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Zanele Muholi, Isibonelo/Evidence

at the Brooklyn Museum

Grace Moon

The works of Zanele Muholi
in Isibonelo/Evidence, on view at the
Brooklyn Museum May 1-Nov 1, 2015
in the Elizabeth A. Sackler Center for
Feminist Art galleries, represent her most
comprehensive solo exhibition to date.
They exemplify the courage and indomi-
table spirit of the marginalized and often
brutalized LGBTQI black South African
community, as well as a testament to the
artist’s own tenacity and productivity.
The show consists of 87 works of pho-
tography, video, and installation, reflect-
ing three distinct bodies of work creat-
ed over the last decade. The works on
view at the Brooklyn Museum are all the
more impressive considering, that just
three years ago, Muholi’s digital archive
of art spanning about five years, was
stolen from her home in Johannesburg,
South Africa. Known for her portraiture
of black lesbian/queer women, Muholi

began documenting her community as a
reaction to the horrific practice of “cor-
rective rape” often ending in murder that
had and still stigmatizes and haunts the
black lesbian community. In 2004 a close
friend died of HIV/AIDS after being in-
fected by a man who raped her. This
seminal event ignited what Mubholi has
termed “visual activism,” using her cam-
era as a tool of protest.

The first photo the viewer sees upon
entering Isibonelo/Evidence (Isibonelo
is the Zulu word for example, Zulu is
Mubholi’s first language) is a blown up
full-color identification card of a young
woman, Gift Disebo Makau, stamped
with the word “Deceased” across it. It
is an example—or evidence, as the title
of the show states—of the precarious life
of a queer black woman in South Africa
who faces a country that struggles with
its homophobia and misogyny.

Zanele Muholi, Installation view Isibonelo/
Evidence, (Gift Disebo Makau),
Chromogenic photograph. © Zanele
Muholi. Courtesy Stevenson, Cape Town/
Johannesburg, and Yancey Richardson,
New York. Photo: Jonathan Dorado.
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Zanele Muholi, Installation view Isibonelo/Evidence,

(Faces and Phases Series). © Zanele Muholi. Courtesy

Stevenson, Cape Town/Johannesburg, and Yancey
Richardson, New York. Photo: Jonathan Dorado.

Just beyond the opening photo are
portraits from Muholi’s series, Faces and
Phases. This collection of photographs
is perhaps Muholi’s most recognizable
work. Hung three rows high are black-
and-white portraits placed edge to edge
along the exhibition wall. Sixty queer
women are shown staring unflinchingly
into the camera. Each portrait bares the
name of the sitter, a defiant statement in
a culture where they are made an easy
target of violence.

Accompanying the photos on oppos-
ing walls are both firsthand accounts of
traumatic incidents victimizing many of
the women as well as a timeline of queer
women and men who had been beaten,
raped, and left for dead. Muholi began
documenting her community in 2004,
the date at which the timeline of the vic-
tims begins.

The undercurrent of homophobia
persists in South Africa despite the fact
it was the sixth nation in the world to
pass same-sex marriage back in 2006.
And since the end of apartheid in 1994,
South Africa has had a constitution pro-
tecting the rights of all citizens regardless
of race, gender, and sexual orientation,
(among many other distinctions). How-
ever, a culture of hateful violence against
LGBTQI individuals perpetuated in the
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poor black communities often allows
perpetrators to operate with impunity.
The recent May 20th conviction of the
man who killed Gift Disebo Makau
(from the opening photo of the exhibi-
tion) is an exception. In some cases a
conviction can take up to four years, but
in more common instances charges can
be brought to law enforcement 30 times
with no prosecutions. Recent convictions
are due in no small part to the activism of
local LGBTQI groups, in which Muholi
is active, in addition to help from inter-
national organizations and the media.

In 2012, Muholi who had already be-
come an internationally acclaimed artist
with museum shows and awards, had
just returned home from a film festival
in South Korea to discover five-years’
worth of a digital archive on twenty hard
drives, as well as camera and computer
equipment, stolen. Since no other valu-
ables in the artist’s home were touched,
it was suspected by many that the thieves
had deliberately confiscated the artist’s
archive in an attempt to stop her work.
The stolen property contained documen-
tary evidence of hate crimes against the
LGBTI community, which she had been
collecting through Inkanyiso, a nonprofit
organization she founded to create a me-
dia platform for her community. Traces



of what remains missing from this cache
are sampled in the timeline printed on
the museum wall. One entry reads: “July,
Thokozane Quabe (23), a lesbian, is
stoned to death in Ezakheni (Province).
Crime scene photos taken on December
2011, on stolen hard drives.”

Turning the gallery corner is Muho-
li’s latest body of work, Weddings,
which depicts same-sex couples posing
with their wedding parties, signals the
more joyous aspect of same-sex unions.
These photos, while still documentary in
purpose, are full color and capture the
ebullient spirit of the celebratory events.
A large video in one room shows the
wedding of Aynada & Nhlanhla (2013),
surrounded by the couple’s family and
friends, having a traditional wedding cer-
emony officiated by an LGBTI-accept-
ing pastor. Weddings helps to fill out the
picture of queer life as a black South
African, countering the extreme violence
with acceptance and love and bringing
family and community together.

With our own civil rights movement at
a convergence between Black Lives Matter
and our fight against transphobia (among
other rights the LGBT community contin-
ues to fight for), Muholi’s images strike a
common chord in the United States. The
life-and-death struggles Zanele Muholi so
deftly and elegantly captures emphasize
an urgency in our international LGBTQI
movement. If the pen is mightier than the
sword, Muholi’s pictures are even more
powerful—by a thousand fold—and this
is what is at the core of what Mubholi calls,
“visual activism”.

Paired in the same room with the large
wedding video is a more experimental
installation piece, Koze Kubenni XX
(Until When XX). Placed on the floor is
a life-size plexiglass coffin, arranged with
flowers and a portrait of Muholi laid in-
side. The piece, according to the artist, is
intended to portray the way in which the
bodies of victims are often found left for
dead in the open, thus turning an innoc-
uous location into a crime scene. Its hard

New York.
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not to look at the artist’s portrait in her
self-made coffin, considering the nature
and danger of her work, and not won-
der about her own safety. When asked
that very question in an interview for the
Financial Times, Muholi responded, “I
never know when my time will come...
but we have to act. I am forced to do
something about our situation.”

What Isibonelo/Evidence gives us
is a glimpse of the LGBTI movement in
Africa where being out is literally life
threatening. In one poignant note in the
show, there is small blurred video of the
artist and her partner having sex. Perhaps
itis in this final representation that we are
reminded of our common humanity, and
why it is worth risking life to be out, if
only for our desire to love and be loved. m

Grace Moon is an artist, writer, and educator.
She founded the queer women'’s arts and
culture site velvetparkmedia.com and teaches
in the graphic design department at Queens
College. Her artwork can be viewed at
gracemoon.net.

(left) Zanele Muholi, Ayanda & Nhlanhla
Moremi’s Wedding lll. Kwanele South,
Katlehong, 9 November 2013, 2013,
Chromogenic photograph, 18.7 x 14 in.
© Zanele Muholi. Courtesy Stevenson,
Cape Town/Johannesburg, and Yancey
Richardson, New York.

(above) Zanele Muholi, Koze Kubenini XX
(Until When XX), 2014, Perspex and mixed
media, 69.7 x 33.8 x 23.6 in. © Zanele
Muholi. Courtesy Stevenson, Cape Town/
Johannesburg, and Yancey Richardson,
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