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About: Curatorial Talks 2013

Curatorial Talks is a series of public discussions focusing on curatorial and 
exhibition practice. Starting for the first time in 2013, these talks are an invitation 
to practitioners to present a range of ideas about curatorial practice. This year’s 
theme is the educational turn in curating, looking at the increasing development 
of educational programmes in curatorial and exhibition practice. This turn asserts 
that curating increasingly operates as an expanded educational praxis. In South 
Africa this is evidenced with the increased offering of curatorial workshops and 
the emergence of curatorial courses at tertiary institutions that are attracting a 
range of students across disciplines.
 
As a project, Curatorial Talks acknowledges that South African exhibition practice 
has been prompted by the rapid growth in curatorially driven initiatives that are 
about giving value and meaning to contemporary art. It also acknowledges 
that there is now an expectation of curatorial thought behind public shows. 
As a result it has also encouraged interest from academic institutions to begin 
grappling with curriculum development around curatorial practice, given its 
growth as a professional practice. 
 
Curatorial Talks are aimed at contributing towards an on-going public discussion 
about curating as a way of acknowledging, encouraging and critically engaging 
the growth of this practice. It also aims to evaluate the needs and impacts of this 
practice by discussing and recording its growth, and monitoring changes within 
the practices.
 
These series of talks emerges out the curatorial programme co-taught by the 
divisions of Heritage Studies and History of Art at the Wits School of Arts.



 Some questions relating to the educational turn in curating include:
 
1. Can we really call this moment in curatorial practice an educational turn? 

Why is this moment in curating considered an educational turn, and can 
these considerations include broader ways of looking at curatorial practice?

2. How does this moment define the role and agency of the curator? What 
kinds of agency does this provide? How does it accommodate the 
emergence of the South African independent curator?

3. What has caused this turn, and what are the qualifiers that indicate the need 
for it to be called a turn?

4. Why is there such a boom in curatorial training programmes? Could this be 
driven in part by the foregrounding of ‘curated’ exhibitions, and the belief 
that some form of educational recognition is needed in order to be called a 
curator?

5. Is South Africa ready to write, teach and formulate these curatorial courses 
in academic institutions? 

6. What methods, structures and strategies are being employed in teaching 
curating that are different to what is already offered in other programmes?  
And are these focused on the regionalisation of curating practices, mapping 
new curatorial endeavours and technologies, or just about reinforcing 
canonical methods of institutional curating?

7. Does this profession need certification in order for it to move forward and to 
be ranked a worthy profession? And what are the disparities between the 
academy and non-formal spaces?

8. How does curatorial training add value to a CV and what makes a curatorial 
CV? 

9. At what point in your career can you call yourself a curator, versus describing 
yourself arts as an administrator?

10. The non-educational turn - skeptical view about naming and classifying 
this moment in curating, that are about the disassociation, refusing and 
debunking the notion of a curator.



Paradise of the Impoverished: the Curator as Frankenstein
Clive Kellner

Drawing from Cuauthémoc Medina’s notion of the curator as “some kind of 
Frankenstein”, this presentation aims to quantify what a curator is or does, 
and whether curating can be taught? Citing local and international examples, 
this talk addresses several different curatorial positions – exhibition maker 
(Harald Szeemann), curating as a laboratory (Hans-Ulrich Obrist), exhibition 
as text (Okwui Enwezor) – as a means of  ‘wrestling’ with definitions of the 
term ‘curator’. Germane to this discussion are notions of the museum or 
institutional curator and that of the independent curator, more increasingly a 
‘Frankenstein’ figure, functioning as an interlocutor in a seemingly globalised art 
world. By drawing from my own experience as a practising curator, as former 
director of the Johannesburg Art Gallery, and having participated in two curatorial 
training programmes, I will discuss these examples and terms in relation to my 
own experience and practice. 

Scott Watson, the Director of the Graduate Curatorial Programme at the 
University of British Columbia, states that “no one really teaches in the graduate 
school, but rather uses it as a space for research and investigation, a space to 
ask questions that the public gallery and commercial art market cannot always 
accommodate”. Therein lies the dichotomy between the rationalism of the 
academy and the reflexive space of subjectivity that in many ways speaks to 
the notion of curating and its discontents. The pedagogical function of training 
curators within an academic institution implies education as a means of learning, 
training and acquiring skills. But, as Irit Rogoff points out, curatorial training 
programmes also run the risk of adopting a ‘style’. By attempting to define 
curating, and through my personal and professional experience and training, I 
hope to engage the extent to which this moment in curating in South Africa can 
be considered an educational turn.

Clive Kellner is curator-at-large of the gordonschachatcollection and previously 
director of the Johannesburg Art Gallery



The C Word
Portia Malatjie

The growth of curatorial studies at South African art institutions and the 
concentration on contemporary curatorial practices by the nation’s media and 
art competitions (most notably the MTN New Contemporary Awards) has led 
to the foregrounding of the field as a sufficient artistic practice. The rise of the 
curatorial in this context is, however, accompanied by suspicion of the not-so-
figured-out terrain. The lack of curatorial discourse and theorising in a South 
African art historical milieu has arguably led to misconceptions of the practice, 
which is largely based on the fact that the practice has not yet been defined in 
relation to the South African art world. This invites conversations, and perhaps 
‘whispers’, about the supposed ill-practice of curators. Contestations over local 
curatorship have led to the practice becoming a swear word, and its debunking 
has to be prevented from growing in the minds of South African based artists 
and practitioners. This debunking is perhaps a result of the correlation made 
with the myth of some international curators, who have acquired superstar 
curator status. Literature on (South) African curatorial practices, including 
the 2008 roundtable conversation with local and international curators (Colin 
Richards, Okwui Enwezor, Ery Camara, Laurie Ann Farrell, Elizabeth Harney, 
Clive Kelner, Gilane Tawadros, and moderated by Chika Okeke-Agulu), and 
Sylvester Ogbechi’s 2011 critique of Okwui Enwezor’s practice, are examples of 
some of the negativity around curatorial practices. There needs to be an attempt 
at exploring and perhaps defining, albeit fluidly, the state of the contemporary 
South African curatorial landscape and how this discourse will aid in providing 
some positive insight into the local practice, while simultaneously relating the 
local to the broader international and global arena.

Portia Malatjie is an independent curator and art historian currently based in 
Grahamstown where she lectures History of Art at Rhodes University.



Blocking
Clare Butcher

I’m tired of talking about curators. Having participated in a number of curatorial 
programs, my perception is that in order to understand curating as a practice 
we need to do more than talk. Or rather we need to change the ways in which 
the communication around the practice happens. In the last months I’ve had 
the challenge of “teaching” curating to art students in the context of an art 
academy. They’re about to finish their degrees and my methods were brought 
in, I suppose, to introduce an art historical edge to their work and perhaps 
provide some useful display tips for their final show. But I’ve come to see our 
encounters as facilitating more than this. In addition to debunking some of the 
mutual mythologizing that happens between artists and curators about what 
the other one does, the process we’ve undertaken has revealed the importance 
of curating not as a career but as an approach - in the practice of making as 
well as displaying art works; of managing relationships; of understanding the 
theatrical nature of art’s histories. On the 25th of May, I will actually be in the 
last phases of a week of workshops in a small project space in Amsterdam. 
The focus of that week will be the operetta Victory Over the Sun designed 
and produced by the Futurists exactly 100 years ago. My students, invited 
guests and I will be using this as a framework for a kind of theatrical blocking 
of strategies for installation, thinking about context, modes of performance and 
observation as well as historical reflection. I would love to share some of these 
findings with the Johannesburg audience as a means of concretising my broader 
points.

Clare Butcher is a curator currently teaching in the Fine Art Department at the 
Gerrit Rietveld Academy, Amsterdam



Skaftien
Rangoato Hlasane

Skaftien is a recurring community-based meal at which micro-grants for creative 
projects in Johannesburg and Cape Town are generated and democratically 
awarded. Through a public call, creative practitioners are shortlisted to ‘pitch’ 
in front of a paying audience who votes for the most compelling project. The 
funds raised through the event are awarded to the winning project. It is a crowd 
sourcing approach that could be adapted by other practitioners to realise 
projects.
 
Skaftien, like its predecessor, Stokvel (2009/10), is a project that studies and 
repositions local patterns of resource pooling for public discussion, engagement 
and/or performance. In this way, the overall objective of Skaftien addresses 
issues beyond what it advocates, extending collective resource generation to 
audience development through its “food, music and funds” approach.
 
This presentation responds to the Curatorial Talks question: At what point 
in your career can you call yourself a curator versus describing yourself arts 
administrator? We would like to raise further questions around Skaftien within 
a curatorial framework. The talk will be anecdotal, engaging with the layers of 
participation in the project, and how that relates to broader dialogue on arts 
education.

Skaftien was never conceived with the notion of curatorship in mind, rather 
more of sense of activism through the arts than the visual arts aesthetic often 
associated with curatorship. What are the traps of calling oneself a curator within 
a socially engaged practice? To what extent does the Skaftien model present an 
educational dimension? The model could contribute to a dialogue on the role, 
the involvement and the participation of a ‘curator’ in relation to subject matter.

Rangoato Hlasane is an artist, writer, illustrator, DJ (as Mma Tseleng), and co-
founder and co-director of Keleketla! Library.



Featuring Simplicity: Jargon, Simplicity and Access in 
Contemporary South African Art
Lerato Bereng

The field of curating is relatively new and loosely defined within the South African 
context. With fewer local art galleries and museums than in the West, it is no 
surprise that contemporary curators in South Africa are few and far between. It 
is only in the past five years that curating programmes have been introduced at 
local tertiary institutions. The scarcity of job opportunities for curatorial graduates, 
the miniscule pot of funding for independent projects (largely sustained by 
foreign cultural funders) and the general lack of public discourse on curating, 
means we aren’t producing even a fraction of the curatorial graduates that one 
sees in metropolises off the continent. In this presentation I explore the role of 
the curator as disseminator of information within a South African context, and 
the function that language serves to facilitate and at times regulate engagement 
and access to art. It is imperative to look at what constitutes an art audience and 
how South African publics engage and consumes culture, in order to understand 
the curatorial field and the extent of its development in the country.

Lerato Bereng is a curator at STEVENSON Johannesburg. 



The System of Curating and the Curating of Systems: Some 
Thoughts on Curatorial Practice in the Public Realm
Joseph Gaylard

This presentation explores the ways in which curatorial practice is being 
remoulded through engagement with the wider public realm. I am interested 
in interventions where the curation of processes, relationships and interactions 
between artists and publics – as opposed to artistic outcomes - is increasingly 
foregrounded. Traditionally curatorial practice has concerned itself with the 
selection, presentation and mediation of creative work to particular publics, and 
the development of new discourse within the parameters of what we understand 
to be the ‘artworld’, a construct whose centre of gravity or primary locus has 
largely continued to be the imaginary space of the gallery.  It has also been a 
practice profoundly involved in the generation and assignment of symbolic and 
financial value to particular works and artists, in which the figure of the curator 
frequently emerges as a powerful and mythologised actor.

The presentation will examine ways in which the metaphor of the gallery has 
been interpolated into the public realm in South African public art practice. It will 
consider these practices in relation to emergent approaches to public space 
that draw on alternative metaphors, arguably opening up new possibilities for 
understanding the relationship between creative practice and the public/s to 
which it addresses itself.  The presentation will seek to tease out some of the 
possible implications of these practices for understanding how the role and 
functions of the curator are being recast, particularly in relation to the quasi-
educational role of the curator as a mediator of content. It will additionally 
consider the extent to which the figure of the curator continues to have 
meaningful purchase in our context, or not.

Joseph Gaylard is a researcher, writer, arts manager, and currently Director of 
the Visual Arts Network of South Africa 



Luggage Limits: Us and 23 Kilograms
Bettina Malcomess

I propose to discuss two exhibitions I have curated. The one is the exhibition 
Us, which I co-curated with Simon Njami at the Johannesburg Art Gallery in 
2009 and then at the South African National Gallery in 2010. The exhibition was 
conceptualised as a response to the xenophobic violence of May 2008, and 
attempted to bring together a younger generation of South African artists to 
think through and question notions of group identity and belonging. The show 
was not a critical success, but made visible the work of several younger artists 
in the museum space, and also began a series of further collaborations between 
myself and these artists. The second version of the show formed part of the 
larger exhibition 1910-2010: From Pierneef to Gugulective, curated by Riason 
Naidoo. 

23 Kilograms (2013) is a much smaller exhibition that I curated at a gallery called 
West in the Hague, Netherlands. The gallerist had been interested in doing 
an exhibition of “South African artists”. I had titled the project 23 Kilograms, 
presenting less an exhibition than a situation in which four artists – Zen Marie, 
Donna Kukama, Francis Burger and Siemon Allen – would produce new work in 
response to the luggage limit allowed for international travel.

In this presentation I will look at how the curatorial premise for Us and 23 
Kilograms attempt to refuse a simple reading of group identity as a space of 
‘representation’, and yet both get read as exhibitions that are (or should be) 
‘representative’ of South Africa. I look at the critical framing of these exhibitions 
as ‘educational’ exhibitions, and my own attempts as curator to both play the 
role of educator and to refuse it. I reflect on the complexities of the role of the 
curator in relation to the museum within South Africa, and the position of the 
South African curator working in the Western, European context. In both cases, 
I ask the question: To what extent is the exhibition expected to ‘allegorise’ 
contemporary South African-ness, making the curator’s role a multiple one: 
collector, anthropologist, travel lecturer? 

Bettina Malcomess works across disciplines as a writer, curator and artist.



Educational Turn or Perceptual Turn?
Rat Western

Distance always lends us a better eye for labelling the crux of a moment, being 
immersed in it; we are more likely to believe something exciting is going on 
and less able to see the moments lasting impact on events which follow. That 
being said there is no doubt that there is an up rise in the focus on curating 
as a laudable creative enterprise and an emphasis in artistic education on this 
as such, rather than a default position when that ‘making art objects yourself’ 
doesn’t quite work out.  

Here are a few questions I would like to address: Is it sufficient for curation as 
a professional focus only to be offered at a post-graduate level and what is the 
value of this? Could the educational focus on grooming arts students in the 
narrow field of only making art objects, in deference to other related professions, 
be considered as a metaphor that may be creatively applied by a student 
to related fields such as curation, theoretical discourse, art criticism or even 
advertising?  

If we accept that there is a current emphasis on curatorial education, how 
does this change public understanding and perceptions? If we are to consider 
this moment an educational turn and construct this in a lasting way, it is not 
merely at the institutional level that we need to be emphasising curatorial 
practice. Audience recognition of the role of a curator needs development that 
recognises curatorial practice as an equally valuable creative output and not as 
an accompanying role or second prize to being an artist.

Rat Western currently lectures Digital Arts and Performance in the Fine Art 
Department of Rhodes University. 



Curating Africa
Siona O’Connell

Curate Africa is a major project of photography and curation, encompassing 
the whole of Africa. It makes use of new technology to allow new approaches 
to how we think about Africa and sets out to mark a departure from histories of 
representation concerned with African people, places and realities.

The project takes place in a different kind of gallery, in several phases, and 
pushes us to think about questions of space, curation, the archive and the 
cartography of the continent. Curate Africa urges us to make new connections, 
both temporally and spatially. Put simply, we are seeing Malik Sedibe’s 
photographs alongside those of colonial photographer Duggan Cronin, all 
floating above and below images from a blogger in Cairo and a Facebook image 
from a would-be fashion designer in Port Louis.

The first phase of the project has a single theme: play. We are interested in 
historical and contemporary images of play, with the point of entry being a 
list of synonyms, including leisure, flirtation, ease, freedom, performance, 
opportunity, and pause and rejoice. It is particularly the notion of freedom that 
grabs our interest, as we search for those moments, captured by the lens, often 
unexpected, that argue for a re- and self-representation of the continent. 

Siona O’Connell is a Senior Curator at the Centre for Curating the Archive at the 
University of Cape Town.



Reflections on 1910-2010: From Pierneef to Gugulective
Riason Naidoo

This presentation focuses on 1910-2010: From Pierneef to Gugulective, an 
exhibition held at the Iziko South African National Gallery (ISANG) in 2010, 
highlighting a century of South African art, and coinciding with the 2010 FIFA 
World Cup. As the newly arrived director at ISANG at the time, I curated this 
exhibition using the gallery’s permanent collection and loans from 48 other 
collections in the country, attempting to reflect a new vision for the gallery. I will 
take an in-depth look at the strategy and thinking behind the show, and some of 
the challenges too. The presentation outlines the exhibition’s main themes, which 
were closely linked to the country’s historical and political moments, as well as 
underlying strata of sub-themes such as nationalism, AIDS, identity politics, love, 
indigenous cultural practices, etc. I will also explore the relationships between 
works across different eras, genres and media, as well as touch on the diverse 
response to the show in the media and by the public.

Riason Naidoo is director of South African National Gallery (SANG) and Old 
Town House, part of Iziko Museums of South Africa. 



Water, Water, Everywhere
Raimi Gbadamosi

There is the famous line from Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s poem, The Rime of the 
Ancient Mariner, in which the sailor looks around and realises that drinking the 
water around him meant death from thirst, salt poisoning, and possibly a host of 
other dreadful ailments. If only he had a desalination plant. Museum culture can 
be a bit like this – all the culture in the world without the means and desire to 
process it. There is no shortage of production continentally, but there is a dearth 
of processing. And this dearth of processing has meant there is excess room 
for exploiting a commodity market. The museum is the space par excellence 
for the creation of the latter day commodity. After a generation of form following 
function, form now taking precedence does call for a new look at cultural 
production. The return of the museum, and by extension the gallery space, to a 
place of learning, is related to the mode that art is taking. The auto-ethnographic 
relies on definition and explanation, and the museum has to meet this demand. 
This is not to argue that art through the ages has not relied on narrative for 
understanding, just that a self-reflective state as the present is poignant in its 
dominance. 

Looking at the art market, the exploitation of this excess is inevitable. The Global 
North is interested in Southern Cultural production for the very fact of its local 
neglect. Creating a market governable from the North is not a bad idea if you are 
from the North. I am going to look at how unused excess within the museum has 
allowed for the emergence of a particularised educational turn.

Raimi Gbadamosi is Professor of Fine Arts at the Wits School of Arts, 
Johannesburg.



International Networks
Renaud Proch 

In 2010 Independent Curators International (ICI) developed the Curatorial 
Intensive under the leadership of Kate Fowle. This short-term training program 
offers curators the chance to develop their exhibitions ideas and make 
connections to professionals in the field, providing the opportunity to forge 
new international networks through peer-group education. The Curatorial 
Intensive now takes place in New York twice annually, and in other locations with 
institutional partners worldwide. This presentation will introduce the ideas behind 
the program and the type of international networks that are possible through it.

Renaud Proch is the Executive director of Independent Curators International 
(ICI), New York.



Go Ahead! Reflections on Teaching Curatorship in South 
Africa
Claudia Marion Stemberger

Having recently taught curatorship in South Africa – at the Bag Factory in 
Johannesburg and at VANSA in Cape Town – I take both the participants’ and 
my reflections as the starting point for this paper. Entitled Critical Curating, the 
workshops focused on contemporary curatorial discourse and addressed the 
pluralities of curatorial practice today. As part of the training, the participants 
conceptualised and presented curatorial proposals for comment, and where 
possible they also interacted with local curators from South Africa. To this effect, 
looking at the alleged or actual divide between the global South and the global 
North, this presentation looks at the rather Euro-American standpoint of the field 
of curatorial studies programmes. 

Whether in South Africa or elsewhere, the majority of cultural producers and 
academics who have established curatorial training courses during the last 
decade(s) never enrolled in a curatorial course themselves. Embracing the 
potential of self-taught knowledge and the existing expertise of professionals 
in South Africa, additionally it is vital for a curatorial curriculum to critically 
reflect on the existing (albeit possibly already canonical) discourse. However, 
being aware that a large percentage of the discourse related to South Africa’s 
art historiographies is still produced outside the African continent, one might 
wonder to what extent teaching curatorial studies at an academic level in South 
Africa will raise awareness of existing local expertise. After all, if we act on the 
assumption of competitiveness, what if South African academia were to go 
ahead and emerge as the forerunner of contemporary curatorial training in sub-
Saharan Africa (or even globally)?

Claudia Marion Stemberger [www.artandtheory.net] is an independent 
researcher and curator.
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