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Through the exploration of 
different media and means 
of expression, Dineo 
Seshee Bopape (b. 1981, 
Polokwane, South Africa) 
has distinguished herself 
by creating environmen-
tal installations composed 
of highly symbolic materi-
als such as earth and wa-
ter, which generate power-
ful narratives. Her oeuvre 

combines digital and technological aesthetic vocabular-
ies—investigated through video and sound—with sculp-
tural works and installations characterized by organ-
ic media like charcoal, ash, and clay. With their strong 
materiality, these elements suggest new regenerative 
alchemical possibilities, as well as physical, spiritual, 
and social. Drawing on her own experiences related to 
her home country and its threads to elsewhere, the art-
ist weaves stories in which ancestral archetypes (rock, 
water, fire, air) take on a substantial role in support-
ing and directing the unearthing of “personal” and so-
cio-historic accounts. The Historical is thus rearranged, 
grief is summoned and ghosts of socio-political trau-
mas are witnessed.

Since the beginning of her career, the artist has delved 
into the individual and collective meaning of memory, 
and the concept of “holes”—in time, in memory, and in 
bodies—, exploring how they manifest physically or met-
aphorically in places and people. She often focuses on 

Cultural Mediation
Cultural mediators are present in the exhibition spaces to answer 
questions from the public, give information and context elements that can 
deepen the fruition of the artworks. The dialogue between mediator and 
visitor should take place in compliance with social distancing policies and 
the norms on the protection of personal health.

Public Program 
The exhibition is accompanied by a series of events that allow visitors to learn 
more about some of the themes of the show and of Dineo Seshee Bopape’s 
work. Discover more on our website. 
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this aspect across history, and particularly through the 
collective political and cultural events of the African di-
aspora. Starting from her native country, Bopape has 
broadened her field of research to embrace distant ge-
ographies—such as N’der in Senegal, or Richmond in 
Virginia—related to colonialisms and to the transat-
lantic slave trade as well as the occurrence of psychic 
transmissions across the two continents and how these 
have informed the cultural and spiritual lives of those in 
the diaspora. For the artist, meaningful figures of ref-
erence include her biological ancestral predecessors 
who lived through all social shifts in Southern Africa 
and in the world. Amongst these teachers are also an-
ti-colonial thinkers, writers, and activists of the glob-
al South and of the black radical traditions, including 
the West-Indian revolutionary psychiatrist and activist 
Frantz Fanon (1925–1961), writer and activist Sol Plaatje 
(1876–1932), black feminist writer Audre Lorde (1934–
1992), the cultural theorist Stuart Hall (1932-2014), the 
anti-Apartheid activist Winnie Mandela (1936-2018), 
and the exponent of analytic philosophy Achille Varzi 
(b. 1958), all of whom made significant contributions, 
at distinct times in history and from different perspec-
tives, to the call for civil rights, identity, gender issues, 
and decolonization. 

Bopape’s practice stems from a fine arts education, with 
studies in painting and sculpture at the Durban Institute 
of Technology in South Africa, and subsequently pursu-
ing a postgraduate at De Ateliers in Amsterdam to then 
obtain a Master’s degree in Fine Arts from the Columbia 
University of New York in 2010. In the following years 
her work has also been shaped by the many artistic 
residencies—amongst which the Headlands Center for 

the Arts in San Francisco, Raw Material in Dakar, and 
most recently the Cité des Arts in Paris—that have en-
abled her to travel to various parts of the world, bring-
ing her further into contact with different cultures and 
traditions. While completing her studies she took part 
in collective exhibitions starting to create a person-
al poetic with motifs that she would develop in the fol-
lowing years. In 2009 Bopape was invited to take part 
in the first edition of the New Museum Triennial in New 
York, “The Generational: Younger than Jesus,” where 
she exhibited the video dreamweaver in an immersive 
environment composed of artificial plants scattered 
around the space, reflective Mylar walls, and a strobo-
scopic sphere. The video portrays the artist dressed in 
white, with a skirt of bulging bags, wearing a beard and 
sunglasses, as the figure drifts in an empty industrial 
space—like in a ritual spider dance—weaving and un-
binding stories. The sound is punctuated by the rhythm 
of percussion instruments alternating with recogniz-
able melodies, like the Mission Impossible soundtrack 
and the gospel-protest song Bawo Thixo Somandla, and 
snippets of phrases from speeches and comedy skits 
collaged within. This similar kaleidoscopic atmospher-
ic tone recurs in several subsequent videos, in which 
Bopape or flowers (and rarely other people) appear as 
the protagonists against a backdrop of images, land-
scape, and color. Her videos are often characterized 
by idiosyncratic editing and the rhythmic progression 
of both digital sounds and environmental recordings, 
including the singing of birds, the flowing of water, and 
the rustling of the wind.

The artist’s approach, and particularly her experimen-
tal use of video as a means of exploring the body and 
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sound, follows into the trajectory of historical artists 
like Ana Mendieta, Robert Grieve, Nam June Paik, and 
Stan Brakhage, pioneers in the elaboration of the ex-
pressive codes of this medium. Her practice is also in-
fluenced by the visual cultures of her generation—music 
videos, early 2000 Nollywood cinema, and Hollywood 
cinematic tropes. Critical sources of inspiration are also 
the existential and post-colonial literature and the cul-
tural scenes within the political movements, songs of 
liberation, recited poetry, protest theater, language, 
and relationships.

The official biography with which the artist presents 
herself—a long list of events or climatic occurrences 
that happened in 1981, the year of her birth, such as the 
death of Bob Marley, the discovery of AIDS and the Dawu 
earthquake in China—exemplifies her conception of time: 
the interconnection of seemingly disparate events and 

the aleatory nature of the account of the past. By re-
calling historical events, such as the abolition of slav-
ery in Mauritania in 1981, Bopape draws light to the re-
verberations of chattel slavery in our present. As she 
states, «the contemporaneous nature of the seemingly 
disparate events proposes a butterfly effect of tangen-
tial relationships.» While poetically weaving chronicles 
from different parts of the globe into her works, Bopape 
also formulates a possible new reading of the present: 
«I’m interested in how a narrative is constructed when 
things are not linear. That this does not stand still. That 
the object sits in multiple locations.» 

After her initial use of found photographic images and 
iconographies of land, artificial grass, play dough, and 
later of clay to reference landscape, land and its politics, 
on the occasion of her participation in the Marrakech 
Biennale in 2015 she started using soil itself as a medi-
um. This occurred following the artist’s involvement in 
political formations and moments in South Africa, where 
soil became a physical and concrete force. In paying 
homage to those who gave their lives in the struggle for 
self-sovereignty and through Azania, a Pan-African free-
dom song of the Apartheid period from which she took a 
verse (“From Cape to Cairo, Morocco to Madagascar... 
Azania [South Africa] our land, we will get it with ba-
zookas”), the artist chose to include soil from the coun-
tries mentioned, located at the four extremities of the 
African continent. From that moment on, the artist has 
used earth also as a medium to address issues of sover-
eignty, occupation, and dispossession: «I treat the soil 
like a body... material and spirit... and a mirror/recep-
tacle of sorts... Like the clumps of clay—they are a way 
to mark self-presence through the/a simple gesture.»

+/-1791 (monument to 
the haitian revolution 
1791), 2017 
Mixed media installation
Variable dimensions
Installation view, 
Sharjah Biennial 13, 2017
Courtesy Sharjah Art 
Foundation
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The Exhibition

“Born in the first light of the morning [moswara’marapo]” 
is Dineo Seshee Bopape’s first anthological show and 
features environmental works, wall drawings, videos, 
and sound pieces, tracing an unprecedented topogra-
phy of a selection of her oeuvre. The exhibition unfolds 
along interconnected narratives that touch on distant 
geographies—from the horizon of the ocean to the sum-
mit of the mountain—where earthly installations and 
vernacular architectural structures mingle with digi-
tal works to create a sensory landscape. The first part 
of the title recalls a state of rebirth and transforma-
tion in which light, the pivotal element of cosmology 
through the stars, metaphorically directs earthly life. 
The inclusion of the words moswara’marapo in Sepedi 
(a Southern African BaNtu language) literally translates 
as “the holder of bones,” bones allegorically being the 

Lerole: footnotes  
(The struggle of memory 
against forgetting), 2017
Mixed media installation  
Variable dimensions
Installation view, 
Kunstinstituut Melly 
(formerly known 
as Witte de With), 
Rotterdam, 2017
Courtesy Sfeir-Semler 
Gallery, Beirut/Hamburg

minerals that hold the memories. It also evokes the 
“presence” of a “master of ceremonies,” through whom 
rites of passage are traversed. In the exhibition, the 
artist relies on different chronologies: the geological 
time of minerals, the constellations and phases of the 
moon, and social histories, bringing them together in 
a reflection on the present actors. 

Earth and water are here at the center of the artist’s 
research. She uses them as media both for their tac-
tile and sound qualities, for their transformative po-
tential of healing and fecundity, but also as witness-
es and memory keepers of all that has transpired upon 
them, near and far, including the lived traumas (in-
ternal and external climate disasters, displacements, 
and migrations).

1.  Untitled, 2022
2.  More/Moreana, 2021 

For the show, Bopape has fashioned two new wall 
drawings (Untitled, 2022), displayed at key moments 
in the exhibition—at the entrance and the exit—thus 
evoking the cyclical nature of the project. She has re-
alized them directly on the wall, tracing sinuous lines 
that recall the marks left on the sand by the waves and 
tides. The wall drawings series are adapted each time 
according to the layout of the space, and for the Shed 
in Pirelli HangarBicocca the artist has created two 
shapes, one pyramidal and one rectangular. 

The earthly quality of this series of drawings becomes 
more ephemeral in the sculpture More/Moreana. 



3.   lerato laka le a phela le a phela le a phela/My love is alive,  
is alive, is alive, 2022

The work is a lyrical journey through time. Presented on 
three screens with a sedimentary rock (limestone) pro-
jection surface, it welcomes the visitor in a circular court. 
The subject of the video is the water of the ocean, explored 
by the artist, who rhythmically touches the liquid surface 
with her hands almost as though playing a musical instru-
ment. The warm tone of her voice and the cadence of the 
melody relate both to the gestures with which Bopape 
skims and traverses water, and to the colors of the el-
ements she casts into the sea. As the artist recounts: 
«the process was inspired by transmissions from oce-
anic spirits whilst in the Solomon Islands, that brought 
visions of the image of Peter’s (often misnamed Gordon, 
an enslaved black man who escaped in the 18th centu-
ry) whip-lacerated back and the music of Lucky Dube.» 
The title itself, lerato laka le a phela le a phela le a phela/
My love is alive, is alive, is alive echoes the lyrics of the 
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Engraved directly onto slides, various abstracted im-
ages of water, rivers, and oceans are rhythmically pro-
jected onto the wall of the space by three carousels. 
The images overlap and intersect, creating a poetic vi-
sual montage. The three projectors rest on some ear-
ly 20th-century bricks belonging to the structure of 
the building, thus creating a physical connection be-
tween the installation and the context in which it is 
displayed. The play on words on which the work’s title 
is based—in the Sesotho language more means “tree” 
and moreana “medicine”—alludes to the healing prop-
erties of nature, a recurring concept in Bopape’s oeu-
vre. The images on the slides were produced primarily 
in Richmond, Virginia. Using clay from Senegal, Ghana, 
Cape Town, The Mississippi, and Richmond, a few of 
many ports related to the transatlantic slave trade. 

Master Harmonizer 
(soil walls), 2021, 
Virginia soil, chalk 
Variable dimensions
Installation view, 
Institute for 
Contemporary 
Art at Virginia 
Commonwealth 
University,  
Richmond, 2021
Photo David Hale

lerato laka le a phela  
le a phela le a phela/ 
My love is alive, is alive, 
is alive, 2022 (still)
Three-channel video 
installation, color, 
sound, 17’
Commissioned by 
TBA21–Academy and 
co-produced with 
Pirelli HangarBicocca, 
Milan 
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melody—sung by the artist—that accompanies the work 
and which appeared to her in a dream during her research 
stay in Jamaica. The interweaving of various narrations—
the journeys, the ocean, the song, the dreams—recalls 
centuries of African diaspora and stories older than hu-
man time. As Bopape states: «[…] think about the water 
itself and my relationship with it: the water of the ocean, 
the water in my body, as well as the water in our collec-
tive body or collective consciousness, us all in relation 
to each other and to the water, and what love has to do 
with that, where love sits in that connection.»

4.  Itchy Fairy, 2009

Itchy Fairy is one of Dineo Seshee Bopape’s earlier works 
and condenses central themes in her production like the 
abstraction of nature, the layers of memory and the ap-
plication of lore. The installation is emblematic of the art-
ist’s practice, which often brings together materials of 
different types and objects with multiple symbols: here, 
a small white table is installed on a synthetic grass car-
pet illuminated by several light bulbs. At the beginning of 
her artistic career, Bopape often used synthetic grass—
replaced with earth in subsequent works—to reflect on 
humans’ use of land and the manipulation of landscapes 
in the creation of artificial places. The work relates to 
memory, both personal and collective, made up of “sol-
ids” and “voids.” The sacks in the installation evoke the 
weight of history, while the illuminated light bulbs, by 
contrast, conjure up lightness and hope.

5.  Actor musa/dreamy look, 2009

Screened in a loop, the video Actor musa/dreamy look, 
is a black-and-white close-up of a man’s face as he 
dreamily observes the sky while lying in a meadow. His 
gaze reflects a sensation of bewilderment, as if in a day-
dream. The artist portrays the man’s face (that resem-
bles the revolutionary and former president of Burkina 
Faso Thomas Sankara) from different angles, the cam-
era approaching and moving away from her subject, while 
suggesting to him slight changes of position. The work 
conveys a diaristic approach whilst the lingering on the 
portrait of the figure is a trace of an ephemeral moment 
that eludes everyday life. 

6.  (Serithi) The rest, as they used to say, is story, 2021

In (Serithi) The rest, as they used to say, is story, the shad-
ow of the artist’s body is reflected on the shoreline, as 
the waves of the sea break on the sand. Originally filmed 
on Super 8mm film, the video is projected onto a layer of 
marble dust on the floor, creating a connection between 
the sand of the landscape and its reproduction in the exhi-
bition. Due to its reflective properties, the marble accen-
tuates the brightness of the images while also lending a 
sculptural dimension to the frame. The title underscores 
the temporal aspect of the work characterized by the in-
cessant motion of the wave and the impermanence of its 
traces on the sand.



7.  and- in. the light of this.______, 2017/2022
8.  Mothabeng, 2022

The sinuous forms of the two site-specific installations 
trace the outline of a landscape. Made of compressed 
earth in the shape of a dome visually reminiscent of a 
womb or egg, the structures call to mind the rondavels, 
the typical oval-shaped huts of South Africa and Lesotho, 
usually built using local raw materials such as stones, 
sand, earth, and dung. In addition to the connection with 
the artist’s home country, the installations also invoke a 
broader geographical context, which emerges from sty-
listic affinities with the vernacular architecture of other 
parts of the world, as the adobe houses typical of West 
Africa, made from dried bricks of clay mixed with sand 
and straw, or stupas, Buddhist monuments originating 
in the Indian subcontinent and intended to house relics. 
The darkness and the mixture of earth and plant odors are 
an invitation to meditate and rebuild the human relation-
ship with soil whilst the herbs and minerals suggest their 
ritual and healing function. As the artist further expands, 
«[the artworks] and- in. the light of this.______ as well as  
Mabu,mubu,mmu, commemorate the earth-mother prin-
ciple, home, and indigenous woman’s wombs.»

While and- in. the light of this.______ appears as a mon-
umental element in the exhibition space, the smaller in-
stallation Mothabeng (meaning “at the mountain” or “of 
the mountain”) is an intimate and meditative place of con-
templation. Inside it, visitors can listen to an audio record-
ing especially made for Pirelli HangarBicocca in a mar-
ble quarry in the Apuan Alps. The track combines sounds 
from different sources: environmental and ground vibra-
tions. The latter, not normally perceptible to the human 

and- in. the light of this. 
______, 2017  
Mixed media installation  
Variable dimensions
Installation view, 
Darling Foundry, 
Montreal, 2017
Courtesy Darling 
Foundry, Montreal
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ear, were captured using scientific instruments (an an-
emometer and a geophone). In this environment, the 
sounds produced by the natural elements of the moun-
tain reverberate, accompanying viewers on a journey into 
the depths of the earth, and inspiring novel ways of con-
necting with non-human organisms and entities. As in 
other works, Bopape associates the sound aspect with 
earthly and cosmological components. 

9.   Lerole: footnotes (The struggle of memory against forgetting), 
2017

This imposing installation consists of separate piles of un-
fired earth bricks arranged in geometric constellations 
that create a sculptural landscape. It also comprises the 
space around the forms and a series of natural elements 
such as clay, charcoal, ceramics, pigments, gold leaf, and 
various medicinal herbs. Lerole: footnotes (The struggle 
of memory against forgetting) is a sensorial work, char-
acterized by both olfactory components, released by the 
burning of herbal incense, and acoustic ones, with por-
table record players spreading the sound of the roar of 
African oceans, rivers, and lakes recorded by the artist 
during her travels or by friends. Amidst the thunder of the 
water, we can hear the chirping of the quetzal, a Central 
American bird that is sacred in Mayan and Aztec mythol-
ogies as well as in other cultures, where it is seen as a 
symbol of freedom. Inspired by this legendary embod-
iment of freedom or death, Bopape juxtaposes the im-
age of the quetzal with a narration of historical events 
of anti-colonial resistance(s). The installation is, in fact, 
dotted with wooden plaques engraved with dates and 
texts commemorating a selection of battles by invading 

Europeans that took place between 1450 and 1921, dis-
proving the widespread belief that the African continent 
was conquered without encountering opposition. The 
chronology, derived from extensive study by the artist 
together with several researchers, is dispersed through-
out the work, in contrast to a linear understanding of his-
tory, generating a choral storytelling of different events 
and places. The piece also commemorates a gesture of 
Robert Sobukwe (1924–1978), a South African political 
dissident long imprisoned on Robben Island during the 
Apartheid years. It is said that sometime in the late 70s, 
when a new group of prisoners was shuffled in the prison 
yard, Sobukwe had grabbed a handful of earth to the sky 
as a sign of recognition to his comrades, to the sovereign-
ty of his land, and to his people. With this gesture he let 
the soil trickle from his raised fist to the ground. Bopape 
appropriates this historical act, solidifying (through fire) 
the earth elements molded inside her fist—a physical trace 

Lerole: footnotes 
(The struggle of 
memory against 
forgetting), 2017 (detail)
Soil, clay, pigments, 
charcoal, ash, sage, 
gold, sound
Variable dimensions
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of an ephemeral moment. Actions, stories, and geogra-
phies are echoed in the title of the work, which comprises 
two terms taken from different languages: Lerole, mean-
ing “(an active) dust” in the Sesotho language, and the 
struggle of memory against forgetting in English, a quote 
from Milan Kundera’s The unbearable lightness of being. 

10.  Mabu,mubu,mmu, sa__ke lerole, (sa lerole ke__), 2022

This earth piece, which has taken various titles since 
its physical conception in 2016 [and in the light of this, 
Mabu,mubu,mmu, sa__ke lerole, (sa lerole ke__)], has 
been installed in São Paulo, New York, Kyiv, Harare and 
now especially adapted for the exhibition in Milan. The art-
work consists of five blocks of soil of different shapes and 
sizes, separated from each other by walkable passages.
The rectangular structures, which from a formal point 
of view link Bopape to the minimalist art and land art of 
the mid-1960s, enclose the viewer in a landscape that is 
bare, yet dense with allegorical references. Each mound 
is embellished with crystals, shells, medicinal herbs, 
gold leaf, and clay that also have metaphysical signifi-
cance. Influenced primarily by Southern African “prayer 
mounds” she had seen as a child growing up in Limpopo 
(and prayer practices of communicating with the earth), 
Bopape has affirmed that: «sculpted mounds of earth 
as commemorative elements to my grandmother, the 
stories of her womb and the lands she grew up on, and 
other women, particularly indigenous women (and men) 
globally whose bodies were used as testing grounds for 
western scientific racism ventures.» Moreover, the soil 
bodies are for the artist related to political and spiritu-
al bodies and histories. Territory is still at the center of 

pressing political conflicts, due to the question of land 
and wealth restitution not having yet been successfully 
dealt with in Post-Apartheid South Africa. Various geo-
metric shapes, dips, and abstract reliefs can be perceived 
on the irregular surface of the installation: holding the 
traces of the past, the soil becomes a physical manifes-
tation of memory. The use of earth—fertile, life-giving, 
and matter-transforming—also celebrates the figure of 
woman, and the earth’s body. 

Mabu,mubu,mmu, 2017 
(detail)
Soil, ceramics, herbs, 
crystals, coal, ash, 
sound
Variable dimensions
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Selected Exhibitions

Several international institutions have organized solo 
exhibitions by Dineo Seshee Bopape, including Ocean 
Space, Venice, Secession Vienna, (2022); Institute for 
Contemporary Art at Virginia Commonwealth University, 
Richmond (2021); Towner Art Gallery, Eastbourne (2019); 
PinchukArtCentre, Kyiv (2018); Bielefelder Kunstverein, 
Kunstinstituut Melly (formerly known as Witte de With), 
Rotterdam, Darling Foundry, Montreal (2017); Art in General, 
New York, Palais de Tokyo, Paris (2016); Hordeland Kunst 
Sentrum, Bergen, Hayward Gallery Project Space, London 
(2015); August House, Johannesburg (2014). The artist has 
taken part in numerous group shows, including Biennale 
of Sydney, Manifesta 14, Pristina (2022); Prospect New 
Orleans (2021); Busan Biennale (2020); Berlin Biennial 
for Contemporary Art (2018); Sharjah Biennale (2017); 
Marrakech Biennale, Bienal de São Paulo, Montreal Biennale, 
SeMA – Media City Seoul (2016); Biennale de Lyon (2013). 
In 2019, she was among the artists representing South 
Africa at the 58th Venice Biennale.

Dineo Seshee Bopape was awarded the Artes Mundi Prize 
in 2021, the Future Generation Art Prize in 2017 and the 
Sharjah Biennial 13 Prize in 2017.
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