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rain shadow n.

An area having relatively little precipitation
due to the effect of a barrier, such as a
mountain range, that causes the
prevailing winds to lose their moisture
before reaching it.
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INTRODUCTION
Developing RAIN SHADOWS has been a two-year journey. On this
journey, there were detours, but you seldom discover new things on
paths you have already wandered. At its core, RAIN SHADOWS is an
exploration and a response. It is, however, a very specific kind of
exploration – one that is not exploitative and one that does not leave
a heavy trail. I liken this specific kind of exploration to Donna
Haraway’s (2016:126) idea (borrowed from Hannah Arendt) of “going
visiting”.

Haraway (2016:127) urges her readers to train their imagination and
mind to ‘go visiting’ by cultivating curiosity and exploring off the beaten
path. She explains that one must go visiting with the goal of having
unexpected conversations with all other “critters” and “non-natal kin”,
both ancient and “up-to-the-minute” (Haraway 2016:2,130). Haraway
(2016:127) describes the practice of visiting as something challenging,
where the visitor might need to re-visit what they believe they already
know:

Visiting is not an easy practice; it demands the ability
to find others actively interesting, even or especially
others most people already claim to know all too
completely, to ask questions that one’s interlocutors
truly find interesting, to cultivate the wild virtue of
curiosity, to retune one’s ability to sense and
respond—and to do all this politely! What is this sort
of politeness? It sounds more than a little risky.
Curiosity always leads its practitioners a bit too far off
the path, and that way lie stories.
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The importance of storytelling lies at the heart of Haraway’s
philosophy. Telling stories is a way in which we, humanity, are
response-able. The two levels of the FADA Gallery facilitate a journey
that ‘maps’ my Haraway-like visits in the traumatised Cape landscape,
telling a story of ‘polite curiosity’. The works in this exhibition are my
response to the places I have visited, they reflect certain histories of
the landscape and fears for its future, but they also express my
amazement at the resilience and creativity embedded in these already
traumatised landscapes. The exhibition is made neither in hope nor
resignation, but rather in the belief that partial healing is still possible,
for both these landscapes and the people that inhabit them.

Over the past two years, I have been visiting, exploring, listening to,
and responding to the Cape landscape, its traumatic histories, and the
threats of drought and desertification that it faces. These are global
concerns mostly brought on by humanity’s negative impact on the
planet’s ecologies. It is however not all of humanity that is to blame.
Traumatic colonial and exploitative histories are entangled in the
planet’s current ecological crises. At the moment, and over the past
few centuries, there has been a disconnect in humanity’s connection
with the earth's natural landscapes. This, however, was not always the
case.

When studying the Khoikhoi language, it becomes clear that the
indigenous communities had developed a close connection to water in
the natural landscape of what is now Cape Town. According to Lesley
Green (2020:31), the urban centre of Cape Town was once called
Camissa by the Khoena, meaning “place of sweet waters”. The
broader area of Cape Town is still known today as ||Hu-!gais by those
who speak the Khoikhoi language (Green 2020:26).
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||Hu-!gais, meaning “veiled in clouds”, describes the predominant
weather patterns around Table Mountain, but Green (2020:26-27)
argues that this name is also political and spiritual. ||Hu-!gais was the
term used to identify the main Khoena kraal (settlement). It was also a
description of the place where the Rain Giver, also known as the one
who “looks like” and is “made from” rain, mostly resides. Green
(2020:26) continues: “…||Hu-!gais – Veiled-in-Clouds – becomes a
prevailing weather, a settlement, and a mountain where rock, cloud,
the creator, rains, streams, and fresh growth are one in this rainy, wet,
windy corner of an otherwise dry region”.

The spiritual connection with water in the culture of indigenous
Southern African people extended further than only the Khoe living in
the Cape region. Pippa Skotnes (2007:152) explains that the widely
separated San and Khoe-speaking peoples across southern Africa
seemed to share a “common vision of the world”. “The Rain” was one
of the San’s deities, named !khwa . The |Xam word for water was also
!khwa, which denoted a similar deity that appeared amidst a great
cloud or whirlwind during a storm. !khwa possessed the power of
lightning and thunder and it would roam the land or skies in the shape
of a large herbivore, like an Eland or a bull. The deity’s home is a
waterhole and !kwha’s true shape is the water itself. When a person
died, it was believed that their soul would turn into a star in the sky,
which would later fall down into the water of !khwa’s home.

This spiritual connection with the waters of the region was seriously
affected when the Dutch East India Company planned to take over
control of the Cape’s natural resources. In 1652, after the arrival of Jan
van Riebeeck, a stone fort was built around a precious water point
connected to the Vaarse River, which was previously in Khoena
territory (Green 2020:29-31). The Khoena, who lived there, called
themselves the “//Ammaqua or Watermans” and were known as the
“guardians of the water” (Green 2020:29). The fort was developed into
a stone castle (which still stands today) that constricted the waters of
the Vaarse river into its moat (Green 2020:31).
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Under the new regime of landownership of 1657, the Dutch restricted
even more of the Khoena’s movement across the landscape and
access to its waters by allocating property to Dutch farmers (Green
2020:31). Green (2020:31) writes that these farmers “recognised
nothing of the importance of the care for the springs and water-beings
that protected them”. The settler’s disregard for the landscape went
beyond their attitude to the water, as their hunting and fishing
practices were as exploitative as their farming (Green 2020:31). This
exploitative nature, as Green (2020:31) also identifies, reflects the
violent and acquisitive spirit of the Dutch East India Company, which
was obsessed with capitalist profit, no matter the cost.

Haraway (2016:37) writes: “It matters which stories tell stories as a
practice of caring and thinking”. She proposes that the words we use
matter, the words we use to tell stories matter, and the way we tell
stories matters. I would add to Haraway’s sentiment that it matters
which materials and methods materialise into which stories. The way
we use materials matters. Using the two levels of this institutional
space, the exhibition attempts, to tell stories that are both fictional and
real, or as Haraway (2016:7) would call it “speculative fabulation” and
“speculative realism”. These are stories of materials, histories, and
possible real or fictional futures.
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FOREWORD:
THE CHICKEN COOP
Written by Ashraf Jamal
Cape Town, December 2022

When asked if she is an ‘eco warrior’, Chrisél Attewell is circumspect.
While her work is wholly immersed in ecology, rain patterns, alluvial
flows, the ‘leaching of oceans’, urban degradation, in brief, the
Anthropocene takeover and destruction of the earth, her stance is
never righteous. Balance remains critical, psychically, emotionally,
creatively. This is evident when I visit her in her chicken coop in
Somerset West, a studio that once housed chickens that died due to
the suffocating density of heat.

Seated therein, the heat is overwhelming, until one begins to accept it.
It is this acceptance, this malleability, evident in her love of working
with clay, which distinguishes Attewell’s temperament – she is flexible,
open-hearted, explorative. Her works, whether paintings, relief works,
video, or photography, are profoundly connected to the earth. Instead
of zealously raging against the narcissism of humankind, which, like
Vitruvian Man, places itself at the centre of the universe, Attewell
examines the concurrency of human, animal, and vegetal life. In her
studio there are banked rows of oceanic detritus and stone, collected
by municipal beachcombers. These forms and textures illuminate the
geography of her paintings and installations, which are informed by
and defined through clay and stone and sponge encrusted surfaces –
sometimes only the impressions remain, on other occasions it is the
entire relief, the impacted substances sealed with an acrylic gel.
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Attewell’s work is organically encaustic, there is no artificial substance
and no artifice in their making. This is because Attewell is wholly
inspired by the earth – her greatest instructor and medium. And if heat
matters, if she needs the coop as a furnace, it is because heat – a form
of fire – purifies the beach residue, moulds the clay, allows for a
cleansing combustion. Winter dampness is not conducive to making
her art. Attewell’s art is forged in a high noon, an optimal temperature,
which for Nietzsche, is also the most radically cleansing.

Attewell is averse to land art, or landscaping, because ‘it interferes too
much’. She is not interested in a damaging carbon footprint, or any
egotistic signature upon the earth. We discuss the alluvial flood plain
which once travelled the length and breadth of land surrounding Table
Mountain, stretching outward to what is now the greater winelands.
The shift from the indigenous to the exogenous – literally, bio-
politically – illuminates the deformity of human so-called civilisational
intervention. The rerouting of water is the definitional problem, for its
reorientation negatively impacted on local flora and fauna – now
protected on the mountain slopes, home to the greatest biodiversity on
earth. As for the flood plain? With the rerouting of flows, the erection
of barriers, the installation of exogenous plant life, the rivers
dissipated. Water, after all, has its own peculiar language, it is no
boundless bounty. Its integral relationship to soil, and resultant clay,
which is Attewell’s core medium, affirms the profound
interconnectedness of earth and water, and the human culture which
it composed. Today, with over 90% of human intervention, with no
regard for the longevity of the species, or the planet, has meant a
heightened and acute sense of precarity. But, as I’ve pointed at the
outset, Attewell refuses to allow despair or outrage to negatively affect
her creative dialogue with the earth.
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It is true that we inhabit ‘traumatised landscapes’, that ours is an
extractive and exploitative relationship with all resources. A ‘hydro-
colonialism’ is one of many variants of exploitation. As for the place of
art in this highly volatile geological moment? Can it only bear witness
to a catastrophe? Or, more productively, can it reclaim a consoling
sonority in our relationship to a leached and dying ocean and a
destroyed earth? It is difficult to resolutely gauge the mood of
Attewell’s art, given the radical uncertainty of this so-called ‘End-
Time’, in which we profoundly experience our fragility. However, if
pathos may cling to the temperament of Attewell’s art, its role is neither
to correct a horror story, or to appease our guilt. Hers, rather, is the
desire to sustain a love for the elements, for the earthly wonder which,
thankfully, we can still hold to. It is true that we are surviving at a crux,
clutching onto a stony outcrop, blind to what lies ahead, knowing only
that we have profoundly failed ourselves – and yet, and yet, for
Attewell it remains futile to be gloomy on what remains God’s day.

I mean this in no denominational sense. An article pinned to Attewell’s
studio wall, authored by William Albert Allard, reads as follows: ‘All
men were made by the same Great Spirit Chief. They are all brothers.
The earth is the mother of all people, and all people should have equal
right upon it. You might as well expect the rivers to run backward as
that any man who was born a free man should be contented penned
up and denied liberty to go where it pleases’. But alas, we find
ourselves in bondage, our rivers rerouted and impoverished. In this
regard, it is impossible to ignore the ecological obscenity underway
along the Liesbeek River, the last remaining waters of a great wetland,
repurposed to accommodate a global industry, Amazon, which has
transformed us into gratuitous and passive consumers.
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As we conclude our conversation, Attewell tells me that she intends to
title her major mixed media exhibition, ‘Rain Shadows’. I am
perplexed, not understanding the meaning of the phrase. A rain
shadow, I learn, is a zone on the hither side of a mountain, which has
not received the rain that has fallen on the mountain’s thither side. ‘A
rain shadow is like this chicken coop’, she smilingly says. It’s a dry
space, a furnace, a space in which her creative language is best
expressed. For hers is a language of burning rocks and heated clay,
worlds topographically expansive yet also microcosmic, as in love with
great vistas as it is with organic detail. It is a world of flows, and their
interruption, growths, and their cessation. Fundamentally, however,
hers is a generative art wrought from water, earth, and, fundamentally,
fire, and art wholly consumed and shaped by heat.
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Top: Sweetwell Farm, Raithby, Cape Town, April 2021
Bottom: The chicken coop studio, April 2021
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GROUND
LEVEL
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NESTS OF
STONE

Every text, story or trip, in short, is a journey made
rather than an object found. And although with each
journey one may cover the same ground, each is
nevertheless an original movement (Ingold 2016:17).

Nests of Stone is a photographic installation that recalls an abstracted
dry and deserted landscape. In this exhibition, I selected twelve
images from a larger body of photographs I took while engaging with
the Cape landscape. The exhibited images include macro
photographs of dried and bleached ocean creatures and photographs
taken in extremely dry landscapes that have been consumed by fires.
The abstract nature of the images opens them up to various
interpretations; some resemble strange fictional spaces, while others
become animalistic. Presented back-to-front in a 1:2 aspect ratio, the
photographs stand tall and life-size; their verticality is like bodies
inhabiting the space. They are installed to be viewed not in isolation
but in relation to each other and the visitors' bodies, encouraging
wayfaring through the installation.

Ingold (2016:16) argues that there is a critical difference between
“wayfaring” and “pre-planned navigation”. With pre-planned
navigation, a traveller moves in straight lines between nodes, and the
journey is typically planned and plotted on an existing cartographic
map even before the journey begins. This type of travelling leaves little
room for unexpected discoveries or encounters along the way.
Through modernity, wayfaring has been replaced by mapping and
destination-orientated travelling, where the movement between
‘nodes’ has become static (Ingold 2016:77). Rather than moving in
straight lines from image to image against a wall, the layout of this
installation asks the visitor to move organically through the space,
moving between images, and circling back through to view others.
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Nests of stone I and II, 2023
Archival Inkjet on Tecco Matt 230gsm
90cm x 180cm
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Nests of stone III and IV, 2023
Archival Inkjet on Tecco Matt 230gsm
90cm x 180cm
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Nests of stone V and VI, 2023
Archival Inkjet on Tecco Matt 230gsm
90cm x 180cm
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Nests of stone VII and VIII, 2023
Archival Inkjet on Tecco Matt 230gsm
90cm x 180cm
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Nests of stone IX and X, 2023
Archival Inkjet on Tecco Matt 230gsm
90cm x 180cm
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Nests of stone XI and XII, 2023
Archival Inkjet on Tecco Matt 230gsm
90cm x 180cm
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The sky has abandoned itself,
Whole cities hum folk songs
Of love and war,
The ocean is no longer
Foamed with brilliance.

Crows are building nests of stones.
The whales have not returned
So men pace the shore in laceless shoes
And children wander into thorn patches
From houses that have forsaken their curtains.

Every morning, the sun rises
Like a blinding coin
And every morning
We shift our beds
To avoid its glare.

We have rediscovered the secret of fire
And slowly
Like a father aging –
Fields scab as the earth forgets rain,
The seasons have wasted to heat and bone.
Everywhere skin is flaking to ash.

Crows are building nests of stones, by Stephen Symons (2018)



21



22

SOIL ARMOUR FOR
RAIN SHADOWS

Desertification is often marked with capped and dry soil that could not
absorb enough rain to sustain new growth. A result of desertification is
that the land surface becomes much hotter than the air temperature,
a phenomenon called “land skin temperature” (Schwartz 2019:26).
Bruce Ward, a holistic management educator in Australia, explains
why this phenomenon is named so aptly by comparing ground cover,
such as plants, grass, or mulch, to the “skin” of the earth. Ward, (as
quoted in Schwartz 2019:41) states that “[i]f we have to lose our skin
it would hurt, it would hurt like hell. If we create bare soil, exposed soil,
then that’s exactly the same thing for the land. It’s hurting like hell”. I
am reminded of this except in Stephan Symons’s poem Crows are
building nests of stones:

Fields scab as the earth forgets rain,
The seasons have wasted to heat and bone.
Everywhere skin is flaking to ash.

One way to return the land to a healthier state with functioning
biodiversity is by reintroducing soil armour to the landscape. Simply
put, soil armour is plant residue, such as dropped leaves, creating a
natural mulch that offers a midpoint between living plants and exposed
soil. This layer of plant residue guards the earth against direct solar
heat, winds, and heavy rain, forming a protective mat that keeps
moisture from evaporating.



23

On one level the Soil Armour for Rain shadows series references this
layer of protective plant matter that counters the problem of
desertification. Like a chain of armour, I also connected the pieces of
canvas in an interlocking system, linking the soil armour that protects
the earth with human armour that protects the human body. On
another level, the cut-up pieces of fabric, joined together, remind me
of the way humankind has treated the landscape, dividing it up into
different properties and territories. The work, in this view, recalls the
harsh lines of agricultural division when inspecting the topographical
view of the landscape, as seen from an aeroplane or when exploring
Google Earth. Soil Armour for Rain Shadows both reference the
shadow side of the landscape’s history along with the need to nourish
and protect the landscape for the future.

Detail image: Soil Armour for Rain Shadows III, 2023
Oil, clay, and photographic print on hemp and cotton canvas, woven with hemp thread
210cm x 105cm
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INSTALLATION
PHOTOS
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LOWER
LEVEL
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Descending the stairs, visitors will start to hear sounds, growing louder
as they enter the lower-level exhibition. Rain Shadows: a Soundscape
is an experimental collaboration between myself and composer and
musician, Wesley West. For the soundscape, I recorded a variety of
sounds which I made in my studio with the dried-out ocean corals,
sponges, and shells that I collected on the beach, many of which are
are photographed for the Nests of Stone installation. Other sounds in
the album feature recordings of my breathing, which is at times calm,
and sometimes anxious.

To compose the soundscape, West manipulated my recorded sounds
with panning and warping and created an original composition on
piano that takes the listener on a journey. At times the music sounds
positive, curious, and even adventurous. Other times, it seems to be
anxious or in mourning. The sounds made by the shells and ocean
sponges at times sound like they could be a recording of rain or water,
but in actuality, it can rather be considered as a shadow of rain.

West explains that his use of the piano in the arrangements is in
response to the themes of the exhibition. The piano is an instrument
capable of taking the listener on an emotional journey. It can be both
clean and rhythmic, whilst also being emotional and nostalgic. West
continues to say that while the music is melodic and mesmerizing, it
also has a shadow. The piano, West explains, with its history of social
injustices and class divides, reminds him of the mountain ranges that
divide the landscape into rich ecosystems and thirsty deserts.

RAIN SHADOWS:
A SOUNDSCAPE
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The ramifications of human interference on the ecologies of the Cape
region can be traced throughout the landscape. When I moved to the
Western Cape in 2021, my environment changed from an urban one
to a more natural one. My earlier work made in Johannesburg often
involved collecting concrete rocks and scrap metal from the urban
landscape. In the exploration of my new environment, I still noticed
rocks in the landscape, but instead of the concrete rocks on
construction sites that I grew accustomed to, this new landscape was
scattered with large, rounded cobblestones. I noticed these rocks
nearly everywhere, neatly lining multitudes of water channels,
arranged in people’s gardens, carefully stacked to construct walls, or
wherever earthwork or digging had taken place.

Finding the sheer amount of these rounded stones curious, I visited
the University of Stellenbosch’s Botanical Gardens and spoke to Dr
Donovan Kirkwood, curator of the gardens. He explained that these
rounded cobblestones are a relic of this landscape, having once been
a massive flat alluvial floodplain with its unique vegetation (Kirkwood
2021). Kirkwood (2021) explained that what remains today of this
ecosystem is “a few tiny plots of a few hectares, all heaving with
threatened plants that survive only on these tiny relics”. Colonial farm
establishment in the area meant that river frontage, from small
drainage lines to main-stem rivers, was mostly in the hands of white
farmers (Kirkwood 2021). This resulted in individual benefit decisions,
including the choice to plough right to the river edge for farmland
(Kirkwood 2021). Agricultural and urban development resulted in the
loss of habitat for the river’s natural buffers – the indigenous
vegetation – ultimately leading to water runoff and over-abstraction.
This, together with the damming up of water, meant that the natural
flow of water was decimated (Kirkwood 2021).

GHOSTS OF STONE
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River-cobblestones lining irrigation channels, Stellenbosch, 2022
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To create Ghosts of Stone, I have blown glass vessels onto some of
these river stones collected from my surroundings. These river stones
are embedded with traces of the waters that had once shaped them.
Glass also has an indexical relation to stone. Through erosion, rock
turns to sand, and when applying immense heat to sand, it turns into
glass. Just as humans share the same molecules as other living
entities on earth, so glass and rock are made from the same
‘ingredients’. All living organisms are dependent on water.

The shape of the glass is also connected to water, as it might recall the
image of a bubble underwater, or a vase made to hold water. The
shape furthermore reference the human body, as it might recall
certain organs or a female breast. With this shape, I reference my own
body, connecting myself through my work to the landscape, as it is
from the chest that these forms are blown. Particles of the water in my
breath become additive traces in the shaping of the glass.

Ghosts of Stones I and II, 2023
Glass and river cobblestones
Sizes vary
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Ghosts of Stones III, IV, V and VI, 2023
Glass
Sizes vary
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Ghosts of Stones I, 2023
Glass and river cobblestones
30cm x 27cm x 25cm
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Ghosts of Stones II, 2023
Glass and river cobblestones
26cm x 24cm x 24cm
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THE WATER
IN OUR BREATH

The flow of water, globally, through rocks and stones and
sand, transgresses not only the lines drawn between
countries and con�nents, but the apparently separate
human bodies who collec�vely drink from it, piss it, get
rained on by it, and bath in its finite, recycled cycle of
fluidity. Rocks, formed in part by the water that permeates
them or erodes them, represent a cycle of flow that resists
dis�nguishing between what is contemporary and what is
ancient (Wood 2021:80).
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In its many forms, water transcends boundaries. As the largest water
mass on earth, the ocean connects continents, peoples, cultures,
seeds, plants, and a multitude of creatures, soils and organisms. In
addition to the ocean, the whole hydrosphere, or rather, as Hofmeyr
(2022:16) writes, the "hydrosocial cycle", has witnessed so many
histories, held so many bodies, and has so many tales to tell. There
are many ‘watery’ and fluid stories in the lower level of the exhibition.
In telling these stories, I seek to re-stimulate a relationship with the
landscape. I attempt to do this in a manner that honours and upholds
the Khoena people's connection with and respect for the waters of
their land.

The video works in the lower-level exhibition create a completely
different environment than the ground-floor works. The lower-level is
not a dry landscape, but a fluid, moving, and glowing one. The first
video radiates the orange hues of the hot glass as I was blowing it over
the river cobblestones. The glass-blowing movements are slow and
played on a loop. The video of the molten glass mimics the expanding
and shrinking motion like a heart slowly pumping or lungs that are
shallowly breathing. The video is also iconic of the movement of a
jellyfish, adding to the underwater feeling of the exhibition. The second
video shows the glistening movement of light on the glass after it has
cooled down. The movement of light on the glass mimics the patterned
movement of light reflecting on water. The third video shows the subtle
circular movement of water. I captured this video in an old bathing
house in Bordeaux, France, which is one of the wine regions of the
world that most heavily impacted the agricultural development of the
Cape landscape.
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The Water in our Breath, 2023
Single-channel video
1min 30sec, looped
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Glistening, 2023
Single-channel video
1min 50sec, looped
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Flow (French Bath), 2023
Single-channel video
2min 5sec, looped
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OCEAN STONES
Ocean Stones is an installation made from marine sponges that I
collected on different beaches in Cape Town. When these dried-out
and bleached rock-like sponges appear on the beach, they are quickly
removed by beach clean-up teams, due to their foul odor. The clean-
up teams explain that most of what they collect and take to garbage
dumps are coral pieces, smelly sponges, shark eggs, and seaweed.
As an alternative to them rotting in landfills, I attempt to engage with
the sponges, cleaning and drying them until most of the smell is
eliminated.

As a material, the marine sponge has an interesting story to tell.
Andreas Hejnol (2017:G94) writes that the ocean sponge is an
organism previously misunderstood as primitive and ancient, as it is
much less “complex” than other species. However, recently it has
been found that ocean sponges are genetically much closer to other
currently living animals than previously thought. This curious
discovery made with new genetic technologies has urged scientists to
rethink how evolution is understood (Hejnol 2017:G96). It was
discovered that through their evolution, ocean sponges “once
possessed, but since lost, a diversity of neuronal and muscular cell
types”. According to the traditional hierarchal thinking, more ‘simple’
organisms should come before more ‘complex’ organisms, and this
evolutionary pattern should not exist the other way around (Hejnol
2017:G96). This thinking typically suggests that humans are the most
‘complex’ and thus superior than other lifeforms on this planet. The
ocean sponge proves to us that evolution may not necessarily mean
only developing in an ‘upward’ direction of supposed superior
complexity.
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Detail image: Ocean Stones, 2023
Marine sponges and hemp thread
Installation sizes vary
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Ocean Stones, 2023
Marine sponges and hemp thread
Installation sizes vary
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The final work on the lower level is a 40-minute single-channel video
projected in large format onto a wall. The stop-motion video shows my
hands, rolling around within them a large ice ‘rock’. Initially, the stone
might be misidentified as glass, but as the video continues, the stone
becomes smaller, and it becomes evident that it is, in fact, ice that is
melting.

As the ice melts, it becomes increasingly smaller, smoother, and more
slippery, mimicking the erosion process as wind and water shape the
rounded stones used in Ghosts of Stone. Nearing the end of the video,
as my hands struggle to hold on to the slowly disappearing stone, the
gestures become more erratic and start to resemble a kind of sign
language. Melting ice evokes the ecological phenomena of the ever-
increasing rate at which the earth’s glaciers are melting and ocean
levels rising as the planet’s temperature continually increases. Apart
from the material connection to ice, I also attempt a more spiritual
communication in this work that asks the question of responsibility.

As the video continues, I keep turning the stone in my hands, like
someone washing their hands with a bar of soap. The idea of washing
one’s hands has ritualistic and spiritual references for me. Being
raised in a Christian family (my father was a minister), I am reminded
of Pontius Pilate who washed his hands before the crucifixion of
Christ. He did this to show that he did not want to crucify Jesus but
would agree to his death because it was what the people wanted. The
title of the video, Hande in Onskuld, is a shortened version of the
Afrikaans phrase “om jou hande in onskuld te was”, meaning to wash
your hands to rid yourself of responsibility.

HANDE IN ONSKULD
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While many good deeds are done today and throughout history in the
name of Christianity, similarly many atrocities are and were carried out
in the name of the same religion. The effects of Christianity on African
religions and African people throughout history, especially in the
colonial era, are that of displacement, deterritorialisation,
dehumanisation and subjection. Western religion, which was imposed
on African religions, also disrupted people’s connections with the
natural elements within their landscapes as it organised nature in a
hierarchy that placed humans as being closest to God (Hejnol
2017:G89). Many African religions employ a more rhizomatic
philosophy in which people are deeply connected to the natural
elements within their environments, as can be seen through the
Khoena people’s spiritual connection with the waters of the Cape
region.

This spiritual connection to the landscape is rooted in a respectful
mutual dependency and care, holding people responsible for the care
of the natural elements of the ecologies of the landscapes with which
they share an interdependency. With Christianity, however, this
spiritual connection with the natural elements changes. Instead of
being held responsible for the care of elements within the
environment, this responsibility is shifted to God. The connection to
the landscape is traded for a connection to an invisible whom one can
easily ask for forgiveness whenever any wrong is done. As a result, it
has become too easy to destroy and be forgiven, too easy to “was ons
hande in onskuld”.

Once the ice has completely disappeared in Hande in Onskuld, the
second half of the video is a reversal of the first. Instead of melting, the
ice now appears to grow within the hands. This process of melting and
growing will play in a loop. Whilst the melting references the slipping
away of something we hold dear, the growing refers to the possibility
of nurturing and restoring that which we hold. The work is thus neither
a story of growth nor disappearance; it is both. Our present-day
response-ability to make choices based on certain possible futures
lies within our own hands. We are all able, in our own varied and
unique ways, to respond; this exhibition is part of my response.
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Together, the works in this exhibition reflect how I see the world, and
this view is rooted in the idea of interconnectedness. Our earth and its
elements are things to which we are biologically intimately connected,
and upon which we rely to survive but from which we are
simultaneously so alienated. Telling stories of our interconnectivity is
important. Telling stories and responding to troubled times are
important. In making the work for this exhibition, I attempt to re-
connect the body with the landscape, not in a hierarchical manner
where I exert control over the landscape, but in a Haraway-like
‘making-with’ and ‘becoming-with’.

To re-establish symbiotic relationships within our ecologies, the
current dichotomic thinking that separates nature and culture needs to
be re-evaluated, unravelled and re-woven. This reweaving is done by
again taking up our response-ability for care. Even though the
Anthropocene and Capitalocene pose dire and precarious possible
futures, fostering cynicism and defeatism, there are still places on our
planet where partial healing is possible. In this exhibition, polite
visiting, looking, listening, and engaging take centre stage in my
artistic practice; my work reflects what I notice in curiosity and to which
I choose to respond. By responding to the traumatised landscapes
around me, I aim to give visual form to the traces of slow violence I
identify within them. My hope is that the visitor might recognise these
traces through my work, as we cannot respond to that which we do not
notice.
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Hande in Onskuld, 2023
Single-channel video
40min, looped
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ARTIST BIO
“We are surrounded by landscapes and societies that are traumatised.
Within these landscapes, there are traces that could tell us more about
the many ways in which we are connected to each other, to other
species, and to the Earth. Finding such traces in the environments
around me, and deciphering their nuanced meanings and histories, is
the driving force of my artistic practice.

My work is a response to the natural environments that I explore
around me and often includes natural materials, such as clay, glass,
wood, and stone. A central part of understanding my work is to
consider what these materials communicate. Each material contains
information about our interconnectedness with the Earth and involves
elements of curiosity, play, transparency, fragility, tension, and
balance.”

Chrisél Attewell (b. 1994) is a multidisciplinary artist from South
Africa. Her work is research-driven and experimental. Inspired by
current socio-ecological concerns, Attewell’s work explores the
nuances in people’s connection to the Earth and each other. She
works with various mediums, including installation, sculpture,
photography, and painting, and prefers natural materials, such
as hemp canvas, oil paint, glass, clay, and stone.

She received her BA in Fine Arts from the University of Pretoria
in 2016. Her work has been represented locally and
internationally in numerous exhibitions, residencies, and art
fairs. Attewell was selected as a Sasol New Signatures finalist
(2016, 2017) and a Top 100 finalist for the ABSA L’Atelier (2018).
Attewell was selected as a 2018 recipient of the Young Female
Residency Award, founded by Benon Lutaaya.

In 2020, Attewell’s solo-exhibition, Sociogenesis: Resilience
under Fire, was exhibited at Berman Contemporary, curated by
Els van Mourik. Her work was showcased at the Contemporary
Istanbul (2019, 2022) with Berman Contemporary. Attewell also
exhibited at the Investec Cape Town Art Fair (2018, 2021, 2022,
2023). Attewell’s solo-exhibition RAIN SHADOWS (2023), which is
accompanied by this catalogue, is in partial fulfilment of her MA
in Visual Arts at the University of Johannesburg.
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