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On April 9, 1960, South African Prime
Minister H. F. Verwoerd was shot twice
in the face at point-blank range by Da-
vid Beresford Pratt, a white farmer and
liberal businessman. The assassination
attempt took place following Verwoerd's
opening address at the Rand Show, an
annual agricultural event in Johannes-
burg. Verwoerd survived and became
known as the architect of apartheid.
Based on this event, and placed right
by the entrance, Penny Siopis’s video
The Master Is Drowning (2012) opens
her retrospective at the National Muse-
um of Contemporary Art Athens (EMST).
The video's narrative text is made up of
Pratt’s words, from newspaper reports
and transcribed from his trial, and is
loosely followed by a sequence of found
images (a group of hunters, a chained
bear) as well as scenes from Verwoerd’s
speech, the white audience, a military
parade, and his shocked, bleeding face.

Curated by the museum’s artistic
director Katerina Gregos, For Dear Life
is the first comprehensive show of Sio-
pis's work outside South Africa, where
she was born to Greek parents. It is
part of EMST’s exhibition cycle What
If Women Ruled the World?, exclusively
dedicated to the work of women artists
or artists who identify as female. Rather
than following a chronological order,
Gregos's arrangement spotlights recur-
rent themes in Siopis’s oeuvre: “the
persistence and fragility of memory,
notions of truth and accountability,
the rights of women and the disenfran-
chised, the issue of vulnerability, and
the complex entanglements of personal
and collective histories.”* Installed at
EMST’s lower ground floor galleries, the
retrospective presents work from all

of Siopis’s major series and many of
her films, with particular attention to
the artist’s engagement with social and
political issues through her constant ex-
perimentation with material processes.
As a distinct curatorial choice, placing
The Master Is Drowning at the entrance
firmly positions the visitor within the
context of the struggle against apart-
heid.

In the middle of the first room, a
table displays several pictures docu-
menting the artist’s family history, jux-
taposed with newspaper press clippings,
as well as some of Siopis’s student and
early work and small-scale assemblages.
By bringing together these different
kinds of records, Gregos further elabo-
rates on the links between the artist’s
family history and the larger politi-
cal context and historical events that
shaped Siopis’s life and impacted her
approach to art making.

Her History Paintings, made between
the mid-1980s and the early 1990s,
hang from the surrounding walls. These
are large-scale, bright-colored, complex,
and richly textured compositions. Pa-
tience on a Monument: A History Paint-
ing (1988) revolves around a Black fe-
male figure. Her loose drapery exposes
one of her breasts as she casually peels
an orange, sitting on a pyramid-shaped

Ll

pile of debris. She is surrounded by a
vast landscape made of hundreds of col-
laged illustrations taken from old his-
tory textbooks’ stereotypical depictions
of the encounter between the colonizer
and colonized. These figures’ scale de-
creases toward the top of the canvas,
drastically expanding the pictorial space
and sense of violent devastation. The
central figure’s anti-monumentality and
the thick layers of color and glued-on
paper deny any masterly, clear-cut his-
torical account.

Siopis’s first found-footage film My
Lovely Day (1997) is screened at the
back of the gallery. It combines se-
quences of 8mm home movies shot by
her mother in South Africa during the
1950s and 1960s. The artist’s maternal
grandmother narrates the family’s mi-
gration between Greece, England, and
South Africa in the early twentieth cen-
tury. She recounts their arrival in Greece
from Smyrna and the loss of a child, and
confides the family’s “skeletons in the
closet.” As an Englishwoman married
to a Greek, she resents being consid-
ered foreigners and called “colonials” or
“continentals” in London. The struggle
to find a sense of belonging pervades
the film. Fading, everyday family scenes
flicker, such as children playing dress-up
and dancing around in the garden wear-

‘Are you Greek?

Penny Siopis, Obscure White Messenger, 2010. Single-channel digital video, 15:07. © Penny Siopis.
Courtesy the artist and Stevenson Cape Town, Johannesburg, and Amsterdam
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Installation view, For Dear Life. A Retrospective, National Museum of Contemporary Art Athens, 2024-25. Photo: Paris Tavitian

ing hats and carrying parasols. Their
grandmother objects: “You live such
charmed lives . . . what do you know of
massacre, disaster, catastrophe?” The
family’s story appears then as a small
piece within a larger collage, subjected
to wider political conflicts and histori-
cal forces.

The next screening room presents
Obscure White Messenger (2010), which
focuses on the Greek-Mozambican po-
litical activist Dimitris Tsafendas, who
assassinated Verwoerd in 1966. The film
explores Tsafendas’s motives, mixed-
race identity, and stateless status and
incorporates his perspective through
transcribed interview material. Siopis
collates loosely related footage (an oc-

topus in a tank, archaeological ruins,
a ship, a woman carrying watermelon
slices in an alley) as Tsafendas answers
a series of biographical questions and
speaks of his disgust and exasperation
with apartheid racial policies. Obscure
White Messenger further demonstrates
Siopis’s critical engagement with South
African politics and history telling. As
Laura Rascaroli argues, Siopis’s experi-
mental filmmaking is “adapted to tell
history otherwise, [to] reread history
from below.” Crucially, her work reflects
on film’s role in “both witnessing and
evaluating history.”®

The ongoing conceptual work Will
occupies the central gallery in two large
bracket-shaped display tables. The art-

ist has selected over seven hundred
found objects from her personal collec-
tion and bequeathed them to friends
and relatives around the world. These
items will be sent to their recipients
upon her death. At EMST, the objects
include all sorts of things, each with
a short explanatory caption: The Star
newspaper from September 8, 1966,
with Tsafendas’s face on the front page;
a pair of Greek traditional shoes for
children (a gift to the artist’s son by
her maternal grandfather); a spanking
stick for corporal punishment used at
South African schools; a stuffed baby
buck bought at an auction of the state
of the artist’s neighbor, who had been
murdered at her home in Johannesburg;
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an engraved block of soap from an in-
stallation by Gaza-born artist Taysir

L] Batniji; a Mandela souvenir plate; a
= Truth and Reconciliation Commission

comic book; a beaded necklace from

LIl Umtata gifted to her mother and worn
(Y~ by the artist when receiving a lifetime

achievement award; a Coco Fusco pass-
book from the Second Johannesburg
Biennale; or a flattened skate fish called
Jenny. Just as Siopis’s films retrieve
discarded reels to investigate gaps in

dominant narratives, Will raises ques-
tions about what we choose to keep or
throw away, what constitutes value and
personal significance, how our experi-
ence intersects with larger events, and
what we remember or forget in the story
we put together about our lives.
Siopis is also known for her glue-
and-ink experimental painting tech-
nique, which allows for some unpredict-
ability and lends her surfaces a fluid,
glossy finish. In Shame (2002-5), a

series of one hundred eighty-two small
paintings on paper originally commis-
sioned by the Freud Museum London,
she incorporates thick lacquer gel
paint, mirror paint, oil, enamel, glue,
watercolor, paper varnish, found ob-
jects, and rubber-stamped messages. At
EMST, visitors walk through the paint-
ings’ arrangement in three long rows, all
sharing red and pink shades that evoke
blushing, a common bodily response to
shame. A figure’s open-mouthed face

Installation view, For Dear Life. A Retrospective, National Museum of Contemporary Art Athens, 2024-25. Photo: Paris Tavitian
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and arms emerge from a pool of deep
red, surrounded by “I'm sorry,” repeti-
tively stamped in a stylized cursive
font. The red silhouettes of an adult and
child’s figures face each other against
a white, uneven background that partly
conceals the repetitively stamped mes-
sage: “Forgive as you hope to be for-
given.” Another two vaguely defined
figures in red stand one in front of the
other, both covering the front one’s face
with their hands; in this case, “home

is where your mom is” protrudes time
and again from the messy white back-
ground. Abuse is more or less explicit.
A forward-facing figure looks terrified as
she covers her mouth with both hands
in front of a larger child’s profile, also
in deep red with a single-stamped mes-
sage: “Happy Father’s Day.” A larger fig-
ure comes on top of a defenseless one
surrounded by a whirl of red lines and
stamped “I'm sorry” and “Get well soon”
notes. A barely defined face in deep

reds avoidantly glances sideways; “Hush
little baby, don’t you cry” is stamped
across the viscous paint surface.
Siopis’s unstable painting tech-
nique seems particularly appropriate
to the series’ subject matter. As the
artist observes, “Paint has—for me at
least—always operated as a physical
emanation of entangled or indivisible
thoughts and feelings. . . . In a way,
this almost amorphous, liquid process
produces the conditions for figuring
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unspeakable things and speakable
things buried under taboo.” The effect
is gut-wrenching. As Griselda Pollock
suggests, the spectatorial position “is
not about deciphering the event de-
picted but arriving at it”; the paintings’
violent surface reaches us as “affect
rather than content.” Siopis intends
to convey the painful experience of
shame to encourage empathy. While she
presents vulnerability as necessary for
change, I worry that the paintings’ raw-
ness may be re-traumatizing for some.

The artist has compared the vis-
cous film produced by using glue in her
paintings to the celluloid in her filmic
montage and “how it simultaneously
holds materiality and narrative, cut
and continuity.”® At EMST, her Shame
paintings are effectively paired with
Shadow Shame Again (2021), a video
that deals with the spike of gender-
based violence and femicide during the

Covid lockdown in South Africa and is
dedicated in particular to Tshegofatso
Pule, who was brutally murdered by
her boyfriend. Made from scanned 8mm
and 16mm found footage, the sequence
of images includes a girl climbing a
tree, women and children dancing, a
veiled bride posing with her wedding
party, and a first birthday cake. Bru-
tal words pierce these lively scenes:
“hanged,” “stabbed,” “raped,” “with
child,” “shame,” “sorry.” The soundtrack
includes “Askies I'm sorry,” sung by
Mbali Ngube, and “Ukuthula,” a moving,
traditional Zulu prayer for peace sung
by the University of Cape Town Choir.
Calling for peace, redemption, praise,
faith, victory, and comfort, the hymn’s
hopeful spirit lends a powerful emotion
to the film that permeates the gallery
space. Here, Siopis deals with trauma
truthfully and compassionately. While
the text stands for violence and suffer-

ing, the images commemorate women’s
lives and make room for healing. More
importantly, the film maintains that the
personal is still political. As Catriona
Moore and Catherine Speck stress, “The
personal now mixes diverse sexual, gen-
dered, cultural, racial and class-based
experiences as active political ingredi-
ents. It continues to generate diverse,
intersectional action without recourse
to its more universalizing companion
slogan from the 1970s, ‘global sister-
hood.”” Shadow Shame Again is made
from a feminist caring position.

Other works shown include The New
Parthenon (2016), a video that ad-
dresses modern Greek history, and some
Cake Paintings from Siopis’s first major
series, which recall her family’s bakery
with their heavy impasto surfaces. The
artist’s Pinky, Pinky series of paintings,
based on a postapartheid urban legend
of a bogeyman terrorizing schoolgirls

Shame (detail), 2021. Installation, 182 paintings, mirror paint, oil, enamel, glue, watercolor, paper varnish, and found objects on paper. © Penny Siopis. Courtesy
the artist and Stevenson Cape Town, Johannesburg, and Amsterdam
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Installation view, For Dear Life. A Retrospective, National Museum of Contemporary Art Athens, 2024-25. Photo: Paris Tavitian

when they go to the restroom, is also
represented. Atlas: A large piece, from
the Atlas series (2020-23), a grid of
one hundred sixty-five small abstract
oil and ink paintings on paper made
during the Covid lockdown, is hung on
a tall wall at the back of the gallery.
Warm Waters (2018-19), an installation
of eighty-four paintings on paper that
engages with the climate emergency, is
displayed alongside She Breathes Water
(2019), a short video that also reflects
on humanity’s catastrophic imprint on
the planet.

This comprehensive retrospective
offers a refreshing view of the art-
ist’s trajectory. While celebrating her
achievements, the exhibition focuses
on Siopis’s daring artistic experimenta-
tion as a committed response to the

pressing issues of her time. By tightly
interweaving her family history with
larger historical events, Siopis's work
calls for unwavering scrutiny, revision,
and reinterpretation of master narra-
tives, ultimately asking, “Can you write
a history not all about your might?”®

Ana S. Gonzdlez Rueda is a
researcher, editor, and instructor in
art history at the American College of
Greece.
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