where the Dutch begin exploring, colonizing, and enslaving people, an aspect 

rarely discussed in relation to the newfound wealth within the Netherlands in the seventeenth 

century. In this chapter, I will establish the ways in which Muholi, Muholi alludes to Dutch 

Golden Age portraiture through clothing, pose, and artistic techniques. Then, I will argue that 

Muholi’s updates in these famed portrait paintings subverts both the historical and art canon 

through the insertion of her Black body. To demonstrate Muholi's subversion, I will provide a 

relevant historiography between the Dutch and their relationship to Black people and Blackness. 

In addition to Muholi, Muholi, I will discuss another Netherlands-based photograph within 

Somnyama Ngonyama, Zodwa I, to reveal how Muholi subverts the modern-day relationship 

between the Dutch, Black people, and Blackness. In this photograph, Muholi displays herself 

with dreadlocks¾her everyday natural hairstyle¾along with an exaggerated darkened skin tone. 

By doing so, I argue Muholi challenges viewers to question their desire of her Blackness or the 

“other” to then explore modern-day racism and race relations within the Netherlands, a country 

that believes they live in a post-racial society. By investigating these two photos in relation to 

Dutch history, I hope to convey how Muholi challenges the way the Dutch have formed their 

identity and culture through the negation of Blackness and her Black South African 

identity¾both of which were used economically and politically to uphold Dutch whiteness.  
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 The next chapter analyzes a Parktown, South Africa photo, Ntozakhe II. In this photo, I 

argue that Muholi mimics the Statute of Liberty, an internationally known symbol of the United 

States that represents freedom and justice. The focal point of Ntozakhe II is Muholi’s makeshift 

crown formed by either scouring pads or hair bun accessories. I argue that Muholi’s 

incorporation of this object combined with an iduku (Zulu word for headband/scarf) that holds 

the crown up refers to Black African woman domestic workers¾a group consistently 

marginalized by South African society. Controlled by the state and employer(s), the site of 

domestic work became a racialized, gendered institution that was used to prop up and sustain 

white people’s status and wealth in South Africa. By mimicking a statue that is a universal 

symbol of freedom, I argue Muholi choose to uplift, commemorate, and monumentalize 

domestic workers in post-apartheid South Africa. The monumentality of the Statue of Liberty 

(and Ntozakhe II) connects to the idea of memory and nation-building. These two ideas are 

important as South Africa transitions out of an apartheid nation to a new ‘rainbow nation.’ 

Through understanding the intersections of collective memory, history, and nation-building, I 

argue that South Africa’s lack of commemoration of Black African women¾let alone domestic 

workers¾problematically reinforces colonial hierarchies as well as the economic and political 

oppression Black South African women face. Thus by Muholi photographing herself as a 

“bronze statue,” she metaphorically solidifies and monumentalizes her identity but also the 

identity of Black South African domestic workers¾an invisible community.  

 In my last chapter, I use two photos by Muholi to understand the history of blackface 

minstrelsy in the United States and discuss the ambivalent nature of performing Blackness. The 

first photo sources from Muholi’s personal Instagram page (@muholizanele) in which she 

provided no title¾therefore I will refer to it as Untitled I (North Carolina). The other photo was 
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also shot in North Carolina and is entitled, Balindile. Both of these photos stem from her 2016 

artist residency in Cassilhaus¾a Durham, North Carolina-based residency program designed to 

“provide a creative, comfortable, tranquil, and visually stimulating environment for artists to get 

inspired and recharged to make new work.”17 Although Muholi created many works during her 

time as an artist-in-residency, Cassilhaus website lacks information and detail on her stay, which 

is unusual as other past artists of the Cassilhaus residency program are profiled. Even trying to 

find a solid photo of Balindile was hard, as my first time coming across it was through an action 

shot when Muholi was speaking at an event in Durham. This lack of access and information on 

Muholi’s stay reflect a larger problem within the art world¾the erasure and lack of scholarship 

on Black artists. No matter, I will still use these photos even with their low quality and lack of 

information.  

 I argue that in Untitled I (North Carolina), Muholi wears blackface makeup, referencing 

the history of blackface minstrel performances in the United States. Her performance of a 

particular Blackness that white Americans created and placed onto Black Americans, I argue, 

proves the ambivalent nature of performing race as she is not a Black American, and yet due to 

her skin tone, she can easily reenact this history. I then discuss how white blackface minstrel 

performers created and used stereotypes of Black Americans to fuel their desires of Blackness 

while at the same time expressing fears of their rapidly changing environment. I argue that the 

cultural “site” of blackface minstrelsy was used to racialize and form what constitutes Blackness 

and Black identity. By ridiculing Black Americans, white Americans created a subordinate 

category for Black people that made working-class white Americans and immigrants feel 

superior. Not only did this cultural site help form distinctions between white and Black 

                                                
17 "Cassilhaus Artist Residency," Cassilhaus, http://cassilhaus.com/artist-residency/. 
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Americans, it also spiraled into discussions of performing an “authentic” Blackness within the 

Black community which Muholi complicates through inserting her Black South African identity. 

Using Homi Bhaba’s Of Mimicry and Men, I discuss the ambivalent nature of performing race 

through his discourse of mimicry to then apply it to both of Muholi’s photos. To further prove 

the ambivalent nature of blackface minstrelsy performances, I bring in Cape Town, South 

Africa’s Coon Town Festival to convey how South Africa’s colored community uses blackface 

minstrelsy to form their own racial identity through the use of contradictory elements of 

inferiority and superiority.    

 This thesis considers how Muholi tackles the manifestions of Blackness and Black 

identity within three separate location. Somnyama Ngonyama reveals the similarities and 

differences between global Black communities through Muholi, firstly, understanding her 

identity, and secondly, how it operates in different spaces.  
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Muholi, Muholi (Amsterdam) 

  

Muholi, Muholi (Figure 3) depicts Muholi firmly standing in a three-quartered pose with 

her arms crossed. She wears a black bowler hat pushed back at an angle, revealing the edges of 

her haid. Underneath her double-layered black sweater is a crisp, white button down shirt with 

only the collar and arm cuffs exposed. A cloth background ripples vertically behind Muholi, as 

an unknown light source strikes her face diagonally, emphasizing her direct and unapologetic 

gaze towards the viewer.     

Muholi’s choice of black and white clothing echoes the famous black and white dress 

seen in seventeenth-century Dutch portraiture. This clothing resemblance, along with the photo’s 

location in the Netherlands, can be read as a reference to the seventeenth-century Dutch Golden 

Age. From the sixteenth to seventeenth century, Dutch portraitures became increasingly popular: 

so popular, in fact, that today Dutch portraits rank second highest among Dutch paintings that are 

still in existence (with the first being Dutch genre scenes).18 The rise of portraitures correlates 

with the rise of the Dutch middle class. Dutch burghers and merchants of this newly formed 

middle class wanted ways to display their wealth in order to establish themselves as both socially 

and economically prominent figures.19 Likewise, this era is when the Dutch began to explore, 

colonize, and enslave people¾a historical fact rarely discussed in relation to the newfound 

wealth within the Netherlands.  

 Muholi’s prominent display of her plain white collar and cuffs in Muholi, Muholi 

resembles the outfits during the initial boom in Dutch portraiture. This boom occurred during the 

                                                
18 Rudolf E. O. Ekkart et al., Dutch Portraits: The Age of Rembrandt and Frans Hals (Royal Picture Gallery 
Mauritshuis Foundation, The Hague, 2007), 17. 
19 Madlyn Millner Kahr, Dutch Painting in the Seventeenth Century (New York: Harper & Row, 1978), 71. 
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early seventeenth century¾with portraits of this time characterized by their highly dignified 

austerity. These qualities, at the hands of lesser-skilled artists, translated into an intense 

stiffness.20 Furthermore, the dark, somber clothing style enhanced the severity of these portraits: 

as typical Dutch outfits comprise black overgarments and white collars and cuffs. In Muholi’s 

reinterpretation, she simply updates this iconic Dutch outfit with the use of a white button down 

shirt and a black sweater. However, Muholi expands on the dark, somber quality seen in early 

Dutch portraiture by photographing herself in black and white. Moreover, the austerity of the 

sitters in early Dutch portraiture can be seen in her furrowed brow and intense facial expression 

rather than from her clothing which appears loose and comfortable. 

 Although scholars such as Johan Huizinga and Simon Schama, have stressed the color 

black as an expression of a Dutch person’s Calvinist faith and sobriety, other scholars disagree. 

Irene Groeneweg states that the Dutch associated black with rank and not religion.21 More 

specifically, it was the Dutch elite that dressed in black, and the color was reserved for more 

formal events, including portraits, as well as for court.22 The white fan-shaped collars (or 

millstone collars), white cuffs, and white lace trimmed caps became marks of distinction for 

class and marriage status. An example of this formal style and dress can be seen in Jan Claesz’s 

1602 Portrait of Lisbeth Walichsdr and her daughter, Elisabeth (Figure 4). In this portrait, 

Lisbeth wears a black dress with high pointed shoulder wings, white laced wrist cuffs, a head 

cap, and a fan-shaped collar. 

 As time progressed, from the mid- to late- 1600s, artists wanted to show off their skills by 

painting more animated expressions as well as trading in staged settings for plain backgrounds. 

                                                
20 Ekkart et al., Dutch Portraits, 25. 
21 Irene Groeneweg, "Court and City: Dress in the Age of Frederik Hendrik and Amalia," in Princely Display: The 
Court of Frederik Hendrik of Orange and Amalia Van Solms, Historical Museum, the Hague : [6 December 1997-29 
March 1998], ed. Marika Keblusek (Zwolle: Waanders, 1997), 216. 
22 Rozemarijn Hoekstra, "Images of Dress in the Golden Age of Dutch Painting," Costume 33, no. 1 (1999): 40. 
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The change of background highlights an artist’s skill because it gave them a chance to intricately 

paint lace and gold details, accentuating the face and hand gestures of their figures. These 

changes can be seen in Rembrandt van Rijn’s 1639 Portrait of Maria Trip (figure 5), where a 

rosy-cheeked woman stands in a dark, almost non-existent setting. Rembrandt’s controlled 

lighting in the painting illuminates Trip, her clothing, and her accessories. The lace around her 

pleated neck collar and wrist cuffs are so realistically detailed it appears to be light and wispy. 

The dramatic lighting Rembrandt employs emphasizes his skill at depicting lace and other 

accessories: such as the luminous pearls around Trip’s wrist, or the rich, velvety fabric of her 

black dress. Altogether, the aim for Dutch artists when painting portraits was to represent the 

client in the way they wanted to be represented¾wealthy and having a high social class¾while 

simultaneously emphasizing their own skill. 

 The manner in which Muholi handles light and shadow in Muholi, Muholi reveals her 

skilled technique¾similar to another seventeenth-century Dutch artist, Johannes Vermeer, who 

is known to be a master of lighting. In Vermeer’s Girl with a Pearl Earring (Figure 6), a young 

girl looks coyly over her left shoulder with her mouth slightly open. Vermeer’s lighting partially 

cascades onto the model’s face leaving the other side in subdued shadows¾akin to Muholi’s 

facial lighting in Muholi, Muholi. Limiting his range of tones, as Muholi does in her photograph, 

Vermeer paints a pearl earring emerging from the shadows. His faithful rendering of the pearl 

stems from his verisimilar technique in depicting the pearl’s golden sheen and overall 

luminosity. Vermeer’s prowess in depicting shadows and depth is equivalent to that of Muholi’s. 

Her expertise in illuminating and distinguishing between her facial expression, skin tone, texture 

of her black hair, black bowler hat, black sweater, from the subdued shades of gray in the 

background readily demonstrates her skill in capturing blackness and its numerous shades and 
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tonalities. Although Muholi works in a different medium than Vermeer, her lighting technique in 

Muholi, Muholi rivals seventeenth-century Dutch artists through her ability to portray herself and 

background setting as realistic and in-depth as possible. 

 Another facet of Dutch Golden Age portraiture that Muholi captures the culture is the 

title of her self-portrait, Muholi, Muholi. The idea of portraits from this time period focused on 

inserting one’s self into history for posterity. I argue Muholi takes this idea and solidifies it not 

only through a self-portrait but also by using her last name (twice) for the title. Her decision in 

doing so subverts the power of the colonizer (in this case, the Dutch). It forces viewers to 

repeatedly say her name when referencing or discussing this work¾a subtle way of requiring 

viewers to acknowledge her Black body but also her identity. Furthermore, by asking viewers to 

acknowledge her body and identity, Muholi refuses erasure from history and its archives¾an act 

that the Dutch tends to do when confronting and dealing with Black people and their presence in 

local and global histories.  

 Continuing her subversion, Muholi's expression in Muholi, Muholi is alert and 

aware¾she is unabashedly staring at the viewer. Her direct gaze combined with a crossed-arms 

pose, a stance that can be seen as a signifier of reserved confidence and fearlessness, confronts 

viewers, perhaps even questioning them. Her pose, gaze, and self-insertion into the seventeenth 

century brings forth multiple questions to the viewer. What does it mean to see a Black South 

African woman refer to the Dutch Golden Age? What purpose is there in referencing this time 

period? What historical narratives within the seventeenth century is she trying to engage? I argue 

that Muholi challenges the mainstream perspective and historical narrative of the Dutch Golden 

Age through inserting her Black South African identity. First, she subverts the wealth of the 

Dutch burgher class established in the seventeenth century by referring to the colonized and 
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enslaved Black bodies that helped produce the wealth of the Dutch beginning in this era. 

Secondly, she subvert the art canon as Black people and blackness were represented in negative 

manners within both Dutch Golden Age paintings and in the larger Dutch art canon. The Dutch’s 

decision to collectively forget parts of their history leads, I argue, Muholi to question the Dutch 

and how they have framed their history to: 1) neglect their colonial participation, 2) disregard the 

Black slaves that were used to produce Dutch wealth, and 3) create a superior/inferior dichotomy 

between the Dutch and Blackness.23 

 Initially, the Dutch were anti-slavery due to their antagonistic relationship with Spain¾a 

country that ruled over the Netherlands (1568-1581) and who were already practicing slavery 

and colonization. An example of the Netherlands’ anti-slavery rhetoric and belief can be seen in 

a written account discussing the arrival of 130 Moors, captured from the Portuguese by the 

Dutch, and freed in Middelburg, Netherlands in November 1596.24 Burgermaster, Adriaen 

Heindrickssen ten Haeff, along with local authorities, freed these persons based on the argument 

that as baptized Christians, these Moorish captives did “not deserve to be held by anyone or to be 

sold as slaves.”25 Ten Haeff and local authorities then announced to Middelburg residents via 

churches that the Moors would receive a special ceremony marking their freedom¾essentially 

meaning the Moors would be publicly displayed and made into a spectacle of their own. 

                                                
23 In the foreward, P.C. Emmer briefly explains that the Dutch dislike writing about the slave trade due to many of 
them lacking an awareness that “the achievements of the ‘golden century’ were inextricably bound up with the slave 
trade.”; P. C. Emmer, The Dutch Slave Trade, 1500-1850 (New York: Berghahn Books, 2006), vii. 
24 To the Dutch in this time period, the term “Moors” denoted dark skin color rather than the frequented Muslim 
connotation used by Spain and Portugal.; Dienke Hondius, "Blacks in Early Modern Europe: New Research from 
the Netherlands," in Black Europe and the African Diaspora, ed. Darlene Clark Hine (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 2009), 32. 
25 Ibid., 33. 
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 Although this seems to be a remarkable account of civility, Dienke Hondias, a Dutch 

historian, believes that ten Haeff and the city’s officials freeing this group of Moors actually 

came with a multi-layered political message:  

1. To the shipowner, the message was you made a mistake¾do not try this here  
2. To the wider community of merchants and captains, the message was you cannot sell 

slaves here—this type of trade is not the way to make money 
3. To the general population, the message was a positive one that highlights that there is no 

slavery within the Netherlands and baptized slaves will be treated as employees and 
raised as Christians.26  

 
Hondias’ interpretation of this event makes for a compelling argument as it demonstrates that the 

Dutch were trying to distinguish how they are morally different and more tolerant than other 

European countries¾thus justifying their independence from Spain in 1581. The irony behind 

this event stems from the newly discovered fact that the captain of the ship who brought the 

Moors to the Netherlands, along with the local authorities and ten Haeff, soon became active in 

the African slave trade, after freeing the 130 Moors.27 Following this event, the entire country 

began to participate in slavery, as the Dutch saw the potential in gaining substantial profits, and 

by 1636, the Dutch officially established a regulated slave trade system.28 It can be seen in these 

actions that enslavement was not an issue of morality for the Dutch, but instead an issue of 

distinguishing themselves from their former ruler, Spain. It also reveals that the Dutch enjoyed 

the profits slavery brought to them, but that they did not want to see the visible realities of 

slavery on Dutch soil.29 The Dutch did not want to see nor believe the violence and destruction 

that came with enslaving Black people. They instead wanted to keep it an ocean away, far from 

the shores of their “progressive” and “tolerant” country.30  

                                                
26 Ibid., 39. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Emmer, The Dutch, 14. 
29 Hondius, "Blacks in Early," 39. 
30 Ibid. 
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 From briefly introducing the emergence of the Dutch relationship with and treatment of 

slavery, we can begin to explore and understand the history of Black Africans and the treatment 

of Blackness within Dutch history. Ideas and images of Black people existed in the Netherlands 

before the 1600s (and their involvement in slavery) due to their former Spanish rulers. Spain had 

close proximity to northern Africa and Moors—an European term denoting either Black Africans 

or Muslims. Due to this proximity, Spain’s familiarity with Blackness was not strange, new, or 

bothersome, but it was precisely the color of Black Africans that first struck the Dutch.31 For the 

Dutch (and many other European countries), black was considered ugly, wild, bestial, and 

lascivious.32 Muholi undermines this history and the Dutch’s discomfort with Blackness in 

Muholi, Muholi by inserting herself¾a Zulu woman whose people and land were colonized by 

the Dutch¾into their historical narrative. By doing so, she reverses the power and status of 

whiteness by switching bodies with the typical white sitter for seventeenth-century Dutch 

portraits. 

 The lack of physical contact with Black Africans and Blackness means that initial 

imagery within Western art was based on imagination or on little facts/descriptions. The first  

Northern European images of Black Africans and Blackness began with positive, Biblical 

imagery. In the fifteenth century, Black Africans became a part of the biblical trio, the Three 

Wise Kings, most likely using Blackness to represent Africa. An example can be seen in 

Hieronymus Bosch’s Adoration of the Magi (Figure 7). Netherlandish artists did not establish 

this tradition though until the late fifteenth/early sixteenth century; however one century later, 

there was a rise in the physical presence of Black Africans in the Netherlands, and by the 

seventeenth century, when slavery was firmly established in Dutch colonies, Black Africans 

                                                
31 Emmer, The Dutch, 11. 
32 Ibid. 
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were fairly “commonplace within art as slaves, servants, and seamen in Dutch port-cities.”33 

Representing Blackness as subservient (or as an accessory) became normalized in order to 

exaggerate Black Africans’ unfitness for inclusion in Dutch society, and this idea manifested in 

Dutch art, music, and literature.34 

 Examples of Black Africans in the role of both servant and accessory can be seen in 

many Dutch artworks including Anthony van Dyck’s portrait of Marchesa Elena Grimaldi 

(1623) (Figure 8) and Jan Steen’s Fantasy Interior (1659-1660) (Figure 9). In the former, van 

Dyck portrays Grimaldi walking out onto her fanciful and imagined terrace. Her wealth can be 

seen not only through van Dyck’s portrayal of her clothing but also her Black servant¾who 

tends to Grimaldi by holding a parasol over her head. As the Marchesa stares icily at the viewer, 

the servant, who wears a golden tunic over his white undergarments, stares faithfully at 

Grimaldi. The brushstrokes used to portray the servant is much looser than that of Grimaldi, 

communicating to viewers that this portrait is firstly for and about the Marchesa, the rest of the 

painting are merely attributes of her wealth and status: including the servant attending to her, a 

display of subservience. Similar to van Dyck’s portrait, Steen paints a family portrait of the 

Schouten family; Gerrit Schouten was one of many Dutch burghers refashioning himself into an 

established aristocrat lifestyle which can be seen in the inclusion of numerous luxurious items 

within the portrait.35 Although comical in numerous ways, Steen portrays exotic and expensive 

items including tapestries, musical instruments, an ebony chest, but also a Black servant, who 

can be seen bending on one leg to pick up a wine container to what can be assumed will be 

                                                
33 Allison Blakely, Blacks in the Dutch World: The Evolution of Racial Imagery in a Modern Society, nachdr. ed. 
(Bloomington u.a.: Indiana Univ. Press, 2000), 103. 
34 Melissa F. Weiner, "The Ideologically Colonized Metropole: Dutch Racism and Racist Denial," Sociology 
Compass 8, no. 6 (June 2014): 734, doi:10.1111/soc4.12163. 
35  Kimberlee A. Cloutier Blazzard, "The Elephant in the Living Room: Jan Steen's Fantasy Interior as Parodic 
Portrait of the Schouten Family," Aurora XI (2010): 92. 
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poured for the Schouten family. In these two paintings, Black Africans are portrayed as 

accessories to wealth and their roles as servants. 

 In Muholi, Muholi, Muholi disrupts the power relations that existed when portraying 

Blackness as subservient in the Netherlands (and Europe) by, once again, inserting her Black 

body into Dutch portraiture. At the height of Dutch portrait painting, Black Africans would not 

have had the ability nor the access to commission a painting in this style, or even a painting in 

general. Thus Muholi inserting herself in this tradition can be understood as another power 

reversal. She makes a group that has historically been treated and seen in negative ways visible 

as human beings, and then uplifting them to (re)present a group that continues to be 

disenfranchised within the Netherlands—an idea that will be further elaborated. 

 Servitude is not the only function seventeenth-century Dutch society assigned to 

blackness; they also used it as a marketability tool in what is known as the “gaper.” A gaper, 

most commonly seen in Amsterdam, is a building embellishment that consists of a male head 

with a wide open mouth (Figure 10). They were trade signs for apothecaries up and until the 

nineteenth century, and despite the many versions of gapers, the most common variety is that of 

a Moor wearing a turban.36 According to a 1966 New York Times article, the Dutch gaper 

tradition began in the fifteenth century where herb doctors and salesmen would wander through 

the market with an “attention-getting promotional prop—a Moorish boy.”37 The act of sticking 

out one’s tongue was to show good health due to the doctor’s herbal medicine and soon 

developed into an established iconography. The transition from hanging above an apothecary 

shop to a drug shop occurred at the end of the nineteenth century meaning this trope continued 

for over two hundred years. Due to the rarity of gapers today, the Dutch National Monuments 
                                                
36 189 white on black  
37 Jules B. Farber, "Gaping at Dutch Gapers," The New York Times, October 30, 1966, ProQuest Historical 
Newspapers. 
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Committee has placed them under protection from destruction and alteration.38 This 

example¾along with many other building embellishments that include Black bodies—

demonstrates the Dutch caricaturization of Blackness and how the Dutch used it for decorative 

purposes and capitalistic marketing purposes.39 

 Though negative images of blackness prevailed, positive imagery did exist, but it does 

not negate the strict demarcation between the Dutch and Black Africans. A notable example of 

this can be seen in the images of Dutch “tronies” (a term loosely meaning a character type 

portrait) of Black people; even Rembrandt himself created and participated in the proliferation of 

such racial imaginings. His images, among other Netherlandish artists, have even culminated 

into a 2008 Amsterdam exhibition, Black is Beautiful: Rubens to Dumas in which the intent was 

to display the many “surprisingly ‘positive’ works” of people with African origins by Dutch and 

Flemish artists.40 This exhibition used problematic language and notions of Blackness. The 

exhibition can be read as an attempt by the Dutch to further their belief that their country 

continues to remain tolerant of other races and that they live in a post-racial society. Through 

these minor feats, it still does not negate the fact that the Dutch participated heavily in the 

Atlantic and Indian Ocean slave trade. Nor does it negate the manner in which the Dutch thought 

of, used, and imagined Black Africans and Blackness. The wealth that was so commonly 

displayed in Dutch portraiture was partially, if not wholly, built on the enslavement of Black 

Africans and Dutch colonization.  

 Muholi, Muholi thus subverts the mainstream historical narrative and reminds viewers of 

this “forgotten” and neglected aspect of Dutch cultural history by inserting herself and her 

                                                
38 Ibid. 
39 Other building images of “Moors” include the entrance of the theological seminary at the University of 
Amsterdam and other Dutch homes.  
40  This is still problematic.; Vincent Boele, Esther Schreuder, and Elmer Kolfin, eds., Black Is Beautiful: Rubens to 
Dumas (Amsterdam: De Nieuwe Kerk, 2008), 13.  
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Nlackness into the image of whiteness. Muholi inserting her Black identity into the image of 

whiteness can be understood as a performance of a seventeenth-century Dutch merchant—an 

idea complimented by the background of Muholi, Muholi. The vertical cloth that ripples behind 

Muholi resembles a theater curtain—thereby placing Muholi onto a stage. Elevating her 

Blackness onto this fictional stage can be read as a form of empowerment within a seventeenth-

century Dutch context. In this time period, Dutch visual culture was establishing racial 

distinctions between white superiority and black inferiority (or, Otherness). Muholi subverts this 

history by putting her ‘otherness’ into an identity of ‘superiority.’ Her subversion of the 

seventeenth century continues as she reminds the Dutch that their economical wealth that was so 

commonly displayed in Dutch portraits were due to the enslavement of African people and Dutch 

colonization—a forgotten and neglected aspect of seventeenth-century Dutch history.  

I. Modern-Day Subversion 
 In another Amsterdam self-portrait, Zodwa I (Figure 11), Muholi’s face, hair, and arm 

emerge from an empty black background. She actively glances over her left shoulder, piercing 

the viewer with her gaze. The whites of her eyes starkly contrast the many shades of Blackness 

brilliantly captured in the photograph. Once again, Muholi showcases her skill in highlighting 

her facial features amidst the surrounding Blackness of her hair and background, similar to 

Vermeer’s Girl with a Pearl Earring and Vermeer’s technique of lighting and shadows that 

enhance the sitter’s face and her pearl earring. 

 Muholi’s darkened skin tone resists and challenges the normalization of white skin tone 

and the performance of Blackness. Although it may look as if Muholi has purposely used black 

makeup to darken the shade of her skin, she, in fact, has not done so. She states that she does not 

mimic being black because it is her skin and that the experience of being black is deeply 
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entrenched within her.41 Muholi instead exaggerates her skin tone through the sole use of 

vaseline oil and photographic manipulation. Muholi’s exaggeration of her skin tone stems from 

her belief that blackness is continuously being performed by the privileged other—another 

reason why Muholi subverts the Dutch art canon in Muholi, Muholi and also Zodwa I.42 This 

statement is thoroughly justified in many instances, but due to Zodwa I’s location, it can be read 

as a small, subversive gesture towards the Dutch holiday, Sinterklaas and Zwarte Piet (Dutch for 

‘Santa Claus and Black Pete’).  

 Zwarte Piet is the helper of Sinterklaas, a Dutch version of the American tradition of 

Santa Claus, but instead of hailing from the North Pole with reindeers, Sinterklaas sails into the 

shores of the Netherlands from Spain with Zwarte Piet. There are many origin tales of 

Sinterklaas and Zwarte Piet, thus the root of this tradition has been hard to define and inevitably 

has changed overtime. Even with this lack of knowledge, the first appearance of Zwarte Piet 

depicted as a Black servant was in the 1850 children’s book, Saint Nicholas and His Servant, by 

Jan Schenkman (Figure 12).43 The idea of depicting this character as a Black person can be 

rooted in the European medieval tradition of associating the color black with evil, death, and 

sinful—overall negative connotations.44 One European medieval origin story speculates that 

Saint Nicholas tamed the devil that accompanied him, ergo Zwarte Piet.45 This particular 

imagery appears in many other European Sinterklaas traditions that almost always portrayed the 

servant character as devilish or other-worldly.46 In the 16th- and 17th-centuries, Zwarte Piet in 

                                                
41 Muholi, Somnyama Ngonyama, 6. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Emily Raboteau, "Who Is Zwarte Piet?: A Holiday Tradition in the Netherlands Involving Blackface Has Sparked 
a Debate about Race, the Legacy of Slavery, and the Vestiges of Colonialism," Virginia Quarterly Review 90, no. 1 
(Winter 2014): 144. 
44 Yvon van der Pijl and Karina Goulordava, "Black Pete, 'Smug Ignorance,' and the Value of the Black Body in 
Postcolonial Netherlands," New West Indian Guide 88 (2014): 274, doi:10.1163/22134360-08803062. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 
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the Netherlands was known as a disciplinary figure—he would carry a switch to beat children 

and a sack to take bad children away.47 His other responsibilities included dropping candy or 

presents down chimney and/or into children’s shoes left out for the occasion.  

 In modern times, the image of Zwarte Piet evolved into more than just a Black servant. 

Although the character remains in a subservient role, he is now portrayed as having dark black 

skin, huge red lips, an afro, gold earrings, and sometimes a Surinamese accent.48 Besides these 

features, they also wear sixteenth-century attire including a feathered cap, ruffled collar, velour 

jacket, colorful pantaloons, and tights (Figure 13). These attributes are what the Dutch enact 

annually at the Sinterklaas parade where the Zwarte Piet character dances, plays music, hands 

out candies, and performs acrobatic tricks, while white Sinterklaas proceeds on a white horse.49 

 Blackness being seen as no more than a comedic spectacle in the Zwarte Piet tradition 

negatively affects the image of Black people—and thus continues the violent history between 

Blackness and its treatment by the Dutch.  In 2011, Quincy Gario, a Black Dutch citizen, wore a 

tee-shirt that stated “Zwarte Piet is Racisme” (Dutch for “Black Pete is Racist”) at the 

Sinterklaas parade and was quickly arrested by authorities. His protest prompted a societal 

reaction towards the beloved Zwarte Piet tradition where many Dutch argued for its preservation 

as he is a figure for children and holiday cheer. Years later in a 2014 press conference, the Dutch 

Prime Minster, Mark Rutte, stated that he cannot simply change the Zwarte Piet tradition because 

“Black Pete is Black. It is not ‘Green Pete’ or ‘Brown Pete,’ it is ‘Black Pete.”50 He continues his 

argument by suggesting that his friends in the Dutch Antilles (a former Dutch colony located in 

                                                
47 Blakely, Blacks in the Dutch, 44. 
48 Suriname is a former Dutch colony located in northeast South America. Suriname gained full independence in 
1975 and since then, there have been minor waves of migration to the Netherlands. Currently, Surinamese populates 
2% of the Netherlands; van der Pijl and Goulordava, "Black Pete," 277. 
49 Ibid., 264. 
50 Ibid., 265. 
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the Caribbean) are happy that they do not have to paint their faces. He implies that Dutch 

Antilleans actually should be grateful because when he paints his face, it actually takes him days 

to clean his skin. Rutte’s remarks coincides with the larger Dutch belief that Zwarte Piet is “an 

innocent tradition aimed at children,” and that it is nothing more than a “fun character, 

completely unrelated to messy politics.”51 The reaction to Gario’s protest (among other Zwarte 

Piet protests) combined with Rutte’s insensitive comments and poor excuses reveal the Dutch's 

inability to confront race and racism.   

 The Netherlands treatment of the Black Dutch community’s feelings towards 

representation of their skin color is a complete denial and erasure of Blackness. Their 

‘colorblind’ attitude—which is actually a form of racism—problematically and commonly 

circulates within the Netherlands meaning that Black citizens and their identities are not being 

acknowledged within this space.52 Furthermore, Prime Minister Rutte’s biased comments prove 

how colonialist thought on Blackness and race have manifested into today’s society. His 

neglectful comments also affect the ability for change in the Zwarte Piet tradition which is why 

Zodwa I is a crucial photograph. Muholi’s exaggeration of her skin tone compares to the 

excessive blackface performance by the Dutch. She forces viewers to gaze at her and her 

Blackness—a trait Muholi was born with and has come to love. Muholi’s skin color cannot be 

washed away; she does not choose when she wants to be Black because she is Black—every day. 

Zodwa I compels viewers to confront Blackness when it is not in the form of subservience or 

spectacle. I argue Muholi challenges (white) people to acknowledge their discomfort of seeing 

Blackness displayed on a Black person’s terms and not theirs.   

                                                
51 Ibid. 
52 Colorblind racism is the idea that racial and/or ethnic group affinity ought to be irrelevant to how one is treated in 
social and interpersonal interactions. This thought process is often defined as the antipathy for or inferiorization of 
other people based on race.; Sue Ellen Henry, "Colorblindness," in Encyclopedia of the Social and Cultural 
Foundations of Education, ed. Eugene F. Provenzo, Jr. (SAGE, 2009), 143. 
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 The continuing practice of the Zwarte Piet tradition by the Dutch exemplifies the 

longstanding tradition within the Netherlands (and also the larger world) of understanding 

Blackness solely through subservience and spectacle. The Dutch fashioning themselves into a 

character via blackface to then deny its racist implications is precisely what Muholi subverts in 

Zodwa I. She does not have to darken her skin tone to become Black. She does not have to dress 

up to become Black. She is simply Black and combined with her confident, unapologetic gaze, 

Muholi is proud to be Black. Her exaggerated darker skin tone reclaims what has been robbed 

from the Black Dutch population and the global Black community—humanity. 

 Muholi’s subversion of Dutch history in the seventeenth century and modern times 

tackles the many problematic racial relations within the Netherlands—a space that still believes 

it has always been and continues to be a country of social tolerance, equality, and fairness. 

Although the seventeenth century, or the “Dutch Golden Age,” remains one of the highlights of 

their cultural progress and pride, this period is the beginning of racial formation in the 

Netherlands, where we see the origins of designating Blackness and Black people as an 

accessory, spectacle, and/or subservient. Muholi subverts this history through inserting herself 

into a beloved Dutch time period that negated her existence and contribution to Dutch wealth. As 

time progressed in the Netherlands, Blackness remained a spectacle as seen in the Zwarte Piet 

tradition, where Muholi undermines the Dutch desire to perform Blackness in Zodwa I. Overall, 

Muholi challenges the ways in which the Dutch have created and upheld their white identity 

through negating both Black people and their involvement in colonialism.  
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Ntozakhe II (Parktown) 

  

Ntozakhe II immediately draws the viewer’s attention to Muholi’s face—the center of the 

photograph (Figure 14). As Muholi looks up, revealing the whites of her eyes, she appears to be 

hopeful yet at the same time uncertain of the future. Around her hairline, Muholi wears an iduku 

(Zulu word for headband) that matches her robe. Above her headband are what look to be 

scouring cleaning pads or hair bun accessories strung together to form a make-shift crown. As 

the back of the crown circles towards the front, the focus becomes sharper, allowing viewers to 

see each individual pad or bun accessory. Remarkably Muholi captures the highlights, tones, and 

textures within each pad exposing their detail. This shift from blurred, cloud-like shapes to 

individual, detailed circles matches her hopeful facial expression—as if she is emerging from a 

dark, muddled past into a hopeful, distinct future.  

 Muholi creates tension in this self-portrait through multiple layers of texture. She 

juxtaposes her silky robe with the gritty-quality of her skin—accentuated through her lighting 

technique. The smooth headband Muholi wears clashes with the rough, scratchy crown 

accessories. The stark contrast of color can be seen in her darkened figure as she poses in front of 

a plain, white background. Muholi’s choice of clothing and accessories in conjunction with the 

color and texture of her figure loosely mimics the Statue of Liberty (Figure 15). 

 Construction of the Statue of Liberty began in 1875 and was finished in 1886.53 The 

colossal copper-plated statue stands 305 feet tall atop a stone pedestal, and it is located on what 

is now known as Liberty Island. Lady Liberty, a common moniker, holds a book in her left arm 

emblazoned with the date of the United States’ independence. At its feet lie broken chains, a 

                                                
53 "Get the Facts," National Park Service, https://www.nps.gov/stli/planyourvisit/get-the-facts.htm. 
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symbol that could reference the United States breaking away from England, or more largely 

could reference tyranny around the world. The statue holds a torch—a symbol of 

enlightenment—in its right hand evoking a sense of leadership and determination; it is the torch 

that lit America’s path towards freedom.54 The statue strategically faces southeast, away from the 

United States, becoming a welcoming symbol to incoming ships entering the New York harbor.55  

 The Statue of Liberty, designed by sculptor, Frèdéric-Auguste Bartholdi, has become a 

universal symbol of democratic freedom. Although Bartholdi was the sculptor, the idea for the 

statue came from French jurist, Eduoard-René Lefebvre de Laboulaye, an admirer of the United 

States and its new democratic system. He sought to gift the United States for its 100th birthday 

as well as cement the friendship between the two countries. Laboulaye believed the United States 

to be a “beacon and prime guardian of liberty” and wanted a monument that would enact and 

safeguard this idea.56  

 Bartholdi’s inspiration for the statue stems from classical Greek and Roman sculptures.57 

The Goddess of Liberty (or Libertas in Latin), an ancient Greco-Roman symbol, has been 

depicted wearing a long flowing dress tied in a knot on the shoulder—can be seen in both the 

Statue of Liberty and Ntozakhe II.  Libertas also wore a seven-pointed halo, denoting the Greek 

sun god, Helios, which adorns the head of the Statue of Liberty.58 Rather than replicating this 

halo exactly in Ntozakhe II, Muholi instead repurposes found objects (scouring pad or hair 

accessory) and fashions them into a make-shift crown. Creating a do-it-yourself (DIY) aesthetic, 

Muholi empowers and uplifts found objects typically associated with and used by Black African 
                                                
54 Ibid. 
55 Ibid. 
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woman domestic workers—a consistently marginalized and forgotten community. This aesthetic 

blends the binary between “low” and “high” art transforming Ntozakhe II into an accessible 

photograph for the community that Muholi highlights. 

 Choosing Black African woman domestic workers to commemorate and monumentalize 

perhaps stems from Muholi’s mother, Bester Muholi, who was a domestic worker for over forty 

years.59 Indeed, Muholi has a history exploring the hardships and lives of this community. In 

2008, Muholi created a photo series entitled Massa and Mina(h) which focused on the 

experiences of domestic workers in white households. In one photograph from the series, Massa 

and Mina(h) 2, Muholi plays the role of the domestic servant and is seen kneeling on the floor, 

either waxing or scrubbing it clean (Figure 16). Framed between the legs of her mistress, who is 

only seen from the knee down, Muholi’s small, hunched over body reads as hesitant and nervous. 

Although her face looks towards us, she does not return our gaze, and instead traces up her 

mistress’ skirt—immediately queering the photograph. Muholi thus generates a dialogue 

centered around domestic work and queer desire between the white woman of the household and 

the maid—a narrative rarely discussed in South African communities. In a 2009 artist statement, 

Muholi reveals how she uses “performativity to deal with the still racialized issues of female 

domesticity—Black women doing house work for white families.”60 Additionally in many of 

Muholi’s interviews and in the inaugural exhibition catalogue of Somnyama Ngonyama, she 

stated that the entire series “relates to the concept of MaID (‘My identity’), or, read differently, 

‘maid,’ the quotidian and demeaning name given to all subservient Black women in South 

Africa.”61  
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 Clearly aware of the oppression experienced by Black woman domestic workers, Muholi 

seeks to make this hidden community visible and to validate their struggle. Muholi’s co-opting 

of the United States’ Liberty symbol will be discussed in this chapter as a performance of a 

bronze statue. Connecting the idea of monuments to memory, I will relate Muholi’s Ntozakhe II 

to South Africa’s post-apartheid nation building and the memorialization of their history. 

Questioning the ways in which people or groups become memorialized via statues, I will explore 

South Africa’s method of building a national narrative and identity that continues to lack many 

South African voices.  

 The French via Latin translation of the word monument is ‘monumentum,’ from 

‘monere,’ meaning ‘to remind.’ In the case of the Statue of Liberty, for instance, monumentality 

refers to size and also to memory. The Statue of Liberty serves as a reminder to Americans (and 

the world) of America’s fight for freedom. It is a symbolic marker for the United States—it is the 

nation’s gatekeeper that exemplifies America’s most cherished ideals of freedom, equality, and 

the opportunity to pursue happiness.62 The restructuring of the United States after the American 

Revolution can be understood as a period of traumatic events that gave rise to a new political 

transition becoming a catalyst for the construction of collective memory. South Africa has 

likewise created a new democratic nation.63  

I. South African Apartheid and Post-Apartheid History  
 A brief history is needed to understand how the racial and colonial past of South Africa 

manifested into apartheid. South Africa’s colonial history begins with Jan van Riebeeck, a Dutch 

tradesmen, who established a trading post in Khoi territory in 1652. Although it began as a 
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trading post for the Dutch, it eventually became a settled land causing tension and violent 

outbreaks between natives and unwanted outsiders. The Khoi’s refusal to help Dutch settlers 

resulted in the import of Dutch slaves from their Asian colonies. Roughly a century later, the 

British occupied South African land, yet returned it to the Dutch in 1803 only to reoccupy it in 

1806. In 1820, the British established settlements occupying the eastern cape, and by the end of 

the nineteenth century, South Africa was controlled by European hands leading to apartheid 

South Africa—a period that will be further elaborated on in this chapter. 

 The apartheid regime was dismantled in 1992, and five years later, Nelson Mandela and 

the newly formed African National Congress (ANC) implemented the 1997 South African 

constitution. Since the late 1990s, South African politicians have promoted their constitution to 

be one of the most progressive in the world, in part due to the legalization of gay marriage and its 

commitment to gender equality.64 Focusing on the latter part, the South African government 

made a commitment to gender equality through reserving 26% of national parliamentary seats 

for women along with implementing a national ‘Gender Machinery’ to ensure that political 

commitment actually translates into policy.65 These steps reveal South Africa’s “progressive 

measures to assure women’s central positions in nation-building.”66 The ANC government took 

these steps towards equality and equity in order to publicize their commitment to a new 

“rainbow” South Africa—where everyone has the right to human dignity and life.67  

 Besides rethinking the political framework for the new South African nation, the ANC 

government also had to figure out how to properly acknowledge their past. The ANC needed a 
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way to revise apartheid and colonial narratives to include and validate the “other” side’s 

experiences and memories.68 To reconcile their disjointed history, the ANC government 

promoted the creation of new public art—particularly commemorative monuments and bronze 

statues—in order to create a unifying national narrative that would forge a new, collective South 

African identity and heritage.69 They believe it was important to add to the symbolic landscape 

of South Africa rather than destroy and replace colonial/apartheid-era monuments because 

Afrikaners (and other white European descendants) believed these monuments to be a part of 

their personal heritage and historical narrative.70 

 In spite of the progressive aspects of their constitution, South Africa’s choice of national  

monumental sculpture reveal the paradoxical nature between South Africa’s progressive 

constitution and its heteropatriarchal culture. An example of this can be seen in the 2009 incident 

between Lulu Xingwana and Muholi. Xingwana, who at the time was South Africa’s Arts and 

Culture Minister, walked out of the “Innovative Women” Johannesburg exhibition in protest of 

the art, commenting that: “Our [Arts and Culture] mandate is to promote social cohesion and 

nation-building. I left the exhibition because it expressed the very opposite of this.”71 She 

described Muholi’s photographs as “pornographic,” “immoral,” and “offensive.”72 Criticism 

against Xingwana’s remarks ensued as she contradicted South Africa’s constitution—the first in 

the African continent to legalize gay marriage.73 Muholi responded to Xingwana saying that she 
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lives in a democratic country where she should have the right to express experiences and issues 

that are important to her.74 This problematic and silencing culture represents how the government 

operates, and how heteropatriarchy extends into the way they choose to remember and build their 

nation’s heritage. Muholi subverts this culture in Ntozakhe II (and all of her works) as it presents 

gender and sexuality within the intersection of democracy and nation-building—a narrative that 

is ignored within South Africa in favor for heteronormative male ones.  

 The South African government’s preference for commemorating and remembering men’s 

narratives versus women’s can be seen in the gender make-up of statues during pre- and post-

apartheid South Africa. State-sanctioned statues of Nelson Mandela, Gandhi, Steve Biko, among 

others can be found across South Africa, yet few are woman-related as demonstrated by Sabine 

Marschall’s article, “How to Honour a Woman: Gendered Memorialisation in Post-Apartheid 

South Africa.” Marschall examines how the South African government has made minimal efforts 

to commemorate women through public statues, and the statues that are commemorative were 

only made possible through the Sunday Times Heritage Project that began in 2006. Analyzing 

seven memorials, Marschall examines the “tension” between creating gender-specific 

monuments and the (perhaps unintentional) reinforcement of gender roles and stereotypes.75 

Before discussing each monument, Marschall links public art to heritage and defines it as a 

cultural artifact designed with a particular societal outcome including nation-building. She 

distinguishes memorials from public art designed to add aesthetic value to an urban space—such 

as William Kentridge’s and Gerhard Marx’s 2009 mixed-media sculpture, Firewalker (Figure 

17). In this sculpture, Kentridge and Marx pay homage to the “everyday” and “overlooked” local 
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woman vendors in Johannesburg—its massive size inspired Johannesburg reporters to consider it 

their own Statue of Liberty.76 Continuing her argument, Marschall splits the seven 

commemorative statues into three categorical types: 1) statues that involve objects or attributes 

of the celebrated woman, 2) bronze statues, and 3) statues that involve a gender-blind approach. 

For the purposes of this chapter, I will only analyze the first two types Marschall identifies in her 

article.  

 An example of the first category can be seen in the 2006 Lilian Ngoyi memorial, a 

political activist and one of the leaders of the 1956 women’s march against pass laws (Figure 

18). After many political accomplishments, Ngoyi was confined to her home under house arrest 

for eleven years, where she worked as a seamstress—the point of departure for artist, Steven 

Maqashela. Maqashela used recycled metal and machinery parts to build a sewing machine 

stitching an ANC blouse that he incorporated into the fence in front of Ngoyi’s house. By using a 

sewing machine to represent Ngoyi’s legacy, Maqashala shifted the focus from a heroic narrative 

to an intimate domestic sphere—displaying Ngoyi’s struggle for economic survival. However, 

Maqashela’s commemorative memorial reduces Ngoyi’s legacy and female body to a domestic 

object which maintains a sexist status quo. When one sees Ngoyi’s memorial, they will always 

associate her with a sewing machine—a machine of labour—potentially minimalizing her 

identity as a Black South African woman that participated in apartheid resistance movements. 

Ngoyi is a woman, a seamstress, and a political activist—she is all of these things, yet only one 

aspect of her life and identity is remembered in her memorial. 

  In Ntozakhe II, Muholi’s approach differs from Maqashela's in that she displays a 

traditional object in conjunction with her body. She layers her photograph with meaning, asking 
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viewers to take a deeper look at how she presents herself. Notions of freedom, queerness, objects 

associated with women’s domestic work exist within this photograph to exemplify the many 

dimensions a person—in this case, a Black South African woman—can possess. By placing her 

multiple identities into an established, singular idea of freedom, Muholi expresses the possibility 

of women having multiple narratives that can exist simultaneously. Ntozakhe II liberates women 

from one singular object, one singular meaning, one singular identity.  

 Marschall expresses how critics condemn bronze statues, her article’s second category, as 

a Eurocentric medium of commemoration that has no place in post-apartheid South Africa. When 

describing the live-size bronze statue of Brenda Fassie, a famous South African pop singer, 

Marschall suggests the sculptor, Angus van Zyl Taylor, subverts the prestigious commemorative 

medium of bronze by honoring a woman who would never have been considered for a 

commemorative statue (Figure 19).77 Van Zyl Taylor’s statue consciously avoids the 

monumentality, heroism, and gravitas that state-sponsored bronze statues typically possess—a 

notion I argue against in Ntozakhe II. Muholi actually brings monumentality to her photo by 

referencing the Statue of Liberty.  

 Since Marschall’s article on commemorative statues in South Africa, President Jacob 

Zuma unveiled a bronze dedicated to women on August 9, 2016. The “Women’s Living Heritage 

Monument” celebrates the story of women’s contributions to the liberation struggle.78 The 

honored women include the aforementioned Lillian Ngoyi, Sophia Williams-de Bruyn, Helen 

Joseph, and Rahima Moosa, who led a protest march towards the Union Buildings in 1956 to 

deliver a petition against carrying a pass book. Along with President Zuma, Susan Shabangu, the 

Minister of Women in the Presidency, praised the statue and the history of what women have 
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accomplished that advanced the nation forward.79 A number of women who marched in the 1956 

protest attended the statues’ unveiling, where one in particular, Mita Motlolometsi, gave 

critiques, stating that South Africa still has a long way to “unite, respect, and liberate the nation’s 

women.”80 

 South Africa’s public commemorative art statues is meant to create heritage and revise its 

deeply racialized history in order to build a new nation that encompasses all voices and 

communities. However South Africa’s symbolic landscape remains tainted with patriarchy and 

gender-normative identities (even with their progressive constitution) reflecting the South 

African government’s narrow methods of building a new, rainbow nation. By understanding the 

political climate and ways in which apartheid and political resistance are remembered in South 

Africa, I argue Muholi manipulates these notions to reimagine and subvert the public statue art 

canon. Ntozakhe II represents the everyday and mundane life of a woman—ideas that inspired 

Firewalker and the memorial statue of Brenda Fassie. However, Muholi does not simply reduce 

women to a black silhouette nor to one particular aspect of their identities. She exemplifies the 

everyday Black African woman through rendering herself (a Black South African woman) 

visible and providing her community with meaningful representation. Muholi’s Ntozakhe II 

becomes an ode to a forgotten group by the government. Thus Muholi’s allusion to the Statue of 

Liberty can be understood as her wanting freedom, democracy, and human rights for this 

marginalized group—rights that were promised yet unreceived in post-apartheid South Africa. 

II. Domestic Workers  
To understand why Notzakhe II is a powerful photo for domestic workers, we must 

understand the hardships they have experienced and still experience. Research discussing South 
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African domestic workers is limited, especially an comprehensive study. Most scholars have 

worked on domestic work within specific areas including the Western and Eastern Cape. Due to 

the location of Ntozakhe II in Parktown, a historically wealthy white suburban neighborhood of 

Johannesburg, along with Muholi’s Zulu heritage, I will mostly consider the history of 

Johannesburg and the Eastern Cape.81 

 The ways in which domestic service became a predominantly Black women institution 

rely on many intersectional factors including racism, class, and sexism. Originally during the 

mid-nineteenth century, slaves were the subjects of domestic work including the local Black 

African population (the Khoi, San, Xhosa, and Zulu) but also slaves from nearby countries and 

even Asians.82 White immigrants also served as domestics, however white settlers preferred 

Black slaves as it was cheaper and more “fitting for them” to perform menial labor than other 

white people.83 

  In the late nineteenth century, the majority of domestic workers in Johannesburg 

comprised European white women and African men.84 The latter group became dominant due to 

the increase of a migrant labor workforce and the limited supply of European white women. The 

former of the two reasons was caused by settler colonialism; white settlers forced African 

societies off their farmland, leading Black African men—predominantly Zulu—to migrate to 

urban centers and seek employment in mines, manufacturing, and most of all domestic service.85  

Black African women, who also worked on settler farms, were excluded from migrating due to 
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their culture’s own pre-existing gender binary idea of female/male work that was only further 

reinforced by colonial legal codes.86 This delay of African women becoming a migrant labor 

force, among other reasons, caused the delay of the urbanization of African women’s work.   

  Zulu men soon became ubiquitous as “houseboys” in the Johannesburg area, yet this 

changed at the turn of the century. Reports from Johannesburg in the 1910s revealed an increase 

of African men being accused of sexual assault and rape by their white women employers—

leading to a scare known as the “black peril.”87 In response, the local government recommended 

white householders to dismiss their “houseboys” and replace them with women—Black South 

African women. This recommendation from the state worked for the white population in two 

ways: 1) it freed Black African men from domestic work to do other work that helped with the 

urbanization and standard of living for white people, and 2) it began state-control sanctions over 

Black African workforces leading to the state establishment of apartheid.  

 As a result of the so-called “black peril,” domestic services became dominated by African 

women who quickly became a vulnerable and marginalized group. While their white, mainly 

European, woman counterparts opted for better paying jobs, African women had no such 

freedom. They were excluded from clerical work and from becoming shop assistants.88 They 

were also excluded from skilled trades and industrial occupations due to the Bantu Education Act 

of 1953, Act No 47 blocking Africans from receiving an education that would “empower them to 

aim for skilled work and professional positions.”89 The act only equipped them with skills to 

serve other Black Africans in rural towns or to work in laboring jobs under white people. 
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Although this affected all Black Africans, men still qualified for higher paying jobs including 

“building and mining artisans’ assistants, electric wiremen, woodworkers, and surveyors’ 

assistants.”90 Importantly, apartheid continued to politically formalize gender job occupations by 

forcing women, particularly African women, to labor solely within the domestic sphere. 

Although there was a gradual increase of African women in other occupations, they still earned 

less than their African men and white females, even if they had the same educational 

background.91   

 Once African women were systematically forced into domestic work, they were also 

regulated into becoming live-in servants during the 1950s and 1960s. It was hard for African 

women not to be a live-in servant as there were laws to maintain and control the influx of Black 

Africans into the Johannesburg area. The South African Pass Law required domestic workers to 

obtain work permits to remain in white urban areas.92 African women had to seek permission to 

work in the city, and if they were married, permission from their husband. They then had to 

obtain two different permits—one to live in the white area of the city and the other to sleep on 

the employer’s premises. Lastly, they had to be confirmed as a legal resident of the area in which 

they worked before their employer could register them with the Bantu Administration Board.93 

Essentially these strict regulations imposed onto domestic workers allowed for the state to, first, 

place and later, restrict African women to particular areas.  

 Many white employers bypassed these regulations though and hired “illegal” workers off 

the street, requiring them to hand over their pass or reference book to prove their illegal status—
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an act that inherently bonded domestic workers to their employers.94 Thus the state exploitation 

of African women carried over as they were now dependent on their employers to survive and to 

legally live in the Johannesburg area—placing them in a vulnerable situation. Being at the mercy 

of their employer, African women were limited in what they could do and say. They were 

deprived of freedoms including having a family life, reasonable working hours, time to pursue 

social and leisure interests, and negotiate pay.95 Living under these conditions where one is 

powerless to live a meaningful life is bound to affect a domestic servant’s psyche and self-

perception. 

 Specific ways in which African women were made to feel diminished and concealed as 

domestic workers can be seen in their living arrangements and their acts of labor. Within the 

domestic sphere, African women performed many, if not all, household duties for their 

employers who were mainly white women.96 House rules divided the house into two coexisting, 

intermingling spheres, one of domesticity (the white sphere) and the other labor (the African 

sphere).97 Although domestic workers existed in the white sphere, they were to remain unseen 

and unheard. Even the way houses were constructed, including the mansions in Parktown, 

supported this racial divide amongst white and black, creating an invisibility of African women. 

Suburban homes had rooms located in the backyard, attached to the garage, garden shed, and/or 

workroom. By law, these backrooms had to measure eight by ten feet, allowing little more than a 

twin bed, wardrobe, and stool.98 These backyards were not large enough for these unwanted 

shacks to be hidden causing homeowners to match the backroom exterior to the exterior of the 
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main house.99 Excluding African women to the outside as well as wanting their labor but not 

their “being” exemplifies the controlled and suppressive environment they had to exist in just to 

make a living for themselves and, in some cases, for their families.  

 Control over the uniform and appearance domestic workers was another way white 

women controlled African women. The typical uniform for a woman domestic worker consists of 

an over-the-knee-length overall with a three-pocket construction and plastic buttons; the poly 

cotton uniform is either a light pink or blue.100 Sometimes African women would wear an iduku, 

similar to the one seen in Ntozakhe II. In Alude Mahali’s article, “Maid to Serve ‘Self-

Fashioning’ and the Domestic Worker Trope in Contemporary South Africa,” Mahali discusses 

the domestic worker trope in relation to current South African culture—particularly within the 

political activism of the Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF). Mahali uses Pierre Bourdieu’s 

theory of habitus to understand the personal and political significance of the domestic worker 

dress. Mahali explains how the dress for domestic workers has become a form of symbolic 

violence—it causes the wearer to feel insignificant and to only embody the role of “the help.”101 

The subtle and symbolic measures to distinguish the employer from the employee is a display of 

status, class, and power—as if being a Black African woman was not enough to signify 

difference. When a domestic worker walked in the streets of Johannesburg, everyone instantly 

would recognize her status as a domestic and treat her as such—forcing African women to 

conceal their true identity and feel ashamed of their professional identity. Diminishing their 

being, self-perception, and self-worth, African women become even more powerless by way of 

working in a private home where they are subjugated to the lifestyle, labor demands, and 

punishments of their employer. 
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 The treatment of African women by white women grounds itself within a struggle 

between race and class. This tension reflects in Ntozakhe II as Muholi creates multiple black and 

white binaries, both visually and metaphorically. Muholi’s choice of photographing her overly-

blackened body against a white background produces a sharp contrast that coerces viewers to 

confront her blackness. It is a way to subvert the history of African woman domestic workers 

being concealed by the white institution of apartheid and the post-apartheid government ignoring 

their narratives. Putting her black body in front of a white background symbolically represents 

the idea of placing herself, her identity, her freedom of self-fashioning before whiteness 

heightens her importance, and her monumentality. If the background were any other color, 

Muholi would instantly be lost within the image, vanished within the void. 

 Today, domestic work remains the largest sector of employment for Black South African 

women—keeping the class and race structure in tact from the apartheid era. Even with the 

mandates of the post-apartheid constitution that seem to be progressive and open to women, it 

still largely fails at implementing laws that would safeguard them as employees.  As Cock said in 

her pivotal book, “Maids and Madams,” the problems of domestic servants are generated by a 

system which does not operate in their interests.102  Domestic workers are among the lowest paid 

and most vulnerable due to their employers lack of awareness to labor regulations or their 

unwillingness to comply with laws which they are able to ignore due to their constitutional right 

to a private home; therefore domestic workers are stuck in the margins. 

 Domestic workers continue to be exploited and forgotten as South Africa continues to 

evolve into a ‘democratic’ nation. The neglect of domestic workers is exactly why Muholi uplifts  

and empowers these laborers that have been burdened with the weight of invisibility and labor 

                                                
102 Cock, Maids and Madams, 319. 



 44 

performed by African woman. Muholi understands the political plight of domestic workers in 

South Africa and challenges the status quo of who South Africa chooses to recognize and 

commemorate within the larger discussion of nation-building.  

 Statues represent glorified memories whether they be notions of bravery, justice, 

sacrifice, or notions of death and remembrance of people who lost their lives to a violent event. 

In Ntozakhe II, Muholi glorifies normal, everyday Black African women working in unfair, 

vulnerable jobs. At the least, these women are being doubly oppressed via racism and sexism, yet 

there remains a lack of attention to this group—a lack of positive, empathetic rhetoric centered 

around their lives and work. People do not associate the job of domestic work with glorified 

buzzwords such as bravery or sacrifice due to their work being gendered—thus they will never 

be remembered as such. Ntozakhe II provides visual rhetoric to woman domestic workers by 

uplifting them and providing them empathy and hope that their community will be free one day. 
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Untitled I (Durham) 

  

In Untitled I (Durham), Muholi faces forward towards the camera (Figure 20). She wears 

a black wide-brimmed wicker hat, revealing the edges of her hair. Her clothing comprises a 

black sweater covered with mismatching, distressed circular shapes. Peaking from beneath her 

sweater appears a shortened white collar that matches a reversed tie in front of her chest, both of 

which seem to be fashioned out of a cloth napkin. Behind Muholi’s figure stands a tree trunk 

where neither the roots or branches can be seen. Muholi tips her head back to her proper left, 

exposing her neck, whilst gazing towards the viewers. Her low eyes are slightly distinguishable 

from her purposefully over-darkened skin. The light dashes across her face—highlighting her 

forehead and cheekbones. The most striking feature of this photograph is Muholi’s whitened, 

overdrawn lips which greatly contrasts with the color of her skin. Her lips become the focal point 

of the composition as her tilted head combined with the lighting immediately draws the viewer’s 

eyes to her lips. These combined elements of blackened skin and overdrawn lips are suggestive 

of blackface minstrelsy—an American theatrical tradition rooted in racism and class distinctions. 

 Although the entirety of Somnyama Ngonyama can be understood as a performance, this 

particular photo actually appropriates a form of American performance theater—Blackface 

minstrelsy—that began in the early nineteenth century. It is a tradition that has never truly left 

American culture, embedding itself into literary and visual sources becoming a cultural site of 

how Blackness and Black identity was politically shaped by white Americans.103 In this chapter, 

I will discuss Muholi’s blackface performance in conjunction with her Black South African 

                                                
103 Stephen Johnson, "Introduction: The Persistence of Blackface and the Minstrel Tradition," introduction to Burnt 
Cork: Traditions and Legacies of Balckface Minstrelsy (n.p.: University of Massachusetts Press, 2012), 2, 
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identity while also contextualizing the role of blackface minstrelsy in forming an excessive 

definition of Blackness. By understanding the ambivalent nature of minstrelsy performances and 

how American Black identity was shaped, I argue Muholi undermines blackface minstrelsy 

history and its effects on racial formation by displaying the heterogeneity of Black identity and 

the ambivalence of “performing Blackness.” 

 Although blackface minstrelsy was not an American invention, America grabbed onto the 

idea and created an entire theatrical culture around it. The origins of minstrel performances lie in 

mid-eighteenth-century England with Charles Dibdin's “negro impersonation” of his character, 

Mungo.104 Within the United States though, three men—Thomas Rice, Dan Emmett, E.P. 

Christy—are generally credited to be founders of blackface minstrel performances.105 It is 

interesting to note that these three men also had many commonalities including that they were all 

northerners (except for Emmett), most came from middle-class families, they all rejected the 

normalized Protestant lifestyle in favor for the entertainment world, and lastly, through their 

“wanderings” in America, had direct contact with the music and dance of Black slaves in the 

lower Mississippi Valley.106 Dale Cockrell argues that these earlier blackface performances did 

not have a particular racial intent, and that they instead reflected the changing times of America 

causing performances to evolve into racist, negative depiction of Black Americans. The ways in 

which blackface minstrel performances were racist include skin darkening through the use of 

coal-black makeup made from burnt cork as well as employing theatrical dialect and bodily 

transformations via primitivism and grotesquerie—all of which emphasized the unfit nature of 

                                                
104 Joseph Byrd, "Whitewashing Blackface Minstrelsy in American College Textbooks," Popular Music and Society 
31, no. 1 (2009): 77, doi:10.1080/03007760802207882. 
105 Annemarie Bean, James Vernon Hatch, and Brooks McNamara, eds., Inside the Minstrel Mask: Readings in 
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106 Ibid., 69. 
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Black people in American society.107 1842 became the year that saw the switch Cockrell refers 

to: originating from general socio-political commentary through performing just ‘the Other’ to a 

combination of socio-political commentary and racist representations of Black people. In fact, 

the term ‘minstrel’ was not used until the 1840’s, when the rise of established blackface minstrel 

troupes first occurred.108 Before then, blackface performers were individual, comedic 

performances for folk theater—they were short in length and more carnivalesque. 

 One of the aforementioned minstrel performers, Thomas Dartmouth “Big Daddy” Rice, 

constructed what became known as his signature character, ‘Jim Crow,’ which morphed into a 

stock character used in late-nineteenth/early-twentieth century. In 1832, Rice first performed this 

character in New York at the Bowery theater—catapulting him into stardom. He toured across 

America and even went abroad to Europe where his blackface performance was a popular 

“smash hit.”109 One of the versions of Rice’s “Jumpin' Jim Crow” sheet music contains a 

depiction of his character with text that states, “Mr. T. Rice as The Original Jim Crow” (Figure 

21). In this depiction, the figure stands in a contorted manner within a rural setting that 

comprises fenced-in land with two houses seen to the left, and numerous trees behind it, placing 

Jim Crow in a rural environment. His head slings back towards his right shoulder with his left 

arm raised above in a backwards acute angle. The other hand rests firmly on his jutted out hip 

and significantly large posterior. His raised left foot combined with his in-turned knees and bent 

body posture convey a sense of movement, as if the character is in the midst of singing and 

dancing. His tattered clothing consists of patches and holes including his left shoe, revealing his 
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toes. The character also wears a hat tipped to the side, disclosing black curly hair. The crooked 

posture seen in this character was a way for white Americans to distinguish themselves from 

Black people due to the fact that ‘proper white American gentlemen’ had refined postures and 

mannerisms as seen in the print “Songs of the Virginia Serenaders” which depicts the white 

minstrel performers as themselves on the bottom and, on the top, their blackface characters—all 

of whom are sitting down in a highly animated manner (Figure 22). The visual difference in 

depicting whiteness and Blackness in this print was one way white Americans defined and 

formed racial qualities and personalities for Black people. Even as I visually analyze this Jim 

Crow print, it becomes difficult to understand who and what exactly I am describing. Am I 

describing a depiction of Rice performing Jim Crow? Or, am I describing the character Jim Crow 

(a Black Man)? Attempting to discern between the two quickly points out the ambivalent nature 

of performing Blackness as it pertains to racial authenticity. Cockrell argues Rice’s blackface 

performance was rooted in theater as it was his background causing him to be “especially 

sensitive to the visual and theatrical aspects of blackface: the costume, the ways in which the 

body, movement, gesture, and physical disposition gave meaning.”110 Rice wanted to 

“authentically” mimic and portray a certain Blackness—one rooted in plantation slave culture. 

 This Jim Crow image is slightly similar to that of Muholi’s Untitled I as she wears a 

black sweater that appears tattered along with a hat tipped to the side. Yet instead of a happy go-

lucky facial expression and pose, Muholi’s appearance is grave and serious—forcing viewers to 

contemplate her clothing, and most of all, her darkened face and whitened lips. Her use of found 

material (white cloth napkins) to portray American colonial garb seems to be a theatrical attempt 

to imitate whiteness—reversing the power dynamics of white blackface minstrel performers. 

White blackface performers dressed in a certain style to enact what they thought of blackness, 
                                                
110 Cockrell, Demons of Disorder, 76. 
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and in Untitled I, Muholi returns the gesture as she mimics seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 

colonial dress to enact what she thinks of white Americans. White blackface minstrel performers 

continued to mock Black people as they would sometimes wear black clothing to represent black 

skin. Muholi could be doing the same through wearing a black sweater; however, she also wears 

a make-shift collar and tie (a reference to colonial garb) which could be understood as her 

ridiculing blackface minstrel history and, at the same time, revealing the absurdity of performing 

races via clothing.   

 Another stock character that formed prior to 1842 was the flashy, city dandy or ‘Zip 

Coon,’ first performed by George Washington Dixon in 1834.111 Zip Coon was the opposite of 

the southern slave Jim Crow character; it instead referred to northern Black dandies. The Black 

dandy character though did not appear in America first, but in England, by the aforementioned 

Dibdin and his “Mungo” blackface character. Dibdin as Mungo wore an outrageous “tight-

fitting, red and white striped silk suit,” with a sassy, back-talking comic personality and West 

Indian accent—a first for the London stage (Figure 23).112 This spectacular combination proved 

successful as the play Mungo appears in, The Padlock, became one of the most popular plays in 

eighteenth-century England.113 Mungo became so popularly associated with Black people that 

his name became slang for “negro slave.”114 Mungo’s definition later morphed into “a person of 

position or a swell,” in part due to Mungo’s eccentric outfit which influenced the way Black 

slaves were thought about by white people in terms of society and fashion.115  In Slaves to 

Fashion, Monica L. Miller argues that the Mungo character and its associated definition with a 
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‘swell’ led to the emergence of the first Black dandies, who redesigned the roles assigned to 

them by white people via their dress, style, and gestures.116 Miller’s argument is important to 

think about in relation to American blackface dandy performances due to Mungo’s enormous 

success in American theater during the late-eighteenth century. Its popularity led America to 

engage with this particular representation of Blackness, placing it within the provenance of the 

American Black dandy.117 

 Another photo that Muholi took at the same time as Untitled I that reflects Black 

dandyism is Balindile (North Carolina) (Figure 24). Shot from the chest up, this photo portrays 

Muholi in a black suit with an animal-printed vest underneath a white collared shirt that is 

completed with a black bowtie. Her face appears overly-darkened similar to Untiled I (North 

Carolina) yet this time not only do her lips appear to be whitened but also the outline of her eyes, 

placing emphasis on her dull gaze. What captures the viewer’s attention the most in this 

photograph is her fantastical hairstyle that takes up half the photo. Muholi naturally has below-

shoulder dreads but in Balindile she has laced them with at least six donut bun hair accessories 

forming an abstract yet very excessive hairstyle. Muholi’s excessive style in this image relates to 

the Zip Coon character as well as other dandy figures such as the image of “Dandy Jim, from 

Carolina” which portrays a Black Dandy leaning on a cane wearing matching checkered pants 

and a vest (Figure 25). Over this flamboyant outfit, Dandy Jim wears a black overcoat. He stares 

into the mirror, reflecting on his dapper self; his hair slicks back into short wavy curls that appear 

slightly similar to the circular buns seen in Balindile. Blackface minstrelsy roots its performance 

in cross-dressing: white men playing Black men and sometimes white men playing Black men 

playing Black women. Thus by Muholi being a Black woman playing a Black man playing a 
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white man—she further complicates and reverses the power, gender and sexuality dynamics that 

blackface minstrelsy encompasses.  

 Together these two stock characters, accompanied with their music and dance, laid the 

foundation for later white blackface entertainers that formed into established blackface minstrel 

troupes that included the Virginia Minstrels, the Ethiopian Serenaders, and Christy’s 

Serenades.118 These troupes performed full-length shows in established theaters with several 

different musical dance routines that included both Jim Crow and Zip Coon characters. However 

the Zip Coon character became politically problematic for white Americans because it 

“represented” northern Black dandy communities that actually existed. Well-to-do northern 

Black people dressed in ‘refined’ fashions in order to combat negative imagery and stereotypes 

such as the Jim Crow minstrel character. It was a way for them to negotiate the specificities of 

their location within American life, however this new class of Black people became offensive to 

elite, middle-class, working-class, and immigrant white people.119 

  More specifically the working-class did not want to see Black Americans thrive which 

explains the initial popularity of the Zip Coon character in late-nineteenth century. It was a way 

for white Americans to mock Black people and to fight against their social mobility by 

essentially stating via theatrical performance that Black people will always be inferior no matter 

their dress—forming a distinct, negative identity for Black Americans.     

 Interestingly enough, Zip Coon and other Black dandy performances soon began to 

decline after the Civil War (1861-1865). Instead, blackface minstrel shows began to portray the 

nostalgic days of slavery. Miller argues that the Zip Coon character simultaneously revealed and 

repressed white people’s anxieties about race, class, gender and sexuality which quickly led them 
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to favor the portrayal of Black people in a sentimental “good ol’ time” mode rather than an 

emerging Black middle class “dandy” group—creating and preserving the binary of white 

domination and Black subordination.120 All Black people were now being configured into one 

categorical box of southern slave culture. Moreover, it is also important to understand how the 

Zip Coon was created to mock and mimic a Black man imitating a white man via ‘respectable’ 

clothing and appearances. What class was the imitated white man? Were all white Americans 

dressing and acting in similar ways—the ways in which elite Black communities were imitating? 

The answer to the last question led to the elimination of the Zip Coon character  due to the 

discomfort and insecurity of white working and lower class Americans.121 Black dandies were 

ultimately a cultural critique of perceived white decadence—it only furthered status and class 

anxieties between: 1) white people 2) white and Black people, and 3) Black people.122 

 Concurrently, the late nineteenth century also saw the emergence of scientific race 

scholarship  (Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species was published in 1859) and the 

aftermath of the industrial revolution—i.e. America’s modernization, urbanization, and 

factorization of its cities. America’s changing urban landscape only fueled the desire to preserve 

whiteness and class distinctions; therefore, white Americans sought to stabilize a specific racial 

image of Blackness and Black people while simultaneously uplifting whiteness. Particularly it 

was the white working class that wanted to maintain their difference from Black people. In the 

late-nineteenth century, a massive wave of immigrants from Ireland and Germany came to 

America, transforming the American working class.123 First-generation white people and 
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immigrants were trying to survive in an unskilled labor force that also included first-generation 

free Black people.124 This  inclusive labor force created class tension and racial insecurity felt by 

members of the white working class because of the increasingly “functional and discursive 

interchangeability of Black people and working-class whites.”125 This resulted in Blackface 

minstrelsy performances becoming a coping mechanism and platform for white Americans to 

socially critique and comment on the changing racial and class dynamics of America.126 As 

things declined socially and economically for working white Americans, blackface minstrel 

performers extended their critiques (meaning  they exaggerated their character’s “Blackness”) in 

order to take refuge in the sentimental nostalgia of the older, simpler days and the feeling of 

superiority. 

 The performance of Blackness by white people reveals their desire to (re)present 

Blackness—ultimately producing a singular definition of Blackness. Black bodies and Black 

culture became a currency exchange between minstrel performers and their audiences—allowing 

for white Americans to define their own masculinity, class identity, and racial superiority.127 

These minstrel characters shaped and bounded American Black identities (particularly male) into 

either an obliging or obstinate manner which has caused racial stereotypes to form within (and 

from without) the Black community. The personalities of a ‘coon’ or ‘Uncle Tom’ came from 

this time period and continues to be used today within Black American culture to ridicule yet 

determine an ‘authentic’ Blackness. Muholi undermines these identities in both Untitled I and 

Bandile by complicating the white American definition of Blackness and Black people. Her 

Black South African heritage and identity does not fit into a Jim Crow or Dandy stereotype, let 
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alone even an ‘American Blackness,’ yet she portrays them—adding another layer to her 

performance. She blackens her face, whitens her lip, and engages with the histories of blackface 

minstrelsy and Black Americans to reveal the infinite identities that actually exist within 

Blackness and the Black race.  

 Interestingly, Black blackface minstrel performers were just as common and even more 

popular than white minstrel troupes after the 1840’s.128 Black blackface minstrel performers 

stressed their authenticity in their advertisements as they realized their greatest appeal was their 

race.129 To further distinguish and authenticate themselves from white blackface performers, they 

did not use burnt cork to darken their skin—as they were already Black.130 Yet in both of 

Muholi’s photos, she excessively darkens her skin—an exaggerated performance—that 

historically Black minstrel performers seldom did. Through this exaggeration, she reveals the 

ambivalent nature of performing an authentic Blackness. The ambivalence Muholi asks viewers 

to question and judge is reflected in Homi Bhaba’s Of Mimicry and Men which discusses the 

discourse of mimicry and how it is constructed around ‘ambivalence.’131 In order for mimicry to 

be effective, it must continually produce its slippage, its excess, and its difference.132 Muholi’s 

excessive blackface minstrel performance represents Bhaba’s ambivalence through enacting 

white America’s desire to be ‘the Other,’ an other rooted in a white American definition of 

Blackness. Yet Muholi is not a Black American, she is a Black South African. Therefore, she is 

not ‘the Other’ that white Americans desire, as her blackness is not related nor rooted in 
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American slave plantation culture. Thus Muholi complicates the idea of performing Blackness 

within American blackface minstrelsy history by revealing its overall ambivalence.  

 This chapter discusses the history of Blackface in the American context, however 

blackface performances can be found in other former colonies such as the Netherlands and 

Britain as well, such as Zwarte Piet discussed in chapter one. Blackface performances evolved 

during the nineteenth, twentieth, and twentieth-first centuries in disparate locations including 

Australia, Brazil, Jamaica, Puerto Rico, South Africa and more in which Catherine M. Cole links 

these manifestations to colonialism.133 Yet just as Cole argues that historicizing blackface 

minstrelsy needs to take a more global approach, she suggests that colonialism too needs to be 

dissected in ways that are particular to specific regions. In other words, colonialism looks 

differently in different parts of the world which then affects how blackface minstrel 

performances are developed and used in the formation of race globally. 

 This applies to the New Year festivals or ‘Coon Carnivals’ in Cape Town, South Africa. 

The Coon Carnival is primarily a colored people event within South Africa and includes singing 

and dancing in the streets while wearing colorful uniforms and makeup comprising either black 

and white or glittering colors (figure 26).134 There are different troupes in the parade that 

compete for several awards such as best choral singer, best dress, or best band performance.135 

The first traces of the Coon Carnival roots itself in late-eighteenth/early-nineteenth century on 

January 2nd—-the day colored slaves received a holiday break from their duties as well as being 
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the day South Africa abolished slavery in 1835.136 The roots of the parade transformed into 

today’s festival practices in part due to American blackface minstrel performers—particularly 

the aforementioned Christy’s Minstrels, who arrived in Cape Town in 1862.137 The ‘coon’ 

costume however did not appear in Cape Town minstrel practices until a Black blackface 

minstrel troupe—the Orpheus McAdoo Virginia Jubilee Singers—traveled to South Africa in 

1890.138 Not only did they inspire ‘coon’ imagery, they also inspired colored Capetonians to use 

Negro spirituals in their musical repertoire in conjunction with their heavy reliance on European 

opera music.  

 China Thelwell argues the “cooning” of the Coon Carnival came from the colored   

people’s desire in representing Black Americans and Native Africans in their performances.139 

Therefore the carnival can be seen as a way the colored community socially distanced 

themselves from those they saw as being a notch down on the South African racial hierarchy—

Black South Africans.140 Thus blackface tradition in South Africa helped form a racial distinction 

between colored people and Black South Africans. However, unlike the working white class of 

America, the role of the coon to colored people became one of ambivalence as it expressed self-

deprecation while at the same time creating a space of uniqueness for their mixed heritage and 

culture.141 Thus Cape Town’s Coon Festival can be understood as a cultural site of identity 

survival, as colored Capetonians systematically blended different cultural elements (white 

American, Black American, and European) to create a specific communal identity. 
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 By bringing in a different version of blackface minstrel performance, I wanted to reveal 

the ways in which Blackness and Black identity forms globally though always being cast as ‘the 

Other.’ Until the 1970s, American scholars viewed minstrelsy as authentically representing 

Black people’s “genius” of contentment and “simple” southern ways; however since then, the 

blackface minstrel genre has come to be seen as far more closely tied to whiteness than 

blackness.142 Throughout this chapter, we have seen the multiple ways in which white Americans 

differentiated and defined themselves away from Blackness and Black people while 

simultaneously expressing an ambivalent, anxious desire for Blackness. White Americans’ multi-

layered configuration of racism, cultural desire, and the policing of racial borders via blackface 

minstrelsy contributed to the racial formation of a new hegemonic whiteness that incorporated 

elements of Black culture while enforcing an essential racial difference.143 Using Blackface 

minstrelsy as a cultural site of how race was formed in America, Muholi’s Untitled I and Bandile 

photographs draw out the ambivalence of performing a Black identity through her insertion of 

her Black South African identity—complicating the racial formation of identities and stereotypes 

in America but also globally. 
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Conclusion 

  

This project originally began with my interest in seventeenth-century Dutch art. I wanted 

to look at the ways in which three contemporary artists—Kehinde Wiley, Maxine Helfman, and 

Zanele Muholi—reference seventeenth-century Dutch portraiture (emblematic of the Western art 

canon) as a segue way to critique, interrogate, or redefine race and representation. Through 

comparing these artists, I wanted to provide a deeper understanding of how artistic critiques 

against colonial and white supremacist practices have manifested differently across the world 

and, further, how these manifestations affect art and the formation of identity. However, upon 

traveling to South Africa, I became more interested in Blackness and how it operates differently 

in different countries due to the way South Africa “typed” my Blackness—I was firstly 

considered American, and secondly, considered colored. This led me to question how Blackness 

and Black identities have developed in different locations—particularly the Netherlands (my 

personal interest), South Africa (my first visit abroad), and the United States (my birth country).  

Zanele Muholi’s Somnyama Ngonyama became pivotal in my quest to understand 

Blackness and its ambivalences. By analyzing her photographs in conjunction with the histories 

of each locations, I have shown some of the different stereotypes and oppressions Black people 

experience across the world. By acknowledging how Black people are oppressed via their 

location-specific Blackness and Black identity, I have demonstrated that Black people’s 

experiences globally are interdependent, yet are still not equivalent. I argue Muholi provides this 

insight within Somnyama Ngonyama through her engagement with the racial histories and 

stereotypes formed through cultural, political, and economic “sites.” 
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 Overall, Muholi disrupts visual and historical narratives that have formed through white 

supremacy and colonialism. She questions and subverts the authority of who has the power to 

create and disseminate narratives through rendering herself, and her Black identity, visible in 

each location she visits. If the world continues to tell one side of the story, then that will be the 

only side we know. Muholi challenges these stories through Somnyama Ngonyama by providing 

the other side to each history and narrative she encounters—shedding light on global racism.  

.  
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Figure 1 Ich bin Schwarz, SXTN 

September 16, 2016 - Youtube Screenshot 
Director and Producer: Omid Mirnour 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 2 Ich bin Schwarz, SXTN 

September 16, 2016 - Youtube Screenshot 
Director and Producer: Omid Mirnour 
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Figure 3 Muholi, Muholi, Zanele Muholi 

(Amsterdam), 2014 
Gelatin Silver Print, 50 x 31.5 cm 

https://www.artsy.net/artwork/zanele-muholi-muholi-muholi-amsterdam 
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Figure 4 Portrait of Lisbeth Walichsdr and Daughter, Elisabeth, Jan Claesz 

Westfries Museum, 1602 
Oil on Canvas 
104 x 80 cm 
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Figure 5 Portrait of Maria Trip, Rembrandt van Rijn 

Rijksmuseum, 1639 
Oil on Canvas 
107 x 82 cm 
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Figure 6 Girl with a Pearl Earring, Johannes Vermeer 

Mauritshuis, The Hague, 1665-67 
Oil on Canvas 
46.5 x 40 cm 
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Figure 7 Adoration of Magi Triptych, Hieronymous Bosch 

Museo del Prado, ca. 1494 
Grisaille, Oil on Oak Panel 

147.4 x 168.6 cm (including frame) 
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Figure 8 Portrait of Marchesa Elena Grimaldi Cattaneo, Anthony van Dyck 

National Gallery of Art, 1623 
Oil on Canvas 

242.9 x 138.5 cm  
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Figure 9 Fantasy Interior with the Gerrit Schouten Family, Jan Steen 

Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art (Kansas City), ca. 1660 
Oil on Canvas 
84.77 x 101.12 
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Figure 10 Gaper Head, Todd P 

Herenstraat, Amsterdam, Holland, July 3, 2010 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/tp99z/4774193350 
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Figure 11 Zodwa I, Zanele Muholi 

(Amsterdam), 2015 
Gelatin Silver Print, 19.7 x 13.3 cm 

https://www.artsy.net/artwork/zanele-muholi-zodwa-i-amsterdam 
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Figure 12 Sint Nicholas en Zijn Knecht, Jan Schenkman 

(Front Page Book Cover), 1850 
http://www.dbnl.org/tekst/sche039sint02_01/ 
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Figure 13 Sinterklaasintocht, Floris Looijesteijn 

(Haarlem, Netherlands), November 18, 2012 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/florisje/8196635760/in/photostream/ 
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Figure 14 Ntozakhe II, Zanele Muholi 

(Parktown), 2016 
Gelatin Silver Print, 100 x 72 cm 

http://stevenson.info/exhibition/1440/work/9 
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Figure 15 Statue of Liberty, William Warby 

(New York City), November 13, 2007 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/wwarby/2229938017 
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Figure 16 Massa and Minah 2, Zanele Muholi 

2008 
C Print, 40 x 60 cm 

http://archive.stevenson.info/exhibitionsbs/muholi/massa1.htm 
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Figure 17 Firewalker, Gerhard Richter and William Kentridge 

(Johannesburg), 2009, 11m, Steel 
Photo By: Derek Smith, February 21, 2010 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/43066879@N06/4381573525 
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Figure 18 Lilian Ngoyi Memorial, Stephen Maqashela 

(Soweto, South Africa), 2006 
Photo By: Debbie Yazbek, Sunday Times 

http://sthp.saha.org.za/memorial/lilian_ngoyi.htm 
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Figure 19 Brenda Fassie Memorial, Angua van Zyl Taylor 

(Newtown, South Africa), 2006, 1570m, Bronze 
Photo By: South African Tourism, November 13, 2014 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/south-african-tourism/15598610429/in/photostream/ 
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Figure 20 Untitled I, Zanele Muholi 

(North Carolina), 2016 
https://www.instagram.com/p/BLNIpRkjuiA/ 
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Figure 21 Jim Crow Music Sheet, E. Riley 

(New York), 1833 
American Antiquarian Society 
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Figure 22 Virginia Serenaders Music Sheet, B.W. Thayer and Co. 

(Boston), 1844 
Boston Public Library 
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Figure 23 Charles Dibdin as Mungo in “The Padlock,” B. Clowes 

11.43 x 13.67 cm, Mezzotint, 18th-Century 
University of Illinois Theatrical Print Collection 
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Figure 24 Balindile, Zanele Muholi 

(North Carolina), 2016 
https://www.instagram.com/p/BL4nrfXD1rf/?taken-by=muholizanele 
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Figure 25 Dandy Jim, from Carolina, Firth and Hall 

(New York), 1843 
Brown University Library 
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Figure 26 Coon Town Festival, Henry Trotter 

(Cape Town, South Africa) 
http://www.henrytrotter.com/scholarship/minstrel-carnival.html 
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