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

Lerato Shadi’s work challenges common
assumptions to critique Western notions

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

deals with the politics of cultural erasure and
structural exclusion. She states: “It serves to
challenge myself, and hopefully my audience
as well, in how I/We are complicit in the
violence of historical erasure by not fighting
for a more inclusive and accurate historical
narrative. | realised that—by just blindly or
lazily accepting an inaccurate history—| would
be sanctioning the problematic dominant
narrative with my own inactivity.”



http://www.leratoshadi.art
mailto:studio%40leratoshadi.art?subject=Contact
https://www.instagram.com/studio.leratoshadi/
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Translation: “Who is (not) included in the structures of this institution”. Batho ba ha ba Tlhalonganye. Bundeskunsthalle, Bonn, 2023



BATHO BA HA BATLHALONGANYE

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

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

in our society and should also be asked

in institutions. Usually, decision-making
positions are held by people who have no
experience with discrimination. Those who
belong to a minority that has often been
discriminated against have worse chances,
for example, in education or in the workplace.
People who deviate from the norm of the
majority society feel this almost constantly,
whether through small gestures or through
gross discrimination. The cultural sector is no
exception, even if museums see themselves
as places of cultural diversity and equality.
But are the institutions and their decision-
makers doing enough to reflect on their own
structures and to be a place for everyone?
Bundeskunsthalle, Bonn







Left: | Know What a Closed Fist Means
Right and previous page: Batho ba Me (installation)

BATHO BA ME

Solo exhibition @ Kunstverein in Hamburg, 2020
curated by Tobias Peper

The title of the exhibition, Batho ba Me, is

a Setswana commmonplace specifically used
as an appeal in political speeches that can
be translated as “my people.” For a number
of years, Shadi has often used Setswana

in naming exhibitions and works. With

the choice of language alone, she poses
guestions about inclusion and exclusion: who
is being addressed and how, and who is not?
[...] The installation providing the exhibition’s
title shows the text “We the people” in black
font on a red background. This expression is
found in preambles of constitutions

around the world. With two neon elements,
Shadi sharpens these words into a question
targeted directly at the viewer: “Are we the
people?” For whom is the “we” claimed here
actually a reality and how is this “we” defined?
Shadi is referencing an essential discrepancy
between inclusion and exclusion that always
arises when communities are formed. “We”
is especially used in political discourses in
order to claim a feeling of community that
must always be critically questioned. [...] In
the exhibition the question being articulated
about belonging is different for every viewer
since it is closely connected to everyone’s
personal background. Four oversized
photographs of raised fists are

also on display. The position of the thumb
as well as the variety of associated levels of
meaning is different in each photograph.
Depending on the viewer’s own prior
knowledge and background, they may
evoke a simple gesture of good luck, sexual
innuendo, or the childhood game of stealing
a nose. [...] The work’s title, | Know What

a Closed Fist Means, contradicts the sheer
endless possibilities for interpreting the
individually raised fists. It is hardly possible
to claim to know precisely what a closed fist
means. Shadi makes it clear that knowledge
and experience are always connected to
one’s own perspective and cannot be easily
generalized. (T. Peper)






Above and previous page: Nkgono le Nna, neon light installation, two

parts and | Know What a Closed Fist Means (both 2020)

MARU A PULA IS A SONG OF HAPPINESS

Exhibition @ KINDL - Centre for Contemporary Art,
Berlin, 2020, curated by Kathrin Becker

The exhibition title refers to the song “Maru
a Pula” (rainclouds), which the South African
jazz and pop singer Letta Mbulu released in
1976 in exile in the United States, where she
found refuge from the apartheid regime in
South Africa. By quoting the first line of the
song, “Maru a pula is a song of happiness”,
Lerato Shadi refers to various perceptions of
the same phenomenon in different cultures:
rainclouds as harbingers of bad weather or as
the basis of rich harvests. Like | Know What
a Closed Fist Means, Nkgono le Nna (2020)

also plays with political symbols, which in
this case are based on an autobiographical
dimension: two walls are featuring neon
signs. One shows curved lettering—which is
the artist’s signature—while the other wall
carries a large neon X. Two outwardly very
different shapes seem to be juxtaposed here,
which can be linked to many associations.

In Shadi’s universe, the X marks a presence
and a subject, while the signature can attest
to personal identification, individual style, or
a trademark and is seen as an expression of
intention and—especially in the art context—
authorship. Shadi’s personal view of the work
is linked to the life of her great-grandmother,
represented by the X, to whom she symboli-
cally compares herself. The works title Nkgono
le Nna signifies “Grandmother and me”.






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

MARU A PULA IS A SONG OF HAPPINESS

Exhibition (@ KINDL - Centre for Contemporary Art,
Berlin, 2020, curated by Kathrin Becker

Series #1-4 is a series of new textile works
which are being shown for the first time in the
exhibition at the KINDL. Shadi relates aspects
of performativity to the qualities of the panel
picture and painting, with red crocheted
squares and rectangles sewn onto raw

linen (canvases) and mounted on stretcher
bars. This new series is also the result of a
strenuous, lengthy production process, which
the artist prepared for by fasting for several
days. This approach can be interpreted as a
connection between the length—inherent

in performance art—and the breathing and
living on which the production of the work is
based, and aspects of the panel painting.










DI SA BONWENG

Left and previous page: | Know What a Closed Fist Means,

large-scale photographic print on wooden panel, four parts, Solo exhibition @ blank projects, Cape Town, 2022
dimensions variable (2020)

Right: Series #2, Mosako wa Nako and Selogilwe (video)

The exhibition includes a selection of works words or phrases, her titles deliberately deny
ranging from installation to performance and  ready translation. For Shadi, they are both an
video. Di Sa Bonweng can be interpreted as assertion of her identity and a refusal to be
‘the unseen’, and in the context of Shadi’s ‘understood’ by the audience.

practice, the title opens up a multitude of

potential meanings related to that which

is invisible; those things that we cannot

(or choose not to) see, either due to our

intellectual biases or because they have

been excluded from systems of knowledge

production. Often comprised of Setswana



MOSAKO WA NAKO

GIVING CONTOURS TO SHADOWS
performance/installation @ Neue Berliner
Kunstverein (n.b.k.), Berlin, May-June, 2014
performance duration: 10 working days

NOKA YA BOKAMOSO

performance @ NATIONAL ARTS FESTIVAL,
Makhanda (South Africa), June-July, 2016
duration: 10 working days

performance (@ 14th Curitiba International Biennale
of Contemporary Art. September 2019-March 2020
performance duration: 8 working days

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

a practice that at once centralizes absent
(Black) bodies and invites viewers to publicly
participate in collective reflection. It is
grounded in rigorous research about language,
history, Black feminist imagination and
representation as well as somatic practices
that include breath-work, meditation and
nutrition. This multilayered engagement with
power dynamics and relationships to land,
labour and politics has been performed three
times thus far: in Makhanda during the South
African National Arts Festival (2016), in Berlin
at the Neuer Berliner Kunstverein and at the
14th Curitiba Biennial in Brazil (2019).

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



Ditlamelwana tsa Pula, performance and installation
Musée d’Art Moderne de Paris, July 10, 2021

Images: Elodie Ratsimbazafy



Ditlamelwana tsa Pula, performance and installation
Musée d’Art Moderne de Paris, July 10, 2021

Images: Elodie Ratsimbazafy
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DITLAMELWANA TSA PULA

In context of ‘The Power of My Hands, Afrique(s) :
artistes femmes, group exhibition, at the Musée d’Art
Moderne de Paris, July 10, 2021

Through a postcolonial feminist approach,
Lerato Shadi incorporates the marginalized
body into her works. She challenges Western
history while exposing the political processes
of cultural effacement and unlearning.

In Ditlamelwana tsa Pula, which is a
continuation of Seriti Se at Palais de la porte
dorée (Paris, 2021), she follows the trajectory
of engaging people about their bodies, making
violence visible. It requires the visitors to
confront their own limitations. (O. Burluraux)







Previous and following page: installation view: River of
Thoughts, Gallery Britta Rettberg, Munich, Sept. 2023

left: Tsela (2023), pen on raw linen (147 x 117 cm)
top: detail, pen on raw linen (2023)
Photos. D. Tacke

RIVER OF THOUGHTS

River of Thoughts - this is how Lerato Shadi
has titled the series of her new works. At first

glance, the river as a metaphor for the flow
of our thoughts may correspond to an even
and linear understanding of time. Looking

at the new paintings, however, a different
consciousness becomes clear. [...] While
writing, here conceived as a performative
act, the artist continually moves around

the picture surface, changing the direction
of looking and writing. Concepts such as
beginning or end become less important
here, while perspective plays an increasingly
important role. Different strands intersect
and in some places form condensations, like
a song that swells and then subsides. Then
again empty spaces, like undescribed fields of
the earth’s history or a silence around what

has long been forgotten or concealed.

Several loose beginnings and endings can

be found on the surface. A canon has not
only one beginning, but many - and it can

be sung endlessly. It is the circular song.
Tsela di Matlapa is what Shadi called the first
presentation of this body of work (Munich,
2023), after a South African folk song that
was often sung in her family. Translated, it
would mean something like “It’s a hard road,”
but that plays as minor a role as the content
of that writing, which is no longer legible. Even
before we can understand the meaning of
lyrics, and even if it never fully reveals itself to
us: The melody, as well as the way of singing,
transports its own level of meaning, which
remains independent of semantics.

Johanna Adam
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Left: Installing Seriti Se, Galerie Wedding, Berlin (2015)
Right: Seriti Se, wall performance-drawing/installation,
GoetheOnMain, Johannesburg (2016)

Previous page: Seriti Se, installation view, Palais de la porte
dorée, Paris (photo: Anne Volery, 2021).
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SERITI SE

Performance and installation

@ Galerie Wedding, Berlin (2015); GoetheOnMain,
Goethe Institut, Johannesburg (2016); Palais de la
porte dorée, Paris (2021)

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

gallery. The performance consists of the
audience being invited to choose a name
and paint over the chosen name. In the act
of erasing a name, the gallery space is turned
back to white. No information is provided on
who the women on the wall are; therefore it
becomes the duty of the one who is erasing
the name to take responsibility for the name
by further informing themselves.
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Previous page: Seriti Se, Palais de la porte dorée, Paris (2021)
Left and right: Seriti Se, performance-drawing/installation,
GoetheOnMain, Johannesburg (2016) and Galerie im Wedding,
Berlin (2015)



Left & Right: Marupeng, installation/space intervention and
neon-sign, Galerie im Turm, Berlin (2022)

MARUPENG

Installation (@ Galerie im Turm, Berlin (2022)

The title Maropeng comes from the Setswana
saying “Maropeng go a boelwa go sa
boelweng ke teng”. In Setswana, Maropeng
means “returning to the place of origin” or
“returning home”. Shadi radically transforms
the Galerie im Turm into a space that allows
us to reflect upon the relationship between
history, the present and the future. In an
expansive installation, we are confronted with
our own gaze. Shadi’s work visualises the
permanent unfolding of history in the here
and now. The moment of observation

raises questions about our own entangle-
ment and positioning in historical processes:
To what extent are my gaze and body
shaped by history? What experiences does
this facilitate, and what do | remain unable
to experience? What responsibility do we
bear towards our history and its presence

in today’s world? Shadi’s Maropeng is a
postcolonial and feminist return of the
question of the social situatedness of
knowledge and the never-ending possibility
of change and new beginnings.



Re Mautwana Gonyela, video still (detail)

RE MAOTWANA GONYELA

HDV — 1080p — single channel video work
colour [ audio [ 1T min. 15 sec. [ 2018

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

In Re Maotwana Gonyela, a figure completely
draped in red roams a landscape as the
personified spirit of resistance. Sometimes
they pause in contemplation, sometimes
they wander through the tall grass, then stop
again to perform mysterious movements.
Their intentions and actions remain vague,
oscillating between energetic and gentle
moments and underlining the ghostly
character of the figure. Apart from the figure,
nothing indicates human presence, so that
the scene has hardly any temporal or spatial
coordinates. Thus, the spirit of resistance

is detached from past, present and future
and inscribed in a landscape in which their
presence equally leaves their mark.

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



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

Sugar & Salt, video stills

SUGAR & SALT

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

The video Sugar & Salt shows a mother and
daughter who are licking sugar and salt from
each other’s tongues. Sugar being licked
and consumed off the mother’s tongue

and salt off the daughter’s tongue. The
backdrop is of a romanticized ornamental
pattern. The scenery acts as a vanishing
point for the camera lens, at the same time
the pattern creates a border between the
two generations. The video looks at inter-
generational relationships and narratives
while using two substances—one a
carbohydrate and the other a mineral—that
look the same but are structurally different to
thematise the interaction off screen.

vimeo.com/leratoshadi/suar-and—salt
password: sugar-and-salt



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

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

MOTLHABA WA RE KE NAMILE

HDV — 1080p — single channel video projection
colour [ audio [ 7 min. 30 sec. | 2016

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

that white slave owners placed over the
heads of their dehumanized workforce to
prevent them from swallowing dirt and thus
committing suicide—as a last gesture of
resistance. In the video, Shadi eats earth from
her homeland, gags, stuffs more into her
mouth, and gags again as tears roll down her
cheeks. The only part of her that is visible is
the section of her face from her cropped eyes
down to the shoulder area and the hands
that continue to stuff earth into her mouth.

vimeo.com/leratoshadi/motlhaba
password: motlhaba



https://vimeo.com/leratoshadi/motlhaba
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SELOGILWE

HDV — 1080p — single channel video work
colour | stereo sound [ 07:03:57 | 2010

In Selogilwe, Shadi sits and knits for seven

hours, labouring through and against the

difficult terrain of performativity and its

demands. Through a series of interlocking

loops, she simultaneously arrests time and

releases it. We’re made aware of its slowness,

its movement forward and backwards.

Through this work, the indefinite continued

progress of existence is made visible and time  video extract of 7 hours (4 min. 30 sec.):
is tested only to be reaffirmed. vimeo.com/leratoshadi/seloilwe



https://vimeo.com/leratoshadi/selogilwe

Mmitlwa, video stills (left, detail)

MMITLWA

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

The performance Mmitlwa is shot for video.
A female figure perched on top of a plinth all
focused and concentrated. The figure starts
to wrap her left hand, using masking tape
stacked on her side. This action of a single-
minded incessant rhythmic flow of twisting
movements is dominating the opening scene
of the video and peruses in a desperate race
to bind, confine and imprison the entirety of
her body—using the remaining free hand.
The trapped figure pauses in her agony. And
a reversal drive begins and—what the free
hand had accomplished before—becomes
now a frantic struggle, along with the
disruptive sound of tape being ripped of the
assaulted skin, and to free herself.

vimeo.com/leratoshadi/mmitiwa
password: mmitlwa



https://vimeo.com/leratoshadi/mmitlwa

Mabogo Dinku, video stills (left detail)

MABOGO DINKU

HDV — 1080p — single channel video projection
colour [ stereo sound | 6 minutes [ 2019

In the video Mabogo Dinku, Shadi’s hand
makes enigmatic gestures and she sings

a folk verse in Setswana. But she provides
no subtitles or guidance on what the words
and gestures mean because she is narrating
the un-narratable, the history of her people,
marginalised during apartheid South Africa.
The history she was taught at school is the
history of the coloniser, which she rejects,
so what history can she tell? Furthermore,
the translation of the language into English
or other dominant western language would
pay homage to western languages as the
universal one, continuing the boxing in of
others” mother tongues into the languages of
the “other”. Winnie Sze

vimeo.com/leratoshadi/mabogo-dinku
password: mabogo-dinku



https://vimeo.com/leratoshadi/mabogo-dinku
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Matsogo, video still (detail)

MATSOGO

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

The video Matsogo shows a pair of hands
crumbling a piece of cake and reforming

it into the same wedge shape that
references the original slice. Through the
process of moving from deconstruction

to reconstruction, the essence and
consumability of the slice of cake is
undermined and lost, as it is recreated

into an object, that resembles and has the
same elements, as the cake, but has lost
its function. The soundtrack combines
songs from two different popular Setswana
folktales. The songs are mixed together,
thereby confusing and convoluting the
narratives in such a way that there are three
to five characters in an ongoing polylogue,
which revolves around belief and disbelief,
trust and betrayal.

vimeo.com/leratoshadi/matsogo
password: matsogo



https://vimeo.com/leratoshadi/matsogo

lam / Ich bin

The oeuvre of Lerato Shadi revolves around a
recurring narrative of violence, contempt, and
disenfranchisement that no recorded history
testifies to, because the ones who experienced
it were not the ones who wrote history. It's not
about women'’s rights and struggles and white
feminism, but rather the obliterated life paths of
Black women whose voices were silenced, who
were never able to bear witness. It's about Black
feminism.

The actions that Shadi carries out in her videos
and performances are unpretentious—if, that is,
they are divested of all meaning: she crochets,
she writes, she eats, she kneads, she withdraws
and then shows herself. She is the focus and
remains concentrated, whether she’s at the center
of a video frame or performing in front of an
audience. She is a living entity, her hands and
head are moving in the frame. The performances
take time: hours, sometimes days. Red yarn
gives way to red or black writing, the textured
threads transform into handwritten text. Along
with red (signal, blood, energy), brown (earth,
property) and white (non-color, new beginning)
are dominant. The titles of her works are written
in Setswana, her mother tongue.

In 2010, when Shadi wrapped herself in a red
full-body cocoon that she’d crocheted herself
(TIhogo, Bern) and presented herself to the
audience for hours as a (breathing) sculpture

on a standard art pedestal, she embodied
precisely this institutionalized non-visibility of
the Black woman and artist. In the same year, in
a seven-hour-long video (Selogilwe), she sat on

a pedestal once again, this time cross-legged.
Here, the red yarn was reminiscent of an umbilical
cord hanging down from her abdomen, as though
it were her own body generating the red thread
central to her work. She crochets, for hours, to the
point of exhaustion. Wordlessly, she articulates
herself in a feminine technique as the yarn spirals
out into meter-long crocheting banners. In a
three-part video from 2016 (Moremogolo—Go
Betlwa Wa Taola), Shadi winds the red yarn
around her tongue. But before she chokes on it,
she spits it out again.

She formulates speech. In three large, body-
scaled circles, Shadi writes her biography onto
the wall in varying shades of red, intertwining
personal experience and historical event—and
then she erases the text immediately (Makhubu,
2016). She repeats this unauthorized inscription
into the future and its erasure three times. In
Seriti Se, a performance from the previous year,
she wrote dozens of names of successful Black
female physicists, singers, athletes, doctors,
politicians, etc. onto the gallery walls and

entrusted visitors with the ambivalent task of
assuming responsibility and erasing a chosen
name. Only those viewers who remembered the
name and researched it after the fact were able
to avoid taking on the ever-repeating role of the
perpetrator.

What it means to possess no history, and thus to
have no future, culminates in the video Motlhaba
Wa Re Ke Namile (2016) that Shadi filmed in her
native town, Lotlhakane: the work evokes the
so-called slave masks that white slave owners
placed over the heads of their dehumanized
workforce to prevent them from swallowing dirt
and thus committing suicide—as a last gesture of
resistance. In the video, Shadi eats earth from her
homeland, gags, stuffs more into her mouth, and
gags again as tears roll down her cheeks. The only
part of her that is visible is the section of her face
from her cropped eyes down to the shoulder area
and the hands that continue to stuff earth into
her mouth.

Shadi’s oeuvre distances itself from
objectification and intellectualization. She grew
up in South Africa, where apartheid wasn’t
officially abolished until 1994, and where

Black students are fighting to this day for the
decolonization of the curriculum and for equal
educational opportunities; where a major part

of the country remains in the possession of the
white minority. The students are in revolt against
disenfranchisement, humiliation, silencing,
individual and institutional exclusion, colonial
power relations, against the violence that has
failed and continues to fail to allow Black women
any sustained subjectivity in history, in the
present, or in the future. Shadi resists the colonial
language; she hums the songs of her childhood
as her hands crumble a slab of rich, oily chocolate
cake on a page of the Financial Times. She digs
into the knowledge of her predecessors and
reassembles burnt pages back into a book: Mosi
Ke O Ne. ... (2018).

“I am because you are” carries like a red thread
throughout Shadi’s oeuvre—the Ubuntu that
was reanimated and that inspired such hope
during South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation
Commission, but which failed to grant justice to
the individual. The victims, once again, remained
the humiliated. Shadi appears in her work as
a solitary figure, as an individual, proud and
silent, severe and contemplative, statuary, yet
possessing agency—bearing in mind a history and
a present in which she doesn’t merely speak for
herself alone.

Angelika Stepken (2018), former director

of Villa Romana, Florence, Italy
translation: Andrea Scrima
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