Biography
Buhlebezwe Siwani, born 1987 in Johannesburg, South Africa.

She lives and works in Amsterdam, Netherlands.

Buhlebezwe Siwani is a multimedia artist working in performance, photography, sculpture and ins-
tallation. She uses art and performance to explore themes as varied as religion, African spirituality,
and womanhood, among others.

In addition to her independent practice, Siwani is one of the founding members of the influential
collective iQhiya, which was formed as an activist response to the lack of exhibition opportunity and
underrepresentation of black female artists in the South African art world.

Siwani’s vocation as an artist is far more than just something she does for fun; it’s her way of ex-
ploring herself, interrogating the world around her, and interpreting her experience of living as both
a creative and a sangoma (traditional healer). Engaging with human journeys in all of their comple-
xities, she uses different types of media to touch on these multiple facets of her consciousness

— parts of herself she comfortably acknowledges as inextricable from one another. Based on her
background as sangoma, Siwani has also used her artistic practice to delve into religious subjects
and the often-perplexing relationship between Christianity and African spirituality.

Thematically Siwanis’ work interrogates the patriarchal framing of the black female body and black
female experience within the South African context. As both an artist and sangoma, Siwani is cons-
tantly working within this paradox where, on one hand, her work as iSangoma demands that a lot be
concealed, while, as an artist, her practice is concerned with revelation.

As an artist, one of the ways Siwani chooses to explore her experiences is through using her own
body as a means of communication. She understands these experiences better than anyone else
and were she to use another’s physicality — one with it’s own stories — she would need to be sure
of what that story is. “This is why | put myself in. Who better understands my own experiences, my
own memories and my own journey than myself?”

From her mesmerising live performance pieces and dazzling sculptural creations, to the inspired
visual documentation of her art, Siwani’s body of work touches on difficult subjects without shying
away from their complexity. Topics like race, colonisation, apartheid, gender, sex, language, and
anthropology all emerge in her work, encouraging viewers to ask questions rather than simply pro-
viding them with answers.

It is these disparities and connections that Siwani continues to artistically explore, discovering uni-
que parallels within each space she moves into. With each piece of imagery she creates, she feeds
her audience particular social signs and symbols, leaving it up to them to decipher. “I've always said
if art doesn’t engage socially what are you making it for? If it doesn’t engage with the social econo-
mics of our time, with the political economics of our time then why are you making it?”

She uses Preem green bar soap, with its instantly recognizable lemon scent, as a recurrent motif
and material. During Apartheid, the soap came to present hardship and indignity across racial divi-
des - soap was not always available to purchase in the general dealers supplying designated black



/

areas, and it was not always affordable for families living on meagre wages, even as one of the
cheapest soap brands on the market. As a result, strong body odour and poor hygiene was a stigma
enforced on black people as one more marker of their racial inferiority.
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