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It is an enormous privilege to be an academic in the School of the Arts 
at the University of Pretoria. From our campus, a stone’s throw from 
the Union Buildings that frame this city in particular ways, our views 
from the buildings of learning are spectacular. However, these views 
obscure and overlook life’s realities for many in Pretoria and the rest of 
this country.  

From this beautiful campus, it is difficult to reconcile media 
headlines in South Africa that speak of violence and injury, from the 
Cape Flats in Cape Town to Marikana in North West Province ten years 
ago. We constantly seem to be marking points of no return, a stark 
reminder of the lines between then and now, here and there, and 
us and them. Inherited Obsessions (2022) asks difficult questions of 
each of us, the assumptions we hold about the world, the public that 
museums, galleries, and universities serve, and the assumptions and 
hierarchies of power we need to challenge if we are interested in other 
ways of being.

This exhibition is a scholarly project that is rooted in the imagination. 
I admit that I am out of my depth. I have never practised as an artist, 
I lack the necessary technical skills, and I admit, like many who visit 
galleries or see works of art in the public space, that I do not always 
comprehend fully what a piece of art may mean. However, what is 
unambiguous, regardless of my lack of initial comprehension, is that I 
will leave a gallery or exhibition space with a worldview that has shifted 
in some or another way, even though the shift and what it means may 
not be apparent for some time. 

And this is the power of the creative endeavour, a particular kind 
of intellectual work with artists of all persuasions working in messy 
terrain that gestures toward thinking about unfinished business. 

Foreword

The imagination offers a layered and unfettered palette of prints of 
photographs, textiles and threads, and traces of hands that hold, love, 
and create. Inherited Obsessions scrutinises history and the complex 
world in which we live.

The magic of the kinds of questions in this exhibition probes and 
unsettles. The works dance with our senses in an attempt to think 
about these lines and responsibilities between public and private and 
urge all of us to think about the role of creatives and the public and 
politics to which they respond. This exhibition responds, in part, to a call 
to action in a deeply unequal society through a palimpsest of history, 
simultaneity, and the present. 

An exhibition such as Inherited Obsessions crosses several 
borders: between dominant and silenced knowledges, between 
disciplines, between times and space, and between the intellect and 
the imagination. It draws attention to and references the spatial 
and temporal implications of the circuits of power and knowledge, 
indicating the urgency to respond to incomplete tasks that resist 
closure and homogenising.

The relationship between art, history, heritage, and the public 
confronts us with the need for a deeper and more nuanced 
understanding of our past and the imprint of global and shared 
histories of oppression. Work of this nature can speak to these histories 
and allows us to disrupt the deep inscription of power and urges us to 
think about being human in profound ways. 

Any knowledge project that shifts views and ways of being comes 
from particular curiosity and demands a necessary depth. It requires 
healthy scepticism and deep self-reflexivity. It has to be nuanced and 
demonstrate an intellectual humility that underscores that knowledge 
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production is shaped by numerous interactions with ordinary people 
outside of this space who may never have heard of Sekoto, Kentridge, 
or Foucault.

Inherited Obsessions has traces and hints of questions that remind 
us to guard the past, to give it a presence in the ‘here’ and the ‘now’, 
and to remember and to respond to an obligation that must include 
a reflexive and honest acknowledgement of the stark divisions and 
inequalities that are the lived realities of the majority of South Africans.

I thank the artist, the curators and contributing authors for this 
timely exhibition and publication. For a brief moment in September 
2022 – Heritage Month in South Africa – we can renew hope. A hope 
that a few decades from now, we will be able to reflect on this moment 
as one that marked a shift. That when we look back at the objects we 
hold dear, they will tell a different story. They will speak of resilience and 
hope and a settlement of a debt due to millions, including 13-year-old 
Hector Pieterson in 1976, 34 miners in Marikana in 2012, and the rape 
and murder of women and children in South Africa on a daily basis. 

Inherited Obsessions tells us that we deserve no less. 

Siona O’Connell
Professor, Interdisciplinary and Museum Studies 
School of the Arts, University of Pretoria
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