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On thí! moniiiig ol' llie 2nd of October 

1990 Nicliolas Cruise received a package 

contaiiiiiig a coiiiputer that lie had lo 

repair. The job didii't at all surprise him 

because llial was precisely what he had 

been doing duririg the past Ivvo moiuhs 

witli a Durban based computer 

cornpany. I le Uierel'ore confidently 

0|)ened llie package. When he did so the 

bomb llial woiihl kill him ex|)loded. The 

incideiit causcd qiiile a scandal, not so 

inurli diie lo the assassination. bul to 

the slrange way in which the supposcd 

murd(;rers inade everybody forget their 

victiin. presenling theiiiselves as 

prolagoiiists of a political action. and 

deinandiiig, wilh a liiinger strike 

¡ncliided, that the polilieal ainiiesty then 

declared should also íaNoiii' ihein. 

Tlie dead man retired to iho 

background, went into an absent 

terrilory, frorn where even the most fiard 

workhig historian probably couid never 

rescue him. An archaeological initiative 

was necessary, an cxcavation in 

History's back yard, in order to recover 

his iost identity. This archaeological task 

was projected as artistic action. 

According to Linda Givon. \X'ilma 

Cruise's works on the .\icholas case, 

"are rclated lo .Nicholas, yet they also go 

iniicli further. Thev are ncithcr porlraits 

or ilhislralions. They are a shot in ihe 

dark". Evidcntjy, in a Ivpe of artistic 

invcstigation that froni a thematic point 

of vicw resls on documcnts, Wihria 

Cruise resorts to figuralion. Wilh his 

sculptures life size the artist créales a 

kind of scenographic monlage, wilh a 

syinbülic criterion, a narrativo of crinie. 

Contorled bodies, bound with wire, 

dismembered, faceless, are some of ihe 

cffects tlial Wihna Cruise incorporales 

as rcsources to créate impact, and 

simultaneously to sleer away from 

anecdote. Her characters adopt an 

impersonal appearanco, and the 

circumslances that surround each work 

conle.xtuahzes the messages. Enquiry is 

the starling point for the artist, yet she 

tries to avoid the resuhs being a 

straightforward transcriplion of the 

incident, Wilma seis oul lo rewrile the 

acknowlcdged story. Whal's more, the 

artist altemps to conceptualizo the 

effects of violence, using extremely 

direct codes, that rnake the rubbt'd out 

faces refer to the annulment of identity 

and the alienation of the individual 

under the power of state repression and 

mutilalion, becomes a symbol of 

violence. Thus, this excavalory task 

occurs al two levéis: at a level of 

physical aggression (of which Nicholas's 

death is only an individual example, and 

as such only a prelexl), and, at another, 

of the violation of individual valúes in 

an alionating médium. 

From its postmodern atlilude, this 

propositioii lakes for granled the 

implicil ca|)ac¡ty of contemporary art for 

reconciling the preserU to a past that has 

previously undcrgone crisis; to restore 

diluled, fragmenled and marginaliscd 

idenlities bel'orehand. 

The denial of history as a system is 

followed by the irnplementatiou of 

archaeology as method. This is whal has 

given posl-modernism that "ariti-

historical historicisr' allure, givon tho 

contradiclory ompliasis on a past that is 

CENTSO AtlANlICO DI * ! t í MOCKfNO 

file:///icholas


\Vilm;i (iniisc. (lourti'sv Crnlrii Win-cili) l.iiiii. 1.11 I l:ili:iii:i 

riciííili'il ¡líí xalld (liscduísc. \ ci 

pcisliiiodcfilisiii iiol (uiK (IcKcs inlo llic 

¡riliiiilc (l¡^('in's¡\ciii'ss ol ¡dcdlduical 

ll¡.-.l()r'\. ¡I riol oriK I(]\s willi llic 

|)().s^¡l)¡l¡l\ ol slaliiiü lile ali'i'adx slalcd. 

Iiiil alsci. aiul ¡II no Icss s\ slcmalic a 

inaiiiici'. willi llic |H)s^ll)ilii\ oí -.av iiig 

llic iiiisaid. d¡hC(j\i'i¡iig icMiial and 

¡dcolduical ai'cas llial IKINCII I IICCII 

¡ii.sliliili(jiial¡/cd l)\ l i isloi\. 

I coiild a|i(iro|>iali' dic ¡dea ol l'diicaull 

iii llic sciisc llial •aichacdloglcal 

d('sci¡|)l¡dii ¡s a|)|ilical)l(' wlicii il cdincs 

Id inakiiiu a liislors llial (lilíci's lioiii 

w lial has hiM'ii said and also adding 

llial \\c can also wiilc a IIÍSIOIN d í l h c 

iiiislalcd. Bddi ¡nlcnlldiis can he 

allrilinlcd (o poslinodcni a i l . I hese 

iiilcnlidiis cdiiícr a dillcicnl sciisc lo llic 

ddcinncnlal. llial slops hciiit; IIIITC íacl. 

and liccdini's shnnlacinni. aii inicdiicd 

rcaliu llial picscrilics ils d\\ 11 rules ol' 

rcailiiiíi and ¡nlcipii'lalidii. 

riic lionndarx liciwccn llic inircal and 

llic real licconics hliiri-cd. Sncli is ilic 

case willi lile work oí . lanc Alcxandcr. 

wlid ¡iilcrcslcd jii c rca l inga Iriilliíiil and 

cdii\inc¡iig iinanc. ncxcrlliclcss rcsorls lo 

llic incla|ilioi'ical aiiinialisalion ol' licr 

ci'caliircs. I lie iin|io\ i-risliincn( oí 

cdiiscidiisiicss cdincidcs willi llic plnsical 

dcuradalidii oí dic hodics. or hcllcr w ¡(li 

llicir \ isnal di'uradalidii. llicir 

¡iicon¡;rnciici('s willi an liislorical IDÍJÍC di 

llic liiniian lioiK. 

Jane Alexander is a nalnralisl Ui llie 

cxlenl llial lier inlenlion ¡s lo dlTer ns 



evoii more solid prool-XHliic of llic 

(locuiiienl. Il is wlial slic (loes for 

("xaiTipIc. wi lh Tlw liutclier Boys. (1985-

80). onc «r hcr Ix'sl kriown vvorks. 

i i i i l iallv concciNcd as aii ¡nslalluliori. aiid 

allcrwanls [)li()logra[)(io(l to serve Cor a 

iiew work. [liy l/ic eiul of llie <l(iy yon'rc 

going II) lu'ctl lis. I'holo-collage). It ¡s a 

(locLiíiienl of the lirsl work. ihal is 

soineliow nol vicwed as an arl work. bul 

as ideal conslniclioii of a socialized 

s|)ace. to aiii|)liíy (lie individuáis' 

coiil'licls of ilie Soulh African. Ftie 

docuinenl invoKcs the s|)ectat()r as ¡I 

urges liiiTi to nárrale his own ()ers()nal 

i'onflietive world. Kor this reason the 

iinages are hoth provocalive and 

aggressive. In the plioto-eollage ihal I 

llave ítientioned a text appears giving the 

work a tille: At ific ciid of the (lar yoiill 

iiccd US. Il is a nienacing texl ihat hrings 

terror lo the viewer s heart. as well as 

violence and hiaine. all aceentualed hv a 

chain oC assoeialions wliere the vielini 

and the vieliinizer are eonlused. If in 

Ouise's work roles and codes were elear. 

in ihese iinages ihat nierge the butcher s 

sho|) and the torture ehaniher. man and 

ihe bcasf. danger and calinness, it is 

never verv elear wliere we stand when 

the ainhiguous siibjecls address us in 

everv [)ossil)le wav. 

Man witli irrappcd ffcl, (1993). one of 

ihe works ihat Jane Alexander preseiitetl 

at ihe Fif lh Habana Biennial, is niuelí 

more gra|)hie and relates more to death 

as a phvsical lia|)|>ening. I lowever. 

works as Doineslir Ángel, (1984), 

formúlale an iiiler|)retalion thal is 

hallway between 7'fie liitlchcr lioys and 

Man irilli i/Tappctl fcrl. The latler 

boasls an alinosl jounalislic kind of 

objectivitv. allhough the halo above llie 

negro s liead is ironieallv ebarged. 

resembliiig ihose surroimding the wiiigs 

of the "domestic ánge l , also liangiiig 

with boimd feet. Bolli works are 

lerrestriallv orieiited. contradieling ihe 

(Ihristian nolion of the moral idenlitx 

ihat goNerns ihe dieholoinv of good and 

evil, (abo\e and below). As ibe rest of 

his oeiivre, ihese works are a refleeting 

of the valué crisis eontained in social 

violence. 

Works sncb as these plav wi lh power: 

lliev conceal. [)reseiil and denv iheir 

arlists. T\\c\ filler the identities thal 

power tries lo annnl. As arcbaeology of 

repression these pieces are the searcli Cor 

lost identities. ("of ihat inemorv NelK 

Richard would say) destroyed by 

repr(íss¡ve |)ower. Kurlhennore. 

re[)ress¡on is self-repressive. self-

negaliiig. sell'-deceiving. Re[)ression is 

lite schizophrenia of power. 

The documenlarv characler of a great 

(leal of contemporary South African art 

funclions as a kind of shock llierapy 

againsl such social alienalion. South 

African arlists prelend nol so mnch to 

"lesl i fy" againsl ihe social order as to 

act from wilhin llie svstem. ftirnishing it 

wi lh an identilv, inaking it face ils own 

terrifying image. Searching for an 

identity ihat serves the marginal [terson. 

the repressed and the repressor. the 

Soutli African arlist is also luiearthing 

the hidden self of a self-iiegating sysiem. 

The localisl effecl of lliese works is 

extreineK interesling. riie s|)ectator 

nnisl observe liimself in ihcm. The work 

doesn't introduce anv distancing process: 

ihe firsl reaction is spcciilar. 

identificalorN. selí-aiialvlical. not only in 

the sense thal postmoflern arl 

Iraditionallv subjeclifies llie artistic 

object t i irning it inlo a tanlologial 

realfirinalion of its essence. bul also in 

lerms of ihe s|)eclator Iraiiscending ihe 

artificialilv of the object and llius 

experiencing a painfnl self-

confirmalion. 

riiat is wliy Jane Alexander s work in 

effecl is a documenl of whal 

llieorelicallv is non-documentable: the 

psy(Jiological trauma of South African 

man. l l i is [isvchological deplli is not 

exclusive to the arlists mentioned. Il 

pervades llie work of Vi illie Bester 

despile nianifesl differcnces. 1 lis lirsl 

works are [)ainlings and collages. ('Iiaolic 

com|)osili()ns thal combine [¡ortraits of 

black leaders. thal are cenlralK filaced. 

wilh syrnbols. immbers and graphic 

elements. riie two-dimensional collage 

in ihese works aiinoimces the ihree-

dimensional collage of his niosl recent 

"objects ". riie fíat works are more 

s|)onlaneous and innocenl, as |)arl of llie 

highiy |>()liticised discoiirse which lliey 

conslitiile. Bester Iransfers t(J his arl the 

personal experience of inarginality. and 

in this sense we liave lo consider ihe lacl 

m 



that he is selí'-Iaug}it aiid has had 

hmited access lo acadomic 

education. 

This may accouiit Cor the somewhat 

imprecise use he makes of symbols, hard 

tc) categorize conceptually, despite their 

recognizabihty, l'or inslance, his 

reference to the passbook, or to ihe 

A automobile colours and tlie poHce 
T 

L uniforms. Moreover, the 
A 

^ autobiographical content of these 

relerences lends them an ernotional 
I 

edge, aruJ creates a psychological tie that 

m is reiiiforced by tlie use oí' collage. 

CoUage emerges not as mere technique, 

but as counterpart to the simuhaneity of 

events, as if it is estabhshed a mental 

process, a fragmented memory. In the 

three dimensional works this process of 

addition and juxtaposition is clearly 

transmitted by the object, that indicates 

through its visual simuhaneity, time-

warps and coincidences. The end 

product is an historical parable based orí 

the connotations of the elements that 

make up the works. Here we find a 

substancial difference wilh Alexander 

and Cruise, who tend to employ facts as 

keystones for historical reconstilution. 

Bester looks oul for physical remains, 

(we'll see how artist Sue Williamson 

adopts the same procedure in some of 

her works), and rejects the chance of 

creating new documents for past events; 

he prefers to rescue remnants, true 

marks that indícate much more 

than the anecdotal passing of 

time. 

The critic .Vlark Coetzse has defined the 

art of Willie Bester as a "desperate intent 

to write the contemporarv' history of his 

people '. inscribing him in the protest art 

register, that transmits a lar more 

obvious level of confrontation between 

power and the language of aesthetics and 

art. The modelling of "soldiers " or 

"policemen" with found objects is a 

paradigm of this, together with industrial 

waste and distinctive elements, 

determined by colour, function, or a 

violent and aggressive appearance. These 

constructed objects, put together with 

almosl formalist care, sumrnarize the 

exact physionomy of repression, they 

give corporealness to tfie face of 

unjustifiable violence, they reveal terror, 

and transcend, local territory, although 

they mirror apartheid society. 

The first work by Sue Williamson 

reveáis a tendency to recover identities 

suppressed by repression. Similarly to 

Cruise, Alexander and Bester, her art is 

an objectual reconstruction of reality. 

However, from the start, we notice in 

her art stronger emphasis on the traits 

and singularities that shape character. h 

is no surprise to find in her initial work 

a series of portraits, A Feu! South 

Afrícans; prints that incorpórate 

symbolic elements that reconstruct the 

identity of the portrayed person. The 

subjects are women who were once 

involved in the fight against sexual or 

racial discrimination. With these 

portraits, the artist generates an archive 

of personal histories, egged on by that 

proclivitv to nárrate that characterizes 

her art and which defends the discourse 

of those marginalised by Historv. 

Ihis combinalion of the interés! in the 

individual and a narrative based 

reconstructive process is eniphasized in 

the work For thirty years next to hi.t 

hearl (1990), where Sue Williamson 

conceptualizes the probiem of identitv, 

questioning her own representative 

methods (such as photocopy in colour) 

and laying bare their own ideological 

essence. This work contains a copy of 

each page of the passbook that an 

individual carriod with him for thirtv 

years. The passbook is an instrument of 

repression. its manipulation bv the artist 

transforms it into a docutnent of 

repression, a documenl of a documenl, a 

tautological tool resource that caneéis 

the object and rescues the subjecl's 

identity. Through art Williamson has 

tried to subvert the alienating and 

repressive nature of the "identity card". 

The document enables her to mark the 

crisis of the conventional notions of the 

art object. 

I ler art activitv is fundamentally 

reproductive. Jane Alexander resorts to 

autoreproduction of her own art, in a 

process that implies a transference of the 

means, with the purpose of arriving at a 

self-referential metatext. On the other 

hand, Sue Williamson has preferred to 

make different documents of the same 

event, which is very unlike the variations 

on one work theme. The process implies 



lile w illiu'iio.ss to experience ancw the 

Iraimiatic liappciiiiif;. I(i i'clixc ¡I and so 

lo exorcise ¡l: the n}ial rcsull slioiild be 

sliuuilatiii»- aiid lliei-apeulical. a lv|)e of 

niiienioiiic puriricatioii. sinülai' lo llie 

kiiul llml psvchoaiialysis motivates. 

rhal is ihe cssence ihat works like 77íe 

Lasl Supper (1981). The La.sl Siipix-r 

Rerisiled (1992) , Mementos ofDislrírl 

Six (1993) and Ünl oflIu-Áshes (1994) 

conimunicalc. iW\ of these works 

eoiTespond lo dif'fcreiit inoinenls o í a 

reineinbei'ed event (llie deiiiolilioii ol' 

Dislrií'l Six in Cape l'owii. 1977), and 

are, as a con.sequencc, an imagc oí how 

our niemorv oí llie event is pieced 

loíí'ellter aíjain. The fací ihal each work 

Jaiu' Aicxandei'. Al llic ciid oj llii <la\ MIU II J,I}IIIU lo iittd iis Pliíiloiiidiilage. (Jouitcsv (icrilro 

W ¡trcdo l,ani. I ,a I lal)aiia. 

recycies elemenls oí the previous one 

also iiidicales temporal concatenation, a 

iiialerial link and an intertextual 

conneclioii. Tlie Laxl Supper has a 

iheatrical allure. Its basic information is 

a faniilv diiiner wliich it reproduces 

arlisiicalh using debris collected al the 

deiiiolilion sile. The installation is 

snrrounded bv cliairs with vvliile sheets, 

underlining absence as a dramatic 

elenient. l/w Lasl Supper Rerisiled 

keeps the places covered with whilc 

sheets. On top oí' them the artist has 

writteii texts that a l tempt to compénsate 

einptiness. The chairs circle a table on 

which are placed personal objects and 

wasle preserved in resiii. These same 

ÍVagmcnts appear in Mernenlos, yel 

organized in a steel siructure elevated on 

a small mouiid. The structure has the 

sliape of the kiiid of house that cxisted 

in Villa iVlanley, District Six. Tvvo ash 

palhs and burning coals opon the 

installation Oiil ofÁshes. On the coals 

burns ihe memory of tíie tragic event, 

symbolized by llie resin-preserved 

objects already used in pasl works. The 

heavy sleel slrnclure is replaced by a 

group of liglil clolli lents, suspended in 

llie air,, vvhere tliey sway softly. 

The inilial work conserves a virlually 

re|)ro(liic(ive character wliile ihe second 

describes the Í'ossilizalion ol the 

(•ircumslances that prompted the event; 

llie third, mucli more aeslhetic, appears 

defiant in its inoninneulal dimensión 

and it cxpresses a inucli stroiiger will oí 

resistance; the foiirlh, one of the mosl 

13] 



\\ illic licsicr. Sulí/icr n" 2. Sciiiljhif;i' ,sciil|ilijrr. Courlrsy (MKIIIIII:!!! (iallcí). Sdiilli AlVica. 

iH'aiililiil and rriKilixc works cicalcd l)\ 

W illiaiiisdii. coirihiiics llic i-csciii' of lile 

nMiinanls oí ihc cvcui wiili ilic 

(TNslallizalioii oí rii('rii()i-\. and rnixcs 

iriliiili' willi aciiisal¡i)ii. loiciri"; oric. 

willi ils rcrcfcncr lo ils picdcccsor's. lo 

iiiakc aii ¡iilci'prclaMoii llial ¡̂  colicrcnl 

willi lile conlcxl of |iiddiiclloii. Ii ¡s 

woilli iccallina llial ihis work was riiadc 

on lile ('\c ol lile liisl iiiiilliracial 

clcclion^ ol'Soiilli AlVica. In \ i ' i \ 

dirícri-ril social coiidilioii^. llicrcíorc 

¡iislilX iiiu lile chaiiuc ol alliliidc lo llic 

pasi (s\ inholizcil li\ llic asiics and ihc 

i'cshi). and lo llic íiilnrc (s\nil)oli/('d hy 

lile clolli Icnis). The allii^ion lo liu' 

l'liocnix i.s conriiM'd w ¡ih llic 

siiniilacniín ol llic nncai'liiiim'. and 

liiialK llic spcclaloi' ran woiidcr \\liclli(>r 

Siic W ¡lÜainM)!! wilii liiin ¡rihlailalion 

liasn I ¡n lacl done (|uili' llic o|)|)o>¡U' ol 

archacologica! rcscarcli. if slic luihii I 

cíícclixcK cxcciilcd a .s\niliolic "hurial . 

siiügí'slini;" dial ol)l¡\ion is |icilia|is llie 

Ix'sl lionnnajic lo llic pasl. 

lile iiii'si'iil siuialion oíSonl l i Aírican 

aili^ls wHI now lie dclcrnihicd li\ lilis 

d(jiil)lc pi-rspcclixc. i lie cliaiiücs in 

síji'ial slrncliirc will ncc('ss;nil\ iinpK a 

ciíangc ol liisloi'ical pcispccliNC and 

dinVicnl inicnlions in llic appioacli lo 

I iisloiA. Alliionali ¡I i s i ' \ idcnl llial dic 

rnd oT apaillicid won 1 in inaiu \\a\.s 

siipposc lili' disappi'araiici' o í m a m 

inisiahli' sorio-i'cononiii- rondilions íor 

llir hiark inaioiilx. iior llie cnil lo llic 

lir(|iirnl ^¡lllalioll^ ol \ iolriirr and 

inarainalilv llial llir\ lia\(' lo lace iip lo. 

w (• ronlil (Hii'slion llir ilcurcc oí 

"acl iialiu prr.scnl in work-- i'ríVrina lo 

a inoinciil llial al Ica.̂ l olTirialK aliradx' 

liciojigs lo llir pa.sl. rile <lioiri- of llie 

aili.sls will lie hrlwri'ii Iwo allrniali\<\s: 

lo (oiíii'l or lo discoNcr. ()l>li\ioii. 

l>r\oiid lili' i'lliical ¡iiipliralions ol siirli a 

.slalc. w'onlil iiiipK ih i ' ahandonni rn l of 

a coniplclc siiali'ííx olaili.^lir 

prodiiclion llial •'nscs hislorical inaKrr 



as a has i s . \( ' i ilial ( I Í J O IKII p r c l r r i d lo 

íiiid ¡II ¡I ils i i is l iUcal idi i . Sdiil l i M i i c a i i 

a i c l i aco l i ig i ca l a i l lias iiol s imuli l 

acs l l i e l i c l('H¡liiiiali(iii ¡ii ¡Is (ilijcrl 

( r cpr i ' s s io i i ) . 1)111 ¡II ils iiicllicMlologN' 

( ( l i s i i i l c i i i i i c i i i ) . II llic ¡ i i s i s ience oii siicli 

aii ( ibjci i ¡II lili ' ICIIIÍ; i cn i i (•(iiild proNC 

( la i iücroi is . lile i i is islci icc on 

iliclllodoloiíN isii 'l S(i al a l l . I d llic 

(•()iiirar\. siicli a c r c a l i v c i i i i i l iod w u u i d 

l í i i a i a i i l cc lili ' coiiliiiiiiiN o í llic 

d( ' \ ( ' lopi i i i ' i i l o í li l is l\ | ic (jf a i i a n d llic 

r l i a i i cc o í | )ar l ic¡ | ia l ¡ i i i ; ¡ii llic d i a i c c u c s 

ol (•(iiili'iiipoi i n \ Soiil l i Alr ica i i socii ' l\-. 

{'()[• il Is cvidci i l d i a l a r c l i a c o l o g l c a l a r l 

r e í a l e s lo social |ji-oljleiiis. 
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l i l i s Is iioi aii a h s l r a c l p rocesa , heca i i s e 

il rel ies oii lile p a r l i c i p a l i o n o í a si ihjecl 

de le r i i i i i i ed l)\ liis e n \ i roni i ie i i l . 

.lañe AIcNaiulcr. lUití-k MiiddiiiKi. 

MÍMMI me l l a . I!2 x VI'! cni. 

(áHii'IcsxTlii' ÍAcraril lícad (¡al l r r \ . 

.I(>liaiiiirhi)iir;;' (Scialli Aíi-ica). 




