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TAUNINA is changing lives one stitch at a time with its bespoke teddy bears. Using fabrics from textile houses such as Liberty of London, the bears are handmade 
by women from impoverished communities in South Africa in exchange for stable salaries and 30 per cent of company profits. From US$250. www.taunina.com

making a scene

”yoU See 
boNgoS, peopLe 

ShAkINg... I dIdN’T pIck 
ThAT Up. IN eAch coUNTry 
[IN AFrIcA], They’re doINg 

TheIr verSIoN oF US mUSIc” 
– 50 ceNT To vIbe, who 

ASked IF AFrIcAN mUSIc 
INFLUeNced hIm

meleko mokgosi creates something between installations 
and paintings, long tableaux that explore issues of identity, 
abstraction and trauma of postcolonialism in southern 
Africa. his works position him among the new generation 
of African artists redefining contemporary art. botswana-
born, US-based mokgosi is showing his epic, almost 
cinematic works at Los Angeles’ hammer museum, as part 
of the gallery’s made In LA biennial. he’s also showing at 
the Studio museum in New york, where he is an artist in 
residence (previous alumni include wangechi mutu and 
kehinde wiley). 
 
How did this Hammer Museum show come together? 
It began with studio visits and later they invited me to the 
show. They gave me a lot of freedom. They’d seen my work 
and knew it was installation based and large scale. They 
gave me about 70 feet of wall space for 10 panels, which  
I hadn’t expected. They were like “Tell us what you need.” 
Was it a challenge to work with so much space?
I would have liked more! but when I found that out there 
were 60 artists [taking part in made In LA] I thought that  
I was very lucky to have the space they gave me. I spent 
seven to eight months drawing and drawing and drawing 
and figuring out the installation. 
Tell us about your works for the Hammer Museum and 
Studio Museum.
They are part of an eight-part project called pax kaffraria. 
At the hammer I was looking at anti-colonial sentiment in 
botswana – where I’m from – South Africa, Zimbabwe and  
a bit of Zambia and seeing how people in the region 
reacted to outside influence and the South African bee 
[black economic empowerment], a program that kicked off 
post apartheid, in the 1990s. It gives a lot of money to 
young, educated, aspiring black entrepreneurs, which gave 

rise to the black diamond phenomenon. 
So it’s looking at how people identify and 
dis-identify with the region. The Studio 
exhibition was Terra Nullius, which means no-man’s 
land. I was looking at how white southern Africans identify 
themselves. do they fit as Africans? I didn’t want to do 
 the clichéd stuff – racism, apartheid. 
Do you find any inspiration from that concept of the  
Black Diamond?
my work isn’t autobiographical but it’s personal. I’m  
kind of from a middle-class family. There’s something a bit 
disgusting about being middle class, something perverse.
How would you describe Botswana’s art scene? 
There is good art being made in botswana but not enough.  
I generalise but there are a lot of African countries that 
depend on tourism for part of their income. And with the 
tourist industry you get tourist art. I think that botswana 
opened up its first-ever art institute only two months ago 
– and it’s not really fine art. It’s more like design, technology.  
Do you find even those first steps encouraging, having 
grown up there? 
It is encouraging that things are being done in terms  
of art and design. but again I was educated half in 
botswana and half in America. I want things to go  
much more quickly. 
You say the work is neither biographical nor 
autobiographical. What inspires you to paint? 
Inspiration sounds too clichéd to me. why do I do what  
I do? I think it’s the only thing I know how to do. I think  
art is important, although it’s useless. when I go back  
home they are still like, “when are you going to get a job?” 
Seriously. It was not a career option for me. I didn’t want  
to be an artist, I just did it.  It only became a real career 
thing when I went to UcLA [University of california, Los 

Angeles]. Now I’m being an artist, now I’m 
professional. There needs to be more 

African artists because we have a unique and 
particular way of seeing things, of making images, of 

interacting with textures, of dealing with language. 
What do you think the future is for African artists?
I would say that the future really hinges on non-artists,  
the African curators, writers and critics who not only  
share the same kind of history but also the same kind of 
sensitivity to materials, to culture and to language. I think  
it is those people who will be able to pick up the slight 
nuances that need to be picked up and then place them 
within the bigger art community. And curators must put 
shows on in Africa. Not come to New york but curate  
a show in Namibia, in mozambique, in kenya, in Nigeria.  
we need big shows there. 
What’s next for you?
I just keep working. when I make work it’s not for  
a show. I have my projects. I’ve already completed  
two parts and I have six more parts to do.  So I’m  
looking at 40 more paintings that I need to make  
in order to understand what I’m trying to get at,  
because the whole project looks at nationalism and  
what to do and how to think about that in southern  
Africa. So I need to read more, write more, maybe  
do something with text and publishing because  
I work in chapters. I know I’m saying that we need  
go back home but right now if I go home I’m going  
to disappear. I’m just going to chase my goats and  
not paint anymore.  Ideally I want to go back home  
and teach. part of being an artist for me is not just  
to make work but to teach. 

Made in LA 2012 until Sept 2. www.madeinla2012.org;  
Primary Sources, until Oct 21. www.studiomuseum.org
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