
Witness: Afro Perspectives is an exhibition curated by Tandazani Dhlakama from Zimbabwe. With over 

100 works by African and African Diasporic artists, the show highlights prevalent social issues—including 

systematic oppression, intergenerational trauma, syncretism, identity, and territory—in terms of the conceit 

and the role of the witness in situations of discrimination and marginalization. An impressive and inspiring 

way to kick off Miami Art Week, evocative pieces, including works by Tony Gum, Nobukho Nqaba, and 

PDQ\�RWKHUV��ÀOO�WKH�ZDOOV�RI�WKH�VSDFH�

In this exhibition, visitors come to assume the role of the witness, each member of the audience made into 

D�E\VWDQGHU�DV�WKH\�HQFRXQWHU�WKH�YDULRXV�ZRUNV��ZKLFK�LQWURGXFHV�D�GRXEOH�OD\HU�RI�VLJQLÀFDQFH�WR�WKH�

G\QDPLF�RI�H[SHULHQFLQJ�WKH�VKRZ��7KXV��HDFK�DUWLVW·V�XQLTXH�SHUVSHFWLYH�UHRUJDQL]HV�WKH�FRQVHTXHQFHV�

of what it means to witness, and to be a witness.

Through his performance pieces, Carlos Martiel offers a deep perspective on the hardships experienced 

by members of the LGBTQ+ and immigrant communities. One of his two exhibited works is a video per-

formance, Mediterráneo���������LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�DUWLVW�OLHV�LQ�D�FOHDU�ER[�ÀOOHG�ZLWK�ZDWHU��,Q�WKLV�FRQWH[W��KH�LV�

spectated and closely examined by a group of white people. Through this performative act, Mediterráneo 

(2017), explores the experience that marginalized groups have of being constantly watched, and thereby 

othered by society. The dynamic evoked in this piece brings to light the role of the witness as the passive 

bystander in this process of observation and othering. It is the very act of witnessing that others the mem-

bers of these marginalized communities.

South African artist Mikhael Subotzky focuses on the nexus of culture and justice, dealing with binaries 

such as social perception and personal reality, and the discrepancies that such a dynamic generates in 

the eyes of the public. In his photograph Sunday Service, Subotzky captures a decisive moment during the 

height of group prayer in a worn-down prison setting. Every man in the room is a person of color, signal-

ing the deeply problematic and troubling ways social institutions regard race. And Sunday Service thereby 

KXPDQL]HV�D�JURXS�RI�SHRSOH�WKDW�VRFLHW\·V�ZLWQHVVLQJ�UROH�KDV�WUDGLWLRQDOO\�UHQGHUHG�VXEKXPDQ��,W�VHUYHV�

to restructure and reclaim the function of the witnessing dynamic in what becomes the second stage of 

D�WZR�VWDJH�SURFHVV��7KH�ÀUVW�VWDJH�RI�ZLWQHVVLQJ�UHQGHUV�WKHVH�SHRSOH�VXEKXPDQ��E\�YLUWXH�RI�RWKHULQJ�

WKHP��ZKLOH�6XERW]N\·V�ZRUN�LWVHOI��DV�DQ�H[DPSOH�RI�VHFRQG�VWDJH�ZLWQHVVLQJ��UHKXPDQL]HV�WKHP�LQ�WKH�

very same process, but by applying it a second time in the context of artistic expression.

7RQ\�*XP·V�ZRUN� LV� LQVSLUHG�E\�;KRVD� WUDGLWLRQV�DQG� ULWXDO� FHUHPRQLHV�� VXFK�DV� intonjane, which are 

SHUIRUPHG�DV� ULWHV�RI�SDVVDJH� LQ�FHUWDLQ� WUDQVIRUPDWLYH�PRPHQWV�RI�D�ZRPDQ·V� OLIH��VXFK�DV�PDUULDJH�

or motherhood. In her photographic self-portraits, Gum places herself in the shoes of a young girl who 

evolves physically and spiritually throughout the various life stages delimited by her native culture. Si-

PXOWDQHRXVO\��VKH�H[SRVHV�WKH�KLVWRULFDO�HYHQWV�WKDW�VKDSHG�VRFLHW\·V�SHUFHSWLRQ�RI� WKH�%ODFN�ZRPDQ��

By juxtaposing intonjane with stereotypically western practices, Gum invites questions about the cultural 
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Above: Nobukho Nqaba, Untitled; Following spread: Carlos  Martiel, Mediterraneo. Courtesy El Espacio 23 & the Artist.
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stigmas towards young women. Spilt Milk (Milk in 

Africa) shows the artist with a traditional head wrap 

DQG� ZKLWH� SDLQW� SRUWUD\LQJ� D� EUHDVW� VSLOOLQJ� RYHU�

ZLWK�PLON��7KHVH�YLVXDO�HOHPHQWV�EULQJ�RXU�DWWHQ-

WLRQ�WR�ZKLWH�SHRSOH·V�KLVWRULFDO�XVH�RI�%ODFN�ZRP-

HQ�WR�SHUIRUP�WDVNV�OLNH�EUHDVWIHHGLQJ�WKH�FKLOGUHQ�

RI�WKHLU�FDSWRUV��,W�LV�WKHUHE\��LQ�D�VLQJOH�IUDPH��DEOH�

WR�QDUUDWH�DQ�DUFKHW\SDO� VWRU\� IURP� WKH� ORQJ�DQG�

WURXEOLQJ� KLVWRU\� RI� WKH�%ODFN�ZRPDQ� LQ�:HVWHUQ�

FXOWXUH�� 7KH�ZLWQHVV�� LQ� WKLV� FDVH�� LV� H[SRVHG� WR�

DQ�RXWGDWHG�QDUUDWLYH�WKDW�VKRXOG�QRW�SHUVLVW��DQG�

WKH�UROH�RI�ZLWQHVV�WKHUHE\�DVVXPHV�DQ�DVSHFW�RI�

UHVSRQVLELOLW\� WKDW� WKH� YLHZHU� GLG� QRW� QHFHVVDULO\�

KDYH�SULRU�WR�VXEVXPLQJ�WKDW�UROH�

8QOLNH� WKH� RWKHU� DUWLVWV� LQ� WKH� H[KLELWLRQ�� 1R-

EXNKR�1TDED�XVHV� WKH�V\PEROLVP�RI�KHU�PDWH-

ULDOV� WKHPVHOYHV� WR� SRUWUD\� WKH� KDUGVKLSV� RI� D�

ZRUNLQJ�FODVV�$IULFDQ�IDPLO\��Untitled portrays a 

ZRPDQ�IDFLQJ�DZD\�IURP�WKH�FDPHUD� LQ�D�EDUH��

ZKLWH� VSDFH�� +HU� LGHQWLW\� LV� FRQFHDOHG� HQWLUHO\�

E\� EDJV� PDGH� IURP� UHSXUSRVHG� EODQNHWV� DQG�

RYHUDOOV�� PDWHULDOV� WKDW� FRPPRQO\� JHW� UHF\FOHG�

in poor communities to create new items at no 

additional monetary cost. The heels she wears 

DUH� PDGH� IURP� WKH� VDPH� WH[WLOHV� DV� WKH� EDJV��

VKRZLQJ�KRZ�VXFK�PDWHULDOV�DUH�UHSXUSRVHG�IRU�

utilitarian reasons, as well as aesthetic and per-

IRUPDWLYH� UHDVRQV�� 7KH\� UHSUHVHQW� KHU� FLUFXP-

stances and the demands placed upon her by 

those circumstances, illustrating the uncertainty 

RI�FRQVWDQWO\�KDYLQJ� WR�VHHN�FRPIRUW�DQG�VHFX-

ULW\� DJDLQVW� DGYHUVLW\�� DQG� WKH� XQZLOOLQJQHVV� WR�

VDFULILFH�GLJQLW\��6KH�SHUIRUPV�KHU�VHQVH�RI�GLJ-

nity as well as her aesthetic sense through her 

recycled heels, while simultaneously struggling to carry her burdensome belongings. This demand 

LV�SODFHG�XSRQ�KHU�E\� WKH�HYHU�H[SDQGLQJ�ZRUOG�RI� WKH�RFFLGHQWDO�QRUPV�RI� WKH�ZLWQHVV��%XW� LQ� WKLV�

SHUVHYHUDQFH��ZH�VHH�KRZ�WKH�SHUIRUPDQFH�RI�GLJQLW\�LV�XOWLPDWHO\�WUDQVIRUPHG�LQWR�WKH�DFWXDOL]DWLRQ�

RI�GLJQLW\�DQG�KRZ�SHUIRUPDQFH�LWVHOI�FDQ�WKHUHIRUH�EHFRPH�FDWKDUWLF�

3HUIRUPDWLYLW\�FDQ�WDNH�PDQ\�VKDSHV��$Q�DUWLVWLF�SHUIRUPDQFH�PD\�EH�WKHDWULFDO�RU�SK\VLFDO��EXW�IURP�WKH�

QDWXUH�RI�WKHVH�ZRUNV��DQG�WKH�G\QDPLF�LQWURGXFHG�E\�WKHLU�WUHDWPHQW�RI�WKH�ZLWQHVV��ZH�VHH�KRZ�HYHQ�D�

VLQJOH�LPDJH�FDQ�FRPH�WR�HPERG\�DOO�WKDW�LV�FRQWDLQHG�ZLWKLQ�WKH�PRUH�QDUURZ�QRWLRQ�RI�SHUIRUPDQFH�

7KH�H[KLELWLRQ�KDV�EHHQ�UXQQLQJ�VLQFH�'HFHPEHU�RI������DQG�ZLOO�UHPDLQ�XS�IRU�YLHZLQJ�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�

VSULQJ�RI������DW�(O�(VSDFLR����LQ�0LDPL��)ORULGD��(O�(VSDFLR����LV�D�FRQWHPSRUDU\�DUW�VSDFH�IRXQGHG�E\�

ZHOO�NQRZQ�0LDPL�DUW�FROOHFWRU�DQG�SKLODQWKURSLVW�-RUJH�0��3pUH]�
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$ERYH��&ORFNZLVH�IURP�WRS��0DU\�6LEDQGH� A terrible beast; Tony Gum, Spilt Milk (Milked in Africa)��.XG]DQDL�&KLXUDL��
We Live in Silence VI��6XH�:LOOLDPVRQ��That particular morning��0LNKDHO�6XERW]N\��Sunday Service, Beaufort West Prison��������

2SSRVLWH��1REXNKR�1TDED��Untitled; Courtesy El Espacio 23 & the Artist.
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