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By BARBARA HOLLANDS

A DISAPPOINTING prima-
ry school memory involv-
ing watery powder paints
was the first hurdle faced

by Molteno-born artist Asanda Kupa,
36, but it was not to be his last.

An ill-advised decision to study
economics, followed by a couple of
years running a museum in Molteno
almost derailed his artistic career
path, but perseverance paid off and
his work will be represented at the
prestigious Investec Cape Town Art
Fair from tomorrow to Sunday.

“When I was about 10 years old, I
clearly remember one day dreaming
about having a pallet, easel and
brushes, but in high school I did not
think that one could make a career
of art,” says Kupa.

Efforts to study economics were
t hwa r t e d .

“I often got rejected at first. When
I finally got accepted at Wits Tech-

nikon – like my first attempt at
painting – it did not work out, so I
dropped out.”

Joblessness interspersed with odd
jobs followed before Kupa’s dormant
love for art emerged. He harnessed
support from his mother and en-
rolled for a national diploma in fine-
art at Walter Sisulu University,
graduating when he was 24. A
BTech degree at Tshwane Uuniver-
sity of Technology followed.

He was finally on his way to be-
coming a full-time artist, a career
which for many years, was nothing
more than a pipe dream.

First there was a two-year stint
working at the Molteno museum,
which he resurrected.

Then, after receiving the Ann
Bryant Young Artist of the Year in
2010 and honing his skills at an in-
cubator programme run by artist
Churchill Madikida at Qunu’s Nel-
son Mandela Museum, Kupa headed
to Johannesburg in 2012, paint

brush in hand, “to be closer to the
art scene”.

“I wanted to be where most op-
portunities were; where art is vis-
ible and accessible.”

While working as a painting as-
sistant in a commercial studio in the
same year, he remembers coming
home from work and becoming
aware of “moving people in a smoky
dusty scene of what at first ap-
peared to be an apartheid archive”
on his television set.

It was Marikana. “It stayed in my
mind for a while not knowing how
to react.”

But as an artist he reacted the
way creatives do.

“I resorted to making paintings
which continued into drawings and
printing lithographs.”

Director of gallery Guns & Rain
Julie Taylor, who represents Kupa
at the Cape Town Art Fair, describes
this unsettling work as:

“Striking crowd scenes, initially

inspired by the Marikana massacre,
showing militant action not only as
an expression of fury, but also a
place of refuge and hope in South
Africa. Protest, spurred by grass-
roots community frustration, is a
central theme of his work.”

Taylor said her decision to take
Ku p a ’s work to the Cape Town Art
Fair was a response to the artist’s
“fresh, raw and incisive” wo r k .

“He is one of few artists who en-
gages with and reflects the depth
and breadth of popular protest in
contemporary South Africa.”

Asked what inspires his work
which captures the feelings and
frustrations of those forced to live
on the periphery of “the new South
Africa”, Kupa says his subject rails
against “the constant trials of many
people living a daily struggle of
dealing with societal ills.

“I am driven to work and expand
by the immense frustration and
rage in the movement of those who

find themselves getting deeper into
a space of being unable to have a
stable sense of being, such as peace
of mind, security, basic human
rights and justice.”

The subject matter is steeped in
Ku p a ’s personal experience too.

“Having as a child experienced
apartheid, oppression and lack of
freedom, having also to go through
a process of being part of the re-
birth of South Africa – a new South
Africa – which carries unhealed
wounds, one can hear the same
sounds of despair that result in
chaos and protest.”

Ku p a ’s introspections have also
led him to examine his roots re-
garding ritual and ancestry, and, ac-
cording to Taylor, he asks questions
about the rejection of indigenous
modes of being and about what an-
cestors would feel about people’s be-
haviour today.

Working from his studio at the
Bag Factory collective artists’ stu -
dios in downtown Johannesburg,
Kupa brings energy to his art
through a layering of pigment over
blacked-out canvasses.

“The effect is a mass of murky yet
dynamic forms that vividly express
movement and atmosphere,” s ays
Tayl o r.

Inspired by the likes of Gerard
Sekoto, Francisco Goya, William
Turner, Dathini Mzayiya and Mar-
lene Dumas, Kupa’s work has been
exhibited in multiple group exhibi-
tions in South Africa including
Charting at Eclectica Contemporary
in Cape Town last year, 35 Years:
Trailblazers at Lizamore & Associ-
ates in Johannesburg and Droogte
Drought/Imbla Isomiso at Cape
Tow n ’s Artvark.

This year he has held a solo ex-
hibition at Eclectica Contemporary
and was also a featured artist in the
Guns & Rain booth at the Also
Known As Africa Fair in Paris.

His work also sits in a number of
South African collections, including
The Southern African Foundation
For Contemporary Art.

Currently in Iran, Kupa is par-
ticipating in the Kooshk Artist Res-
idency programme in Terahn in col-
laboration with the Bag Factory.

He may be far away, but his heart
is still in Molteno where his family
lives and where he was first in-
spired to create charcoal works on
the relationship between dogs and
the “spiritual realm within Xhosa
beliefs” .

“I often visit home. Being in
Molteno has proved to be a fuel of
energy for me as an artist and as a
person. I get calmer and more
grounded there.”

Says Taylor: “I believe that his
work deserves a wider audience. Ex-
hibiting his paintings and drawings
at the Cape Town Art Fair will
showcase his talent to both South
Africans and international visitors.”

“I am very proud to be a moving
part of the South African art scene,”
says Kupa. “The Cape Town Art Fair
is an important event in the arts
calendar and I’m also very happy to
exhibit with a gallery like Guns &
Rain.” — b a rb a ra h @ d i s p a t c h . c o . z a
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ATMOSPHERIC LAYERS: Protest, the role of ritual and ancestry in
contemporary social strife are central themes to Asanda Kupa’s work, on
exhibit at the Investec Cape Town Art Fair from tomorrow until Sunday

DREAM COME TRUE: Molteno-born
artist Asanda Kupa, 36, operates
from his studio in the Bag Factory
in downtown Johannesburg
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