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THINA DUBE (SOUTH AFRICA) 

THE SPECTRES OF MEMORY  

IN THINA DUBE’S WORK 

FADZAI MUCHEMWA 
 

Remembering is never a quiet act of introspection or retrospection. It is 

a painful re-membering, a putting together of the dismembered past to 

make sense of the trauma of the present 

– Homi K Bhabha 

 

Thina Dube’s work is the work of human recall. He explores kinship, 

nostalgia and intimacy. Incorporating aspects of his biography with the 

fantastical elements of other stories, Thina Dube’s charged prints and 

figurative paintings, the filter for interpreting his lived experience, often 

have a recurring motif of the ubiquitous doily1, revealing the undercurrent 

of intimacy and tenderness with which he navigates identity politics.  

 

Engaging with Thina’s work, one becomes embroiled in and obsessed 

with remnants of times past and times to come. Of unconscious moments 

and intersecting and concurrent histories. “I am looking at memories and  

 
1 A doily, named after Doiley, a London draper who popularised it in the 17th century, 
is an ornate mat with openwork that is made of cloth or paper and is used to protect 
surfaces, display food, cover the head, or bind flowers. 

 

people’s relationships with memory,” Thina has said of this latest body 

of work. A keen observer of his known world, Thina focuses on the 

subtleties of memory. Most of the time, the memory is a fickle thing, very 

plastic and fluid, and he suggests and comments on what memories mean 

to him and potentially all who interact with his work. The shadowy 

remnants of memory, between remembering and forgetting, speak of 

individual and private moments between here and there. But sometimes, 

objects carry our memories and histories of times past. They carry the 

regrets, hopes and dreams, fixing in place moments of the feelings we 

wish to have back.  

 

The doily, the source of Thina’s nostalgic memories, was decorative but 

had specific historical significance and context. It came with imperialism 

and the Victorian influences that moved to create a place that recalled the 

European dream. In the South African context, doilies are remnants of the 

settler-colonial incursion into the sensibilities of the inhabitants’ way of 

being and is a telling example of how people continue to live in the 

shadow of the demise of apartheid. The crochet doilies' details 

overwhelmed the spaces, and gaps lingered in unaccounted memory for 

far too long. In a way, the doilies are a testament to authoritarian rule's 

character and the character of communities suffering under injustice and 

themes of cultural and physical homelessness: a haptic archive and 

spectral evidence. The doily shows what belongs to you and what doesn’t.  
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Thina’s art practice has been shaped by the experience of apartheid and 

what came after its demise. The doily is a tangible way of reminding his 

viewers of the specific history responsible for the present broken world 

and how objects and ways of knowing are used to colonise other worlds. 

The violent state of the colonial incursion is represented by something as 

innocuous as a doily—the detritus of sites of absent bodies and 

dismembered lives is a testament to the unity of purpose between Thina’s 

art and life.  

 

When I think of doilies, I envision a treasure trove of bric–à–brac that 

details the world of my grandparents, parents and my own—the remnants 

of colonialism and fussy furnishings that effectively cocooned the 

inhabitants from the world outside. Relationships and motifs and how 

everything changes but stays the same. Keeping everything pristine and 

starched just so made it possible to forget that more important things were 

happening outside of the confines of the front room. It was the one place 

where things were within our control. Discussions of non-violence and 

civil disobedience had no place here. The doily is the concrete expression 

of domesticity and has come to symbolise a premodern unliberated time 

and bring to mind a vision of impractical dust collectors. The doilies 

encouraged the visitors and viewers to linger—eloquent witnesses of the 

domesticity that existed in the oft-times overstuffed front rooms.  

 

But doilies also point to the quiet dignity of lives. They are a symbol of 

reassurance and strength – culture, beauty, taste, and order. Discarding 

the widespread use of the doily has also been a rejection of the history 

that comes with it though you wouldn’t think of it this way looking at 

how South African quaint towns still hold on to their lacy trimmed patios.   

Thina prints the motifs using paper doilies tracing moments of rapture in 

the shaping of his own identity. By their ephemeral nature, the paper 

doilies show that things do not always remain the same; the consumerist 

culture does not value things that last. The recurring doilies become a 

metaphor for things lost in the fire of the past. 

 

The innocuous enamel mug extends the subtleties of apartheid. The mug 

also has multiple meanings. It is the cup that kids got to drink their hot or 

cold beverages from because there was no likelihood of breaking it. The 

mug was also used in prisons because it could not be easily turned into a 

weapon to kill a fellow prisoner.  

 

The artworks are constructed in episodes that succeed spatially rather than 

chronologically to reconstruct a familiar and strange landscape. The 

silhouette stands for universality and the stories that Thina collects and 

creates memories from.  His characters in previous works are suspended; 

he now positions his figures in domestic settings, fully grounding them in 

some time frame.  

 

Shadow memory, enlightenment, and a struggle to keep a level of 

autonomy that allows the world's chaos to seep through in the process 

permeate Thina’s work. He exhorts you to look at yourself materially. 

Time and space, which isolation brought on by the various lockdowns, 

give you the distance to step back. They remind one of the geographies 

of separation of apartheid now imposed by a pandemic and the frenetic 



  

 

 

 
THINA DUBE (SOUTH AFRICA) 

pace at which everything moves, not allowing us to pause, reflect and 

engage. Thina’s nostalgia points to a childlike state in everyone that is 

unending, searching for that time in the past when everything was more 

uncomplicated and made sense.  

 

His is an intense moral searchlight that questions in a much subtler way 

the history of South Africa, the history of the struggle and what exists in 

collective memory about what it means to be South African. This is not 

creating a memory that follows pathways that lead to enchanting and 

enchanted gardens of the past. Instead, it is a critical cultural 

consciousness that is brought to bear to redeem the present. 
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The Only Dad I Have Ever Known 

2021 

Acrylic, drawing ink, and charcoal on Fabriano paper 

100 x 70.5 centimetres 
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Detail from The Only Dad I Have Ever Known 

2021 
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Now What’s Mine is Yours  

2021 

Acrylic, drawing ink, and charcoal on Fabriano paper 

100 x 56 centimetres 
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You Have Always Been Good to Me 

2021 

Acrylic, drawing ink, and charcoal on canvas 

60 x 49 centimetres  
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Familiar Strangers 

2021 

Acrylic, drawing ink, and charcoal on canvas 

40 x 40 centimetres  
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Detail from Familiar Strangers 

2021 

 



  

 

 

 
THINA DUBE (SOUTH AFRICA) 

 

  

Every Second Would Be Precious if We Could 

Regain Time  

2021 

Acrylic, drawing ink, and charcoal on canvas 

40 x 40 centimetres  
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Yesterday Seems Generous 

2021 

Acrylic, drawing ink, and charcoal on canvas 

40 x 40 centimetres  
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Can I Introduce Myself to You First? 

2021 

Acrylic, drawing ink, and charcoal on canvas 

40 x 40 centimetres  
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Good Deeds Aren’t Always Remembered 

2021 

Acrylic, drawing ink, and charcoal on canvas 

60 x 60 centimetres  
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We Are From the Same Dream Just a Different Time I 

2021 

Acrylic and charcoal on Fabriano paper 

75 x 55 centimetres  
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We Are From the Same Dream Just a Different Time II 

2021 

Acrylic and charcoal on Fabriano paper 

73.5 x 55 centimetres  
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Detail from We Are From the Same Dream Just a Different Time II 

2021 
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We Are From the Same Dream Just a Different Time III 

2021 

Acrylic and charcoal on Fabriano paper 

75 x 55 centimetres  
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We Are Cut From the Same Cloth Don’t Run Away 

2021 

Acrylic and charcoal on Fabriano paper 

73 x 55 centimetres  
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You Taught How to Nurture 

2021 

Acrylic, soft pastel, and charcoal on Fabriano paper 

100 x 70.5 centimetres  
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Detail from You Taught How to Nurture 

2021 
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Tomorrow Can Only Be Obtained if You Cherish 

the Memories You Are Given I 

2021 

Monotype on Fabriano paper 

46 x 33 centimetres  

Tomorrow Can Only Be Obtained if You Cherish 

the Memories You Are Given II 

2021 

Monotype on Fabriano paper 

46 x 33 centimetres  
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Tomorrow Can Never Be Found 

2021 

Monotype on Fabriano paper 

46 x 46 centimetres  

 



  

 

 

 
THINA DUBE (SOUTH AFRICA) 

 

 

2 SINCLE  

Tomorrow Can Only Be Obtained if You Cherish 

the Memories You Are Given III 

2021 

Monotype on Fabriano paper 

46 x 33 centimetres  

Tomorrow Can Only Be Obtained if You Cherish 

the Memories You Are Given IV 

2021 

Monotype on Fabriano paper 

46 x 33 centimetres  
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2 DIPTCH 

  

Moulded Around Your Silhouette 

2021 

Monotype on Fabriano paper 

46 x 46 centimetres  
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3 SINCLE 

Tomorrow Can Only Be Obtained if You Cherish 

the Memories You Are Given V 

2021 

Monotype on Fabriano paper 

46 x 33 centimetres  

Tomorrow Can Only Be Obtained if You Cherish 

the Memories You Are Given VI 

2021 

Monotype on Fabriano paper 

46 x 33 centimetres  
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3 DPTYCH 

3 DIPTYCH 
  

Sign of Remembrance 

2021 

Monotype on Fabriano paper 

46 x 46 centimetres  
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4 SINGLE 
  

Tomorrow Can Only Be Obtained if You Cherish 

the Memories You Are Given VII 

2021 

Monotype on Fabriano paper 

46 x 33 centimetres  

Tomorrow Can Only Be Obtained if You Cherish 

the Memories You Are Given VIII 

2021 

Monotype on Fabriano paper 

46 x 33 centimetres  
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5 SINCLE  

Tomorrow Can Only Be Obtained if You Cherish 

the Memories You Are Given IX 

2021 

Monotype on Fabriano paper 

46 x 33 centimetres  
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PORTRAIT OF THE ARTIST THINA DUBE (2021, GUNS & RAIN GALLERY) 

THINA DUBE: ARTIST’S BIOGRAPHY 
 

Thina Dube (b.1993, South Africa) is an artist whose practice explores 

his nation’s multi-layered identity politics as well as identity’s fluidity in 

response to social environments and change. Initially trained as a 

printmaker - and sometimes using his own crafted handmade paper - 

Dube unpacks the themes of identity, social inclusion, attachment, 

memory and loss in relation to both people and objects. In so doing, he 

builds a tension between narrative storytelling and aspects of still life. 

  

Referencing the theatre convention, his work also “breaks the fourth 

wall”, inviting viewers to project themselves into his often-faceless 

figures, to reflect on their own lived experience and how memories 

morph through time. This ‘breaking’ of negative and positive space in 

his work allows for the audience to consider their own realities whilst 

questioning how identity is shaped through context and situation. 

  

Thina Dube is a graduate of the University of Johannesburg, holds a 

postgraduate diploma in Education, and teaches at the National School of 

the Arts. He has exhibited in dozens of group shows across South Africa 

including at the Stellenbosch Museum and ABSA (2018). Dube has 

worked with Guns & Rain since 2015. 

 

His work has been shown at AKAA Paris (2018), Cologne Fine Art & 

Design (2019), ARCO Lisboa (2020) and 1-54 London (2020, 2021), 

and sits in multiple international collections. 
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