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First Major West Coast Exhibition of South African Artist
Zanele Muholi Opens at SFMOMA in January 2024

Zanele Muholi: Eye Me Features Powerful Work by Visual Activist Known
for Making Black Queer Communities Visible

Zanele Muholi: Eye Me
January 18-August 11, 2024

SAN FRANCISCO, CA (October 26, 2023; updated January 17, 2024)—The San Francisco Museum of
Modern Art (SFMOMA) announces the first major exhibition on the West Coast of South African artist
Zanele Muholi. On view at SFMOMA from January 18-August 11, 2024, Zanele Muholi: Eye Me brings
together over 100 of the artist’s photographs from 2002 to the present alongside paintings, sculpture
and video. The exhibition provides an opportunity for audiences to experience Muholi’s expansive
artistic project to celebrate and make visible their Black queer community in post-Apartheid South

Africa.



A self-described visual activist, Zanele Muholi (pronouns: they/them) foregrounds issues of gender
identity, representation and race in their work. Muholi’s project as both an artist and an activist
includes making space for Black queer life in the museum. For Muholi, photography is a formidable
tool for resistance and social change. From their early work contending with the dangers of being
queer in South Africa to more recent work embracing their own Blackness and gender expression,
activism is central to Muholi’s artistic practice.

Whether photographing their own body or members of their LGBTQ+ community in South Africa,
Muholi’s work calls attention to the violence enacted on queer people while also celebrating their
bravery, beauty and resilience. With a sense of profound tenderness, Muholi’s portraiture is
distinguished by an intimacy that could only be established through trust. The artist sees their
subjects as collaborators who partake in the process of creating the images, from the selection of the
location to the clothing.

Exhibition Overview

Zanele Muholi: Eye Me begins with the artist’s first photographic series, Only Half the Picture (2002-
2006), which grew out of their involvement with the Forum for the Empowerment of Women, co-
founded by Muholiin 2002. As part of this organization, they traveled to several townships in South
Africa to document survivors of hate crimes committed against members of the queer community.
While some of Muholi’s photographs in this series point to violence, other works highlight moments of
intimacy. Incorporating gestures of affection shifts the tone of the series toward hope and care for
their community.

In Muholi’'s ongoing series Being, begun in 2006, they photograph couples spending time together in
everyday moments. Growing up, Muholi had no examples of Black queer couples. Being offers a
positive and joyful representation of queer love.

As an overt challenge to a culture that continues to discriminate against the LGBTQ+ community,
Muholi embarked on Brave Beauties (2014—ongoing) making photographs of empowered trans
women, gender non-conforming and non-binary people. Although the poses are inspired by the visual
language of magazine culture, the participants have agency in their own self-fashioning.

The portraits in Muholi’s Faces and Phases series (2006 to present) initiated a larger endeavor to create
a visual archive of Black queer life for present and future generations. Each photographis a
traditional, black-and-white portrait of an individual, in which each sitter chooses their own pose,
setting and dress. SFMOMA will present 36 works from this significant series now comprised of more
than 500 portraits. Complemented by a selection of video interviews with participants, this growing
collective portrait gives voice to members of the artist’s community and their individual stories.

Turning the camera on themself, Muholi explores self-portraiture in the deeply personal and political
series from 2012 to the present titled Somnyama Ngonyama, Zulu for Hail the Dark Lioness. In these
iconic photographs, Muholi experiments with taking on different personas and archetypes,
transforming everyday objects into props and attire that reference South African sociopolitical
history, contemporary culture or personal events from their own life.
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The exhibition will also include the 2010 documentary film Difficult Love, for which Muholi was co-
director with Peter Goldsmid. Highly personal, intimate and thought provoking, the film looks at the
experiences of Black lesbians in South Africa through interviews with Muholi and their friends and
colleagues.

Paintings and Sculpture

During the pandemic, Muholi stretched their practice of self-portraiture into new media, including
painting and sculpture. In their paintings, the artist uses bold color and intricate patterning to
investigate questions around representation. Zanele Muholi: Eye Me will also include one bronze
sculpture, a medium that historically has been used to commemorate figures of power.

Artist Bio

Zanele Muholi, born in 1972 in Umlazi (Durban), lives and works in Cape Town, South Africa. For over
two decades, they have documented the lives of Black LGBTQ+ people in South Africa. After enrolling
in the Market Photo Workshop in Johannesburg to study photography in 2001, Muholi became a
mentee of David Goldblatt, the celebrated South African artist who founded the program to train
young photographers marginalized by the apartheid system. In 2009, Muholi earned an MFA in
Documentary Media at Ryerson University in Toronto.

SFMOMA was an early supporter of Muholi, and the museum featured works from the series Faces
and Phases in the 2011 exhibition Face of Our Time. Their work was also featured in Public Intimacy: Art
and Other Ordinary Acts in South Africa, co-organized by SFMOMA and the Yerba Buena Center for
Arts in 2014.

Among Muholi’s numerous awards are the Chevalier de I’'Ordre des Arts et des Lettres (2017); the ICP
Infinity Award for Documentary and Photojournalism (2016); Africa'Sout! Courage and Creativity
Award (2016); the Fine Prize for an emerging artist at the 2013 Carnegie International; and a Prince
Claus Award (2013). Their work has been exhibited in major international exhibitions such as
Documenta 13; the South African Pavilion at the 55th Venice Biennale; and the 29th S3o Paulo Biennale.
Muholi’s solo exhibitions have taken place at institutions including the Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam;
Autograph ABP, London; Brooklyn Museum, New York; and Casa Africa, Las Palmas.

DRAGFUTURA: The Infinity Pageant

On Thursday, February 1, a drag pageant curated by Marcel Pardo Ariza will bring elements of
ballroom culture, fabulosity and glamour to the museum. Starting at 6 p.m. drag performers will
compete in different categories for a grand prize. Before the pageant, catch local LGBTQ+ community
health organizations tabling in SFMOMA’s Schwab Hall from 1-5 p.m. During First Thursdays Bay Area
residents are invited to enjoy SFMOMA's galleries for free, and tickets are available at
tickets.sfmoma.org about two weeks in advance. Reserving online is highly encouraged.
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Organization

Zanele Muholi: Eye Me is organized by SFMOMA and curated by Shana Lopes, assistant curator of
photography, and Erin O'Toole, curator and head of photography, with Sally Martin Katz, curatorial
associate, photography.

Credits

Presenting support for Zanele Muholi: Eye Me is provided by Denise Littlefield Sobel. Major support is
provided by the Pritzker Exhibition Fund in Photography. Meaningful support is provided by David and
Pamela Hornik and Barbara and Stephan Vermut.

San Francisco Museum of Modern Art
151 Third Street
San Francisco, CA 94103

The San Francisco Museum of Modern Art is one of the largest museums of modern and contemporary art in the
United States and a thriving cultural center for the Bay Area. Our remarkable collection of painting, sculpture,
photography, architecture, design and media arts is housed in a LEED Gold-certified building designed by the
global architects Snghetta and Mario Botta. In addition to our seven gallery floors, SFMOMA currently offers over
62,000 square feet of free art-filled public space open to all.

Visit sfmoma.org or call 415.357.4000 for more information.
Follow us on X for updates and announcements: @SFMOMA Press

Media Contacts

Clara Hatcher Baruth, chatcher@sfmoma.org, 415.357.4177
Rebecca Herman, rherman@sfmoma.org, 415.357.4174
Alex Gill, agill@sfmoma.org, 415.357.4170

Image caption: Zanele Muholi, Thathu I, The Sails, Durban, 2019; collection of Pamela and David Hornik; © Zanele
Muholi
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