The Star E-dition - The Star Late Edition - 22 May 2013 - P

The Star  WEDNESDAY MAY 22 2013

http://thestar.newspaperdirect.com/epaper/services/OnlineP...

15

African art exhibitio
in America brings m
down to eart

| went all the way to Washington to speak to our
own Strijdom van der Merwe and understand his installation
and the poignant things it says about land reform

LINDA
DE JAGER

PINTEREST: Artist Strijdom van der Merwe has erected huge red pins in these gardens in an installation that explores territories, boundaries and land ownership.

ARTH matters and that is why I jumped to tallised an intense relationship with its forms and

man, told me that the National Museum of ~and cle:
African Art’s first major exhibition of ~the land will be first.”

African Land Art would coincide with my visit to

Washington DC last month. reform and how people adjust to this ever-changing

The National Museun of African Artis dedicated landscape with this artwork.

exclusively to the collection, conservation, studyand  And he placed his work in a broader context.

exhibition of Africa’s traditional and contemporary ~ “The desire to mark and map the earth, thereby ~ “Or, as

arts.

that one of my favourite South African artists, and you are earthed
Strijdom van der Merwe, had the rare privilege of  “Once this privilege is taken away from you, you  the s

“In the modern world and in the aftermath of
attention when an artist friend, Anni Sny- ~shapes. With this artwork, you hear his voice loudly ~ colonialism and the Industrial Revolution, land
1y once more: “First was the land - always ~ reform continued around the world, from the Mexi-
can Revolution to Communist China to Bolivia to
He reflects on our country’s tumultuous land ~ Zimbabwe and Namibia.

“In the 20th century, many land reforms emerged
as part of a particular political ideology such as
communism or socialism.
can be seen in the 19th century in
makingita place of your own, is a universal human  colonised states, colonial governments changed the

T have to admit the real reason I got into a taxi urge. The world is a multiplex mosaic of cultural laws of landownership to consolidate their pol
heading to the famous Independence Avenue was marks. If you have land, you are rooted, you belong ~ power or to support their imperialist economies.
Strijdom says we are still struggling to overcome  Land Art in Washington DC.
s left behind by colonialism and we can be

STAKEHOLDER: Van der Merwe is a key attraction at the National Museum of African Art's current exhibition of
PICTURES: LINDA DE JAGER

adorning the front pavement with his reflection on  find yourself stranded in a no-man’s land. You are  sure that the next land reform claims are already in

this theme. It was a prime spot. And a clear sign of uprooted and have become a nomad in search of —the making for future generations.
long as some of us possess the land and oth-

the high international esteem in which his art is your roots.

had them. And some images linger even longer.
Thumbs up to the combined effort of all those

Linda de Jager is an award-winning television producer,
currently producing for Carte Blanche. To listen to the

held. “Land reform has been a recurring theme of ers don’t, there will be differences and there willbe ~ who were involved in making this conversation pos-  interview with Strjidom van der Merwe as well as Michael

Anything that fosters worldwide conversation enormous consequence throughout world history, people claiming their stake of the land.

1 left DC and arrived home to the news that my
care for it, is something I vow to support with my narrated in the Old Testament and the epics of father was considering selling the farm in Namibia's
Ancient Greece or the turning point in 133 BCE  desert landscape that I knew so well as a child, its  of the world are once more turning to Africa through to January 5, 2014. For those who cannot travel to
Gone are the days when wildlife/environmental when the Roman Senate passed the Semproninan  barren emptiness so much partof my identity. Tfelt because of its wide open spaces and arid land.
se of intense loss
plains. Today, there is always a human in the picture ~of the end of the Roman Republic. Some conve

about owr relationship with the land and how we dating back, for example, to the ancient histories

humble penny’s worth.

documentaries featured herds of animals on grassy Law, whichled to the wars which were the beginning ~ a sel

~areality we have to come to terms with, accept and

ersations continue long after we have  a vigil, armed only with good intent.

s]ble within the African context, but on American  Moussa-Adamo, ambassador of the Gabonese Republic's

unique vision on behalf of the Gabonese government, visit

wuh food security a worldwide concern, theeyes  www.endgamemedia.co.za. The exhibition continues
Washington DC, Strijdom will also be contributing new

custodians keep a night watch, instead of  work during the Site_Specific event in Plettenberg Bay from
August 10 to 17. Read more at wwwisitespecific.org.za

May

manage. This exhibition was a conversation I
wanted to be part of.

Eddi Burke, dynamic communications officer;
confirmed it’s the first time land or earth art by
African artists is assembled at the National Mall.

He opened his door with enthusiasm on short
notice to reveal the gems before its official launch.
It s tipped as “the first major exhibition exploring
the ways in which African artists and communities
mediate their relationship with me land upon which
they live, work and frame their days”

This is must for anybody interested in African
art. “The exhibition includes works by internation-
ally recognised artists from the continent and dias-
pora who draw on the land for inspiration, including
El Anatsui, Ghada Amer, Sammy Baloji, Wangechi
Mutu, Allan deSouza, Ingrid Mwangi and William
Kentridge.”

You need time to appreciate this superhuman
effort by Johnnetta Betsch Cole, National Museum
of African Art director, and Karen Milbourne, the
curator. The exhibition involves more than 40 artists
from 24 African nations, including quite a few other
excellent South African artists like Christine Dixie,
Ledelle Moe, Georgia Papageorge and Younes
Rahmoun.

Pay-as-you-go Single Train Fares

Pay-As-You-Go Bus Fares

= Fares

. ot e 19 20 o P s B G

S SRS valid1June 2013

54 .(f)fff peak

But I'was there to find Strijdom to explain his art-
work to me - art occupying the dimensions of a very
small garden.

In spite of its obvious aesthetic appeal, it is diffi-
cult to figure out its meaning: how could red pins on
grass fit in with the theme of this exhibition?

Says Strijdom: “With this work, I'm showing the
earth rolled back (or an ideology, a culture or a land
reform process is made transparent) to reveal the
original landscape hidden underneath the current
surface. The red pins symbolise the stake of those
claiming the land and refer to historical processes
marking the land. Every generation will claim what
it believes belongs to them and the simultaneous
exposure of the original landscape opens up layers
of historical meaning.”

This is the creative voice of Van der Merwe in full
surprising force.

I eventually found him (predictably outside) in
the beautiful garden area in front of the museum sit-
ting on a bench, staring straight ahead, seemingly
with all the time in the world, amid the buzz and
hype before the launch.

And I sat down next to the same patient, even-
tempered individual that I remembered filming 15
years before, when he was virtually unknown
maybe with a few more wrinkles (must be the end-
less hours in the sun) and a steadier gaze that comes
with the quiet confidence that world acclaim brings.

Strijdom was born and grew up on a farm on the
highveld. His early childhood, close to the land, crys-
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