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“The soul of Africa – together with my love for art – had taken hold 

of me, captured my senses, embraced my spirit, and (forced) me to 

return again and again. And yes, I did pay a dear price – without the 

intrigue – for the hardships far outweighed the propelling force. But 

the art I found was so extraordinary that it could not go unnoticed. 

It was also disappearing rapidly, as if a door – synchronized to my 

shutter speed – was closing after each exposure.” Margaret 

Courtney-Clarke 

http://www.wildriverreview.com/user/37


 

Margaret Courtney-Clarke in Iraq with Peshmerga Fighters 

World-renowned photojournalist Margaret Courtney-Clarke’s work 

has appeared in publications throughout the United States, Europe, 

Japan, and Africa, such as National Geographic, Smithsonian, 

Newsweek, Vogue Italia, L’Espresso and Air Afrique. She exhibits 

her work across the globe and has published many books, including 

the award-winning trilogy NDEBELE: The Art of an African Tribe; 

AFRICAN CANVAS: The Art of West African Women and IMAZIGHEN: 

The Vanishing Traditions of Berber Women, which were translated 

into French, German, Italian, and Dutch. 

Courtney-Clarke collaborated with poet Maya Angelou on a series of 

books designed to introduce children to cultures around the world 

and received four prestigious awards for that endeavor.  

Several films have been made about Courtney-Clarke and her 

photography, and her work has inspired other films on African 

fashion, fabric designs, porcelain designs, and more. Her 



photographs have been exhibited on five continents and have been 

acquired by galleries, museums, and private collectors. 

In addition, Courtney-Clarke founded the Ndebele Foundation, a 

non-profit organization for women and children in South Africa that 

provides a community where women, girls, and the Ndebele as a 

people can learn about and continue their rich artistic heritage. 

Margaret Courtney-Clarke was born and raised in Namibia, and 

when she is not traveling on assignment, she spends her time 

between Namibia and her home in Italy. 

WRR: You are a world renowned photojournalist whose work has 

appeared in many publications across the globe. In addition, your 

photographs have been exhibited on five continents, you have 

published numerous books, and your work has been acquired by 

galleries and museums. Yet in response to my request for an 

interview, you stated, “nothing too intriguing about being a 

photographer.” Explain. 

COURTNEY-CLARKE: “Painting is dead…..the beginning of 

Photography” was the slogan in the late 60’s when I was a young 

graphic design student at the Natal College for Advanced Technical 

Education (South Africa). The exciting “new media” [for advertising] 

was further enhanced through color TV, video, and thousands of 

new and specialized magazines on the market. Everyone wanted to 

be a photographer. A “new” career was born, one that could sustain 

a family – and for many photographers, proved most remunerative. 

http://www.courtney-clarke.com/Margaret_Courtney_Clarke.htm


The “intriguing” photographers were the Walker Evans’s, LIFE 

photographers, The Farm Security photographers, those who 

documented the far West, Immigration, Harlem to mention but a 

few….. What drove them to remote places, through dust storms, 

carrying cumbersome cameras, with limited transport, to document 

our history? 

This is not to say that there are no valid photographers of our 

generation. We just had it all so easy! Sooner or later, the 

popularity of photography forced one to specialize; documentary or 

war reporting, food or fine art, sport or industrial, underwater or 

wild life, travel or landscape, weddings or portraiture. I chose 

documentary photography because I wanted to tell a story that had 

meaning for me. I wanted to travel to “unknown” places to record 

the life and lives of people. And I wanted to show the world that 

Africa is not only about wars and corruption and famine and 

filth….or wildlife. It is also inhabited by millions of humble and 

dignified people who go about their lives, nurturing traditions, 

creating beautiful spaces around them, against all odds. 



 

Courtney-Clarke in Morocco 

WRR: You were born and raised on a ranch in the Namib Desert in 

Namibia and your playmates were African children who taught you 

to “read the earth and the sky and to understand the habits of the 

wild animals in that particular corner of the world.” Why is this 

important to the African people and to you? 

COURTNEY-CLARKE: Is it important to African people? I don’t 

think so. To me, yes. My childhood is fundamental to who I am and 

what I have done with my life. 

WRR: To obtain many of your photographs, you have 

traveled thousands of miles into remote areas of Africa 

and “waited days and weeks and sometimes months” to 

win “the trust of your subjects and to be welcomed into 

their homes and lifestyle.” What have you gained from 



these experiences and how have they impacted your 

work? 

COURTNEY-CLARKE: “Waiting days and weeks….” immediately 

brings to mind patience, the discipline of being patient. But it’s 

really about attitude. Waiting is about a conviction that no matter 

how or when, you will find light at the end of the tunnel and the 

courage to brave the journey. 

Being accepted (welcomed) is about attitude, about humility, about 

sharing, about being an equal….This is something learned over 

years, through good and bad experiences but also having the time – 

or making the time – to reflect on oneself, one’s values. 

How have they impacted my work? Feeling good about my 

relationship with people, especially those who depend on or need 

my friendship and trust can only have a positive influence on the 

portraits of my subjects. In the same way, a wild life photographer 

would have to have respect, knowledge, understanding, and love for 

animals – not to mention patience -- to be rewarded with the 

ultimate shot. 



 

Courtney Clarke in Morocco 

WRR: You stated you have “an amazing sixth, or 

seventh, or tenth sense about people” – you trust 

them. Has this trust ever worked against you? How? 

COURTNEY-CLARKE: Yes, my senses have worked against me. It’s 

part of the learning curve, of growing. But I also don’t see how one 

can begin to develop a relationship without trust. In most cases I 

have been let down by petty thieving. In Nigeria I thought I had 

found the perfect mother-sister friend [and interpreter] – I even 

asked her to look after my handbag/purse….until I discovered she 

was gradually removing dollar bills! 

More serious cases of theft (and perjury] have cropped up in recent 

years with my involvement at the Ndebele Foundation’s Cultural 

Center in South Africa. I had to take serious measures against both 

white and black people working for the Foundation that made me 



unpopular. But time worked in my favor and gradually the local 

community came to understand that traditional role models or 

revered families or the economically powerful are not exempt from 

failure. 

WRR: It is apparent from your work that you hold a profound 

respect for African women. What have you learned from them that 

has impacted your life in a meaningful way? 

COURTNEY-CLARKE: From [sub-Saharan] African women I have 

learned about dignity and humility; that it’s OK to be poor; that 

dreams are only dreams; that hard work, hard labor, and long 

hours, no matter the conditions, will provide an honest meal at the 

end of the day. In the reality of my world, I’ve learned to take 

nothing for granted, and I consider myself privileged to have some 

choices.  

WRR: You stated that “you’ve got to be an open person and if you 

can’t do that kind of thing, then stay away…from Africa.” Perhaps if 

each person applied your philosophy on a global scale, it would 

result in respect for all people, cultures, and traditions and there 

would be fewer wars and more respect among the people on this 

planet. What is your opinion on this subject? 

COURTNEY-CLARKE: I cannot recall my views on being “an open 

person” and the specific relationship to Africa. Open, yes, always, 

wherever. I do find that Africa is “misunderstood”; the use of the 

words “the darkest continent” freaks me out. Few people really 



know Africa and its people. In part this is due to governments who 

do not care, news media who misrepresent, photographers who 

shoot in and shoot out on “adventure”, AID agencies that do more 

harm than good….and so many more. 

How many visitors to Africa are really interested in the cultures and 

traditions of her people? Sadly, very few. 

WRR: During the United States presidential inauguration in 1993, 

your friend Maya Angelou, a woman who has influenced the lives of 

millions of people around the world, read On the Pulse of Morning. 

Listening to her that day, I realized I had never heard anything so 

beautiful. Since then, I have kept a copy of the poem nearby to 

remind me of the wisdom of her words. Maya Angelou obviously has 

influenced your life and you pay tribute to her in your book Maya 

Angelou: The Poetry of Living. If Maya were describing you to me, 

what do you think she would say? 

COURTNEY-CLARKE: Maya would tell you how she had doubts 

about meeting me……my [South African] “racial” background. I like 

to correct her by insisting that I’m Namibian though few people had 

ever heard of this country until Brad and Angelina decided to visit! 

Maya feared my whiteness, my upbringing under apartheid. Until 

she met me. When she really started seeing my photographs [to 

write the foreword to my book “African Canvas”], she sensed that I 

would have had to have an extraordinary relationship with my 



subjects to obtain those photographs. In her words “she must have 

been scared out of her wits”. 

 

Courtney-Clarke and Maya Angelou 

Today Maya will tell you that “Margaret has very white skin – but 

she is more African than any black person on this side of the 

Atlantic”!  

WRR: You are the founder of the Ndebele Cultural Centre in South 

Africa whose aim is to “provide a community of rural women in the 

village of Mabokho with the means to continue the creative spirit of 

their forebears.” Why is this important to you, to these women, and 

to the world? 

COURTNEY-CLARKE: The continuation [or revival] of 

Ndebele art is not important to me. Art is important to 

me. Whatever, wherever. Millions of people need art -- 

that self expression of creating something, a release of 



the inner spirit that miraculously takes on a form, a 

shape, a color, a texture. 

Ndebele women can be proud of their art – it is a part of “world art” 

– although they have no [Western] concept for ART. It is either 

beautiful (good) or ugly (bad) but nonetheless represents their 

tradition of ethnic identity [Ndebele people are a small minority in 

South Africa]. 

The art of music, dance, painting, photography has no boundaries, 

no race, no color, no creed and therefore relevant to the world if we 

want to better understand people and cultures. 

WRR: What advice would you give to someone who wants to pursue 

a career in photojournalism? 

COURTNEY-CLARKE: Know what you’re going into! 

Photojournalism is NOT the exciting “adventure” most people think 

it to be. And travel can be extremely wearing –and lonely. Make 

sure you are passionate about the art of photography [today it 

would be digital photography] as much as writing and keeping 

accurate records. Avoid sensationalism. Be humble. Respect people 

and places and bring alive their story. 
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BIOGRAHY by Prof. Andre' du Pisani 
 
Margaret Courtney-Clarke is one of those rare individuals who not only thinks 
about life, what it means and what treasures it holds in store, but deservedly 
stands in that edifying tradition of photo-journalism that illuminates the human 
spirit. Her photography and her acclaimed books, notably her trilogy Ndebele, 
African Canvas & Imazighen, as well as her contributions to numerous other 
publications are deeply human and nuanced in their thought as well as being 
imbued with a rare spirit of dignity and love. 
 
For the artist, her pictures are more than photography. An extension of art, 
each image tells a story of a dying art—a traditional rural culture under threat 
of modernisation and more recently, global consumerism. A graduate from the 
Natal College for Advanced Technical Education (South Africa), Scuola di Belle 
Arti (Rome) and New York University, her assignation with Africa and its people 
took her on a 15 year journey into intractable terrain through southern, west 
and north Africa. On this remarkable journey, she recorded with great skill, 
intense love and deep respect, mural art and the women artists as identity. Her 
signature image of an elegant woman executing a mural painting on a wall of 
her home along the Senegal River has an intangible beauty about it. 
 
The life of the artist, who spent 38 years in Italy where her love for 
Renaissance Art flowered, speaks of courage; courage, not as a warrior virtue, 
but in the words of Plato 'as a kind of salvation'. Margaret Courtney-Clarke 
knows that ordinary life evokes more extraordinary courage than combat 
because both the chances and inevitabilities of life demand kinds of endurance 
and courage that make ascending Everest seem an easier alternative. 
 
Although ordinary life demands courage, there is yet another kind of courage 
required for the task of being human: the courage to meet the new and to 
accept the different in the chances of experience. It is in this respect that the 
life's work of Margaret Courtney-Clarke should be seen and not in a superficial 
comparison with the work of other acclaimed photographers such as Carol 
Beckwith and Angela Fisher. 
 
For while many of her powerful photographs brilliantly capture a treasured 
moment, what remains is a vision of a story that means much to the artist and 
to a connected humanity. 
    -- Andre' du Pisani 
 



MARGARET COURTNEY-CLARKE  

BIOGRAPHY  

Photojournalist Margaret Courtney-Clarke was born and raised on a ranch on the edge of the 
Namib Desert in Namibia. Her playmates were Africa’s children. They taught her to read the 
earth and the sky and to understand the habits of wild animals in that particular corner of the 
world.  

Because of her upbringing, Courtney-Clarke has an innate love of the land and an instinctive 
understanding of those who live close to the earth. And perhaps more importantly from the 
perspective of her work, her African childhood also instilled in her a deep respect for the 
creative manifestations of the people of Africa especially as reflected in their dress, 
architecture and decoration.  

As a child and adolescent, Courtney-Clarke was equally at ease in the Victorian colonial home 
of her grandfather who was the head of the civil service of South West Africa, (at that time a 
mandated territory of the League of Nations) as she was in the mud homes of her African 
playmates. She absorbed a cultural flexibility that has served her through the 30 years since 
she left Namibia.  

It is this cultural flexibility that makes her work unique. Her photographic essays and books 
reflect an extraordinary blend of sophisticated European and ancient African cultures.  

With a diploma in art and photography from Natal College in South Africa, Courtney-Clarke left 
Africa for Europe in 1972. Her first stop in Europe was Italy where her love for art, architecture 
and photography was nurtured and enriched. Soon after her arrival in Italy, she started 
working at the renowned Obelisco Gallery in Rome that specialized in contemporary art and 
photography. While there, she began to develop a career as a photojournalist, focusing on art 
and architecture. Her photographs appeared in many prestigious American, European and 
African publications. During this time she also established a home in New York and obtained a 
B. A. in Photojournalism from New York University.  

Courtney-Clarke is an intensely practical person, for all her absorption in aesthetics, and it is 
this quality that enabled her to record in photographs the remote, seldom seen traditions of 
rural art, as well as the elaborate urban achievements of European peoples.  

In the 1981 volume, Cape Dutch Homesteads (Struik), she teamed up with South African 
photographer David Goldblatt to memorialize the magnificent gabled homes unique to the 
southern tip of Africa, living with the owners so that homes could be seen in all lights and all 
aspects. Then, with this rare flexibility, she turned an equally intense focus on the homes of 
the Ndebele people of Southern Africa. Travelling thousands of miles to find the remote 
poverty-stricken villages where the traditional mural painting still survived, she achieved a 
similar level of trust and intimacy with the home-owners.  

Her book Ndebele: The Art of an African Tribe (Rizzoli 1986) has been acclaimed in the USA, 
in Europe, Japan and in Africa itself. This book not only conveyed the glory of the work but 
also did what so few authors or photographers of African art have ever done – it 
acknowledged the women who were responsible for it. Courtney-Clarke gave these women 
personal recognition. She lived with them while photographing them and became their friend. 
She meticulously recorded their names and their art so that the book became not only a 
tribute to the visual beauty but also – without heavy-handed anthropological analysis – a 
tribute to a group of people who have endured ethnic, political and educational neglect.  

Her second book in the series on women and their art, African Canvas (Rizzoli 1990), turns a 
spotlight of equal intensity on the women of West Africa, recording their traditional mural art. 
Photographed over three years, it called for an almost reckless dedication, leading Courtney-
Clarke on journey after journey, in remote reaches where few Western travelers have ever 
penetrated. She endured hardship, disease and endless struggles with transport and 



communication problems, to seek out the gems of this vanishing art. And she did it with the 
same profound respect for the people involved that marked the Ndebele book, waiting days 
and weeks and months to win their trust and be welcomed into the intimacy of their homes 
and lifestyle.  

In the third book of her trilogy on African women, IMAZIGHEN: The Vanishing Traditions of 
Berber Women, (Clarkson Potter 1996) Courtney-Clarke examines the difficult lives and 
remarkable arts of Berber women as they yield to the pressures of the twentieth century.  

These award-winning books have been translated into French, German and Italian and have 
generated worldwide interest in these vanishing arts. Her work has inspired films, including 
CBC and BBC documentaries on her and her photography; fashion and fabric designs; 
porcelain designs; the African village at Dallas Zoo and numerous other creative pieces.  

Her photographs have been exhibited on five continents and have been featured on the 
covers of countless magazines – And her work has been acquired by private collectors, 
Galleries and Museums.  

In 1994 America’s favorite poet Maya Angelou joined photojournalist Courtney-Clarke to 
introduce children and their cultures from around the world in a series of juvenile books; My 
Painted House, My Friendly Chicken and Me (Clarkson Potter, 1994) and Kofi and His Magic 
(Clarkson Potter, 1996) are the first two titles in this series – both award winning books.  

In Places in the Sand (Monacelli Press, N.Y. 1997) Courtney-Clarke turns a nostalgic and 
knowing eye to the landscape, creating evocative slivers of panoramas in which memories of 
her childhood are resurrected into timelessness.  

Released in December 1999, Courtney-Clarke’s long-awaited book Maya Angelou: The Poetry 
of Living, offers a tribute through revealing portraits and interviews of the Poet Laureate and 
friend who has influenced her life as well as the lives of millions around the world.  

For the past two years Courtney-Clarke has devoted her time to the Ndebele Foundation, 
fundraising and building a Cultural Center for Women and Children.  

When she is not in the U.S. or travelling in Africa and Europe, Courtney-Clarke retreats to her 
home in the country north of Rome.  



CURRICULUM VITAE – Margaret Courtney-Clarke

PHOTOJOURNALIST

1975-2000 Freelance photojournalist for feature articles on travel, food, 
industry, architecture, lifestyles, personalities and general 
interest subjects for major magazines
USA: Town & Country, Food & Wine, Architectural Digest, 
Geo, Newsweek, Life, National Geographic, U.S. News and 
World Report, World and I, Smithsonian, Connoisseur
EUROPE: Panorama Mese, Amica, Vogue Italia, L`Espresso, 
Epoca, Airone, Abitare, Scienza e Vita, Il Venerdì, Elle, Marie 
Claire, Class, New Look, Partance, Vogue Decoration, Stern, 
Pan, Merian, Swissair, Air France, Air Afrique

1980-1984 Overseas correspondent and photographer for Attenzione, an 
Italian-American magazine, N.Y.

1972-1979 Freelance designer, Italy
Graphic and package design, illustration and commercial 
photography for industries and advertising agencies

1972-1988 Part-time assistant & exhibition co-ordinator, Obelisco Gallery, 
Rome, Italy

BOOK PUBLICATIONS

1981 Cape Dutch Homesteads, photographs by David Goldblatt and 
Margaret Courtney-Clarke. Struik, South Africa, 1981

1986 Ndebele: The Art of an African Tribe, photographs and text 
by Margaret Courtney-Clarke foreword by David Goldblatt. 
Rizzoli International, New York, 1986. Reprint: Thames & 
Hudson, UK 2002 [Translated into German, French and 
Dutch]

1990 African Canvas: The Art of West African Women, photographs 
and text by Margaret Courtney-Clarke, foreword by Maya 
Angelou. Rizzoli International, New York, 1990. [Translated 
into German, Dutch, French and Italian]

1994 My Painted House, My Friendly Chicken and Me, text by Maya 
Angelou, photographs by M. Courtney-Clarke. Clarkson 
Potter, New York, 1994 Reprint: Crown/Random House, N.Y 
2002

1996 Imazighen:The Vanishing traditions of the Berber Women, 
photographs and text by Margaret Courtney-Clarke, essay by 
Geraldine Brooks Clarkson Potter, New York, 1996.[Translated 



into German, French & Dutch]

Kofi and His Magic, text by Maya Angelou, photographs by 
M. Courtney-Clarke. Clarkson Potter, New York,1997
Reprint: Crown/Random House, N.Y. 2002

1997 Places in the Sand, photographs and text by Margaret 
Courtney-Clarke. Monacelli Press, New York, 1997

1999 The Poetry of Living, photographs and text by Courtney-
Clarke, Foreword by Oprah Winfrey
Clarkson Potter, N.Y 1999

FILM DOCUMENTARIES

1990 Black Penelope: an award winning short film by Philipe 
Dorison using photographs from the book Ndebele, Paris, 
France
British Broadcasting Corporation, Open University Women’s 
Programme: Feature documentary filmed on location in 
KwaNdebele, S. A.

1991 NHT TV, Tokyo, Japan; half-hour documentary featuring the 
Ndebele

1992 Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, Arts & Entertainment; 
interview focusing on the books Ndebele and African Canvas

1993 CANAL PLUS (Spain), interview on location in Italy

AWARDS

1986 Gold Award from PHOTO DESIGN for Ndebele

1987 Silver Award from the Art Directors Club 66th Annual 
exhibition for Ndebele

1993 Nomination for César best short film Black Penelope, France

1994 Best Book Award by Oppenheim Toy Portfolio for My Painted 
House, My Friendly Chicken and Me
The Year’s 10 Best Books for distinguished achievement in 
Children’s Literature by Parenting for My Painted House, My 
Friendly Chicken and Me
New York Public Library’s children’s book award for My 
Painted House, My Friendly Chicken and Me
2nd in Entertainment weekly’s award for “10 best of the year”

1997 Children’s Book of Distinction award from Hungry Mind 



Review for Kofi and His Magic

2002 Kodak Bronze award for Colors of Africa 2002 Calendar, 
Germany

PERSONAL EXIBITIONS

1986 Carpenter Center for Visual Arts at Harvard University, 
Boston, MA.
International Center for Photography Book Store, New York 
Overseas Press Club, New York, N.Y.

1990 Witkin Gallery, New York, N.Y.
Il Diaframma, Milan, Italy
Libreria Agora Torino, Italy
Galleria Il Filo di Arianna, Bergamo, Italy

1991 Arhus, Odense and Copenhagen, Denmark
Festa delle Donne, Rimini, Italy
Festa Nazionale de L’Unità, Bologna, Italy
In the Room Gallery, Tokyo, Japan

1992 Palazzo delle Esposizioni, Rome, Italy
Sala degli Archi, Ceccano, Italy
Saibu Gallery, Tokorozawa, Japan

1993 Antichi Chiostri, Torino, Italy
Seidlvilla, Munich, Germany
Rocca Paolina, Perugia, Italy

1995 Helferei Grossmünster, Zurich, Switzerland

1996-1998 Itinerant exhibition in 12 museums, Germany. 
(Curated by Institut für Kulturaustausch, Tübingen)

1996  Africa House, Münich, Germany
Witkin Gallery, N.Y. (spring)
Witkin Gallery, N.Y. (fall)

1997 Port Washington Public Library, Port Washington, N.Y.
Witkin Gallery, N.Y.
Teatro General San Martin, Buenos Aires, Argentina

2000 Omba Gallery, Windhoek, Namibia

2001 Palazzo Comunale, Vitorchiano, Italy

2002-2003 New York Public Library's Schomburg Center for Research in 
Black Culture, New York



2004 National Library of Medicine, Bethesda, Maryland. U.S.A.

2004-2005 New York State Museum, Albany, N.Y.

2007 The African American Museum, Philadelphia, PA

2008 Woermann Haus, Swakopmund, Namibia

Studio 77, Windhoek, Namibia

2009 Palazzo Comunale, Amaseno, Italy

GROUP EXHIBITIONS

1977 Fotografi e fotografie, Galleria d’Arte, Lastasia, Rome, Italy

1978 Fotoreporter Donna, Il Laboratorio d’If, Palermo, Italy

1987 Chairs, Witkin Gallery, New York, N.Y.

1988 Le Città del Mondo ed il futuro delle metropoli, XVII Triennale 
di Milano, Italy

1990 Artists Against Apartheid, Taos, New Mexico
Apropos Aprons, The Costume Institute, Metropolitan
Museum of the Art, New York, N.Y.
Beads, Department of Arts of Africa, the Americas and
Oceania, Baltimore Museum of Art, Baltimore, MD

1991 amaNDEBELE, Farbsignale Aus Sudafrica, Berlin, Germany
African Artists, Atelier Les Almadies, Dakar, Senegal
Tableau d'afrique, Le Centre Culturel Francais de Dakar, 
Galerie 39, Dakar, Senegal
ORISIRISI, All Different Kinds, The Children’s Museum, 
Seattle, Washington
Encountering the Others, University of Kassel, Germany

1992 I Biennale Donna Arte, Sala Amministrazione Provinciale, 
Frosinone, Italy
Mostra dell’artigianato tradizionale delle Donne Ndebele, S.A. 
Embassy, Rome, Italy
Pottery and Architecture in West Africa, Pyynikilinna, Finland

1993 Pottery and Architecture in West Africa, Museum of 
Architecture, Helsinki, Finland
Der fliegende Koffer-eine Reise nach Ghana, the 
Museumspadagogischer Dienst, Berlin, Germany
Ndebele, S.A. National Gallery, Cape Town, South Africa



Colour in town-planning. De Kunstpaviljoens, Almere 
(Amsterdam), Holland
Amandebele: Signals of Colour from South Africa, Museum 
Het Kruithuis, Hertogenbosch, Holland
Staffs and Wands from Africa, The Minneapolis Institute of 
Arts, Minneapolis, MN.
Ndebele:Volkskunst aus Südafrika, The Huberte Goote 
Gallery, Zug, Switzerland

1994 Der fliegende Koffer-eine Reise nach Ghana, Wilhelm 
Lehmbruck Museum, Duisburg, Germany
Under 8 x 9 inches, The Witkin Gallery. NY.

1997 African Canvas, Dimock Community Health Center, Roxburg, 
MA.

1996-1998 African Canvas, Lexington Children’s Museum, Lexington.

2003 Earth, Festival Couleur Café, Brussels, Belgium

2004 Beads for life, Museum of Civilization, Cultural Studies, 
Gatineau, Québec, Canada

2010 Esther Mahlangu, BMW Museum, Germany

2011 Walter Van Beirendonck: Dream the World Awake, MoMu 
Fashion Museum of Antwerp, Belgium

LECTURES & WORKSHOPS

1986 Ndebele, International Center for Photography, New York
A Thousand Words, Neuberger Museum, Purchase, New York 

1990 Affreschi Africani, Palazzo Fortuny, Venice, Italy
Ndebele Mural Painting, Dallas Museum of the Art, Dallas, TX. 

1991  Ndebele Culture, Haus der Kulturen der Welt, Berlin, 
Germany 

2002 The Art of African Women, New York Public Library, 
Schomburg Center, Harlem, N.Y.

2004 The Art of African Women New York State Museum, Albany, 
N.Y.

2007 The Art of African Women, African American Museum, 
Philadelphia, PA



HEART OF BOLDNESS 
 
By Joelle Bentley Burrows 
 
Africa. Always Africa. The continent is a siren call for Margaret Courtney-
Clarke. Her first book, Ndebele (Rizzoli 1986), recorded the bright geometric 
art of the tribe living in South Africa north east of Pretoria (Fig.1). She then 
moved on to photograph the domestic mural art of western Africa in African 
Canvas (Rizzoli 1990) (Fig.2). With the publication in 1996 of Imazighen, 
The Vanishing Traditions of Berber Women (Clarkson Potter) (Fig.3), the 
third in this trilogy exploring the traditional arts of African women and the 
lifestyles that give rise to them, Courtney-Clarke continues to document the 
dignity, endurance, and craft of unrecognized and unheralded peoples. 
Africa has defined Courtney-Clarke’s professional life as a photojournalist and 
she in turn has made a profound contribution to defining the continent. 
Reproduced in resplendent color, the photographs in this series of coffee-
table-size books are dazzling, but they are more than decorative. They are 
deeply affecting because they reveal a world that is unimaginable to western 
eyes. 
Courtney-Clarke has been able to tell the stories of these people because she 
is one of them. The family’s connection to Africa began in the 1920s when 
the photographer’s English grandfather was sent there as a legal 
representative of the League of Nations. He settled in South West Africa later 
becoming secretary of territory then controlled by South Africa under a 
League of Nations mandate. (It is now the independent country of Namibia). 
Born and raised in Africa, but of European descent, Courtney-Clarke has 
chosen to spend her adult life principally in Europe. 
Perhaps it is the cross-cultural aspect of her own story-European heritage 
and African roots-that has shaped her perspective and fortified her resolve to 
pay homage to a continent she loves. 
“This is the desert I was born in and desert I grew up in”, she says, referring 
to her photographs of the land she knew as a child on her father’s farm at 
the edge of the savannah outside Windhoek, the capital city of South West 
Africa. (Fig.4) 
“This is the desert I hunted in and dug in for water to drink and roots to eat; 
where I used my bows and arrows; where my [unclothed] body was very 
brown”. Besides her sister and four cousins, her playmates were the children 
of farm hands who tended the 8000 head of cattle on the father’s vast 
property. 
Courtney-Clarke was educated in boarding schools in South Africa and took 
up photography at the Natal Technical College in Durban before going to 
Rome to continue her studies. There she fell in love not only with Italy but 
also with an Italian art dealer very much her senior with whom she lived for 
17 years until his death in 1988, spending time both on his family farm south 
Rome and in their home/art gallery on West 57th Street in Manhattan. 
As a young freelance photojournalist in Italy, Courtney-Clarke worked for 
Italian and American magazines on stories that would draw her back time 
and again to Africa. Inspired by the writings of Nelson Mandela, which she 
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had read as a teenager, she was eager to document the lives of her black 
compatriots. But this was the era of apartheid and she confronted continual 
government harassment. Nevertheless, she attended black political rallies 
and underground meetings and continued her work. For a story on the living 
conditions in Soweto, an apartheid ghetto where black South Africans were 
forced to live without electricity, sewage systems, or decent roads, she 
disguised herself as a nun to gain entry to the enclave. “The story needed to 
be told”, she says. 
While co-authoring a book (with David Goldblatt) on South African 
architecture (Cape Dutch Homesteads, Struick, South Africa, 1981), 
Courtney-Clarke became fascinated by the women of the Ndebele tribe, who 
paint bold geometric murals on the walls of their mud homes and bedeck 
themselves for ritual ceremonies in elaborate bracelets, anklets, and neck 
loops of beadwork and copper. (Fig.5-7) She traveled to South Africa for 
three months at a time over a period of five years to get to know the people 
and build their trust. “I really had to move in with my subjects and be a part 
of their lives”, she says. 
In this polygamous society, each woman has her own home and 
distinguishes herself from the other wives by her style of mural decoration 
and her selection of colors. The mud walls of each home are repainted every 
year after the harvest, and the painting tradition is passed on from mother to 
daughter. Courtney-Clarke writes in the introduction to her book that their 
art reflects “the obsessive passion with which Ndebele women have sought to 
assert their identities, both as individuals and as a nation, despite their 
difficult sociopolitical and economic status”. 
Back in New York she prepared a dummy for a large-format book. Working 
alone, she edited the photographs, wrote the text, and did the layout, 
including typesetting the headlines and copy. With a 30-page mock-up in 
hand, she secured an appointment at Rizzoli with an editor who insisted on 
introducing her to Gianfranco Monicelli, the CEO. By the following day this 
unknown photographer had signed a book contract. 
Ndebele drew immediate critical acclaim. It caused such a stir in the fashion 
world that Town & Country invited ten American designers to create outfits or 
accessories based on Ndebele motifs. Courtney-Clarke returned to Ndebele 
with “30 huge coffers of clothing” and the model Iman. The cover for the 
January 1992 issue led to 22 other magazine covers and 78 feature stories 
worldwide and put Ndebele on the map. (Fig. 8:T/C cover). 
The professional arrangement Courtney-Clarke established with her subjects 
was unconventional. She did not ask the Ndebele women to sign the 
customary model releases for the images she took because she considers the 
convention absurd in an illiterate culture; nor, at the outset, did she offer 
payment other than her friendship and affection “They became like a second 
mother to me”, she says, “and their children my children”. However, 
whenever her photographs of them are published, she makes sure they are 
well compensated. 
The spin-off from the book continues to amaze her. Flammarion 4, a division 
of the company that produced the French edition, has published greeting 
cards for sale in museum and gift shops. 
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Abbeville Press in New York has produced a line of note cubes and wrapping 
paper. The German company, Eschenbach Porzellan, has produced two lines 
of porcelain dishes, one designed and decorated by two Ndebele women, the 
other inspired by photographs of beadwork from the book. Courtney-Clarke 
oversees each product line to maintain esthetic standards, and to assure 
proper compensation for her African friends. Bemused and not without a 
sense of awe, she notes that there is even an “Ndebele BMW” at the BMW 
Museum that takes its place alongside others embellished by such notable 
artists as Alexander Calder and Andy Warhol. 
The ongoing fanfare over Ndebele notwithstanding, Courtney-Clarke was 
eager to return in Africa. Like the Ndebele women, the women of western 
Africa -- from Nigeria around the horn to Mauritania and inland to Mali -- 
have a tradition of painting their mud dwellings after the harvest. “With their 
hands as brushes and the walls as their canvas, the women set about 
creating an art whose composition, technique, and treatment of color is as 
dynamic as that of any Western painting”, she writes in the book’s 
introduction. Her photographs record the symbolism in African decoration, 
the variation of motifs from one region to another, and the way the designs 
and colors in the murals are repeated in pottery, clothing, and jewelry. As 
with the Ndebele murals, it is the impermanence of the art-its perishability in 
the face of nature-that provokes Courtney-Clarke to document it (Fig.9-11). 
The delicate pigments made of indigenous organic materials such as roots 
and stamens cannot long withstand wind and rain. 
The photographer’s journey in West Africa was a logistical hassle. Because 
the various governments would not issue her a visa as either a professional 
photographer or a journalist, she had to make do with a tourist visa. She 
traveled for months with a single change of clothing, preferring to save the 
space in her suitcase for camera equipment. Her Hasselblad was 
disassembled to its basic box, with the prism and other components hidden 
in her socks and underwear, along with the body of her Nikon, long lenses, 
pieces of her tripod, a tool kit, and hundreds of rolls of film. “I just hoped 
nobody would open my suitcase”, she says. “Bribing people at borders and at 
airport-that’s what got me through. That’s so much the way of Africa”. 
“I have an amazing sixth, or seventh, or tenth sense about people. I trust 
them. I’ve never really had any difficulty”, she observes optimistically, but 
goes on to mention various grueling incidents. In Nigeria, she was dragged 
out of her van attacked with a stick with nails in it. Moreover, the toll of 
ignoring her health during the long years of preparing African Canvas caught 
up with her. During one West African trip, she wound up in the hospital 
seriously ill with an ovarian cyst. She traveled alone, and her family and 
friends didn’t know where she was-not even what country she was in-for 
months at a time. She was robbed, and her belongings were stolen along 
with parts of her van. At one point she was stuck in a hotel waiting for 
money from the Chase Manhattan bank in New York. It didn’t come. “I was 
desperate”, she recalls. “I couldn’t move on from the hotel because I couldn’t 
pay the bill”. The problem was one of geography: the bank had been sending 
money to “Upper Volta”, a country that had become Burkina Faso. 
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An elegant woman, Courtney-Clarke is frank about the difficulty of third-
world travel. “If you could see me in Africa-smelly and filthy-it definitely 
wasn’t glamorous”, she says. “Some of my hardship was actually trying to 
accept the way I was living, how filthy I was, and not having water to wash, 
and not having any facilities at all”. 
Nevertheless, her research in western Africa continued. She moved toward 
the interior of the continent to the last watering holes near the Sahara, 
becoming aware, as she traveled, of the influence of Islam on mural 
decoration. Because the Koran forbids figurative representation of living 
beings, Islamic art is abstract, based largely on ideograms symbolizing form. 
Determined to follow the trade routes north across the desert to their Islamic 
sources in Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia, the photographer hired a man she 
met in Mauritania, a Tuareg, to guide her across the Sahara. “You’ve got to 
be an open person”, she says, “and if you can’t do that kind of thing, then 
stay away from these people, stay away from Africa”. 
Her arrival in Algeria was ill-timed. Her photographic lighting system proved 
inadequate for the interiors of the homes, which were in total darkness, and 
since it was months before the harvest, mural painting had not yet begun. 
Moreover, Western journalists were not welcome in Islamic fundamentalist 
territory. When the U.S. bombed Qaddafi’s chemical factory in Libya, 
Courtney-Clarke traveled on to Morocco. Moved by the hardships facing the 
women of the ethnically distinct, nomadic Berbers, who live in the Atlas 
Mountains, she decided to tell their story. 
(Fig.12, 13, 14). 
Berber women, many of whom live in isolated communities in mud dwellings 
or caves, have maintained a vibrant weaving arts tradition for centuries, a 
tradition that is threatened by contact with the modern lifestyles in towns 
and cities where they sell their wares. In Berber household, the all-important 
loom is permanently set up inside the entrance to the cave and divides the 
male domain from the female. During the day, the women cluster in the 
sooty, unventilated kitchen while the men gather in the general reception 
area. At night men, women, and children sleep all bundled together, and 
during the winter months, they bring their sheep inside to sleep with them. 
The photographs for Imazighen (Free People), a name Berbers apply to 
themselves, were shot using only natural light. The sunlight coming through 
the doorway of the cave would pass through the loom and bounce off the 
rear mud wall. The photographer steered it with reflective panels, sometimes 
channeling it across a distance as great as three rooms. “The whole book was 
filmed in the dark”, she says recalling the conditions. 
Muslim customs, too, complicated the photographer’s assignment. Since 
Berber women are not allowed to see, or be seen by, men who are not 
members of their family, the male guides on whom Courtney-Clarke 
depended to deal with the bureaucracy, interpret for her, and help her with 
the unwieldy reflective panels were not allowed near the women whose 
pictures she took. 
Because of their cultural isolation, it sometimes took a whole day before one 
of the Berber women was comfortable enough with the photographer to 
demonstrate her weaving skills and reveal her face. 
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To gain their trust, she says, “You have to respect their traditions and learn 
their customs. You always take your shoes off before entering a tent. You 
greet everybody, and always taste their food”. When, as a guest of honor, 
she was given sheep’s eyes, she says, “I would swallow them whole”. 
Courtney-Clarke’s adaptability and resourcefulness have been evident from 
the start of her career. Self-exiled from South West Africa in the late ‘70s 
and classified persona non grata because of her coverage of apartheid, she 
renounced her South African passport, a passport that she felt would be 
detrimental to the work she wanted to do. But because her grandfather had 
been born in Ireland while her English great –grandfather was stationed 
there with the Royal Fusiliers, she applied for, and was accorded, Irish 
citizenship. The documentaries that stand as her greatest achievement and 
that have contributed substantially to the literature about Africa have all 
been accomplished on an Irish passport, granted by a country in which she 
has never lived. 
 
Joelle Bentley Burrows, a regular contributor to PRINT, writes frequently on 
fine art photography. 



Margaret Courtney-Clarke

Over the river and through the woods provide no boundaries to the extremes Margaret Courtney-
Clarke will travel to photograph the ancient crafts of women of the African continent whose use of rich 
materials, vibrant colors and lively designs distinguish the structures they live in. 

Her bravery can be measured by what she treks through–vast landscapes, dry and rainy climates, 
road-less destinations–to photograph the cultural richness of her subjects. In these places, the 
women she respectfully documents bring treasure to their dwelling places as seen through Courtney-
Clarke’s camera lenses. Through her eloquent pictures and portraits, Margaret captures the warmth 
and expressive colors of community and village womenfolk who mother their townships. These are 
the rare indigenous images Courtney-Clarke shares with the world outside of the communities she 
visits. 

This trailblazing photojournalist has changed the way we view and learn of African women’s architec-
tural and interior design contributions to structures and homes. Their use of earthen materials, dyes, 
colors and design, validate and celebrate structures erected as a testament to the living legends of 
femininity and truth in landscapes, life and culture throughout the African continent. 

Margaret’s childhood planted the seeds for her unique and confident perspective. This Namibian na-
tive of Irish and English ancestry explored the African cultural settings as a child when her parents 
served the League of Nations through humanitarian efforts in Africa. The Namibian landscape and 
the work of her parents made a great impression on her. Margaret expanded her view of maternal 
feminine perspectives into an underlying theme to communicate the often uncelebrated strength and 
cultures of Mother Humanity’s eldest child: Africa. 

Her images cross the borders of African countries including Mauritania, Nigeria, South Africa, the Ivo-
ry Coast, Morocco and Mali. Courtney-Clarke’s works include African Canvas: The Art of West African 
Women, CapeDutch Homesteads, Imazighen: The Vanishing Traditions of Berber Women and Places 
in the Sand, and Ndebele: The Art of An African Tribe.

Margaret continues to explore themes of women’s contributions to the colorful art of community and 
home throughout Africa as well as the Middle East, Asia, America as well as in Europe. Her prints are 
in a variety of noted publications including Town and Country magazine, U.S. News and World Re-
port, and GEO to name a few. Her exhibitions have been in various museums throughout Europe and 
the United States. Margaret Courtney-Clarke resides in Italy and New York City. 

By Jerry Thomas (Arts Africana, Atlanta, GA)

http://www.arts-africana.com/
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African Canvas 

Margaret Courtney /Clarke 

I. Margaret Courtney/Clarke 
- Born and raised on a ranch on the edge of the desert in Nambia. Africa. 
-As a little girl Margaret's playmates where the African children. They taught 

her to appreciate the earth and the sky, and to understand the habits of the 
wild animals. 

-Because of her upbringing Courtney/Clarke loved the African land and thos~ 
living close to the earth. She also had a deep respect for the creative 
culture of Africa. especially as reflected in the peoples clothing, 
architecture, and decoration. 

-As a child and teenager, she was comfortable in both the mud huts of her 
friends and the sophisticated Victorian home and lifestyle of her 
grandfather. Courtney/Clarke's grandfather was the head of the civil 
service of South Africa. 

- Margaret went to college and earned a diploma in art and photography. She 
moved to Italy and started a career as a photojournalist. She also 
established a second home in New York where she earned a Bachlers 
Degree in photojournalism. 

- Discuss photojournalism ..... 
-In Courtney/Clarke's career as a photojournalist, she wrote books which 

included her photography of the beautiful murals and art of Africa. 
She specialized in studying and taking pictures of the murals and 
paintings on mud walls and dwellings. 

- Courtney/Clarke traveled through Nigera, Ghana. Burkina, Ivory Coast, 
Senegal, Mali, and Mauritania. (Show Africa Map) Many of the 
areas she visited were not easy to get to and sometimes life threatening. 

- Her photos are very specially because they are images of paintings and murals 
that last one season, then are washed away by the rains. The original 
paintings will never be viewed in a gallery or museum, only the photos. 

II. African Canvas 
- A photograph by Margaret Courtney/Clarke of a West African woman painting 

a mud wall with her hands. 
- In West Africa there are many people who still live in a very traditional way in 

mud huts in villages. 
- Each year after the harvest, the woman of the village gather to repair and repaint 

their mud dwellings which have been washed clean by the heavy rains of 
the wet season. (kind oflike our monsoons in July and August) 

- The woman use natural earth pigments and plants to make the colors. They 
use their hands as the paint brushes. 



II. African Canvas (cont.) 
- Colors represent: 

- The three most important colors are 
Red- blood, life, the earth's blood, water 
Black - ancestors, dark rain clouds 
White -peace, happiness, purity 

-Notice the many geometric shapes that are used. 
-Triangle- fire, lighting, smoke 
- Zig Zag - a call for rain and lightning 

- (Show pictures found in folder of murals and paintings. Discuss each.) , 
- Would you do all this work knowing that it will be washed away when the rains 

come? Why or why not? 
-Would you change your murals every year? How might you change them? 
- What does all of this art work add to the villages? 
- The West African woman think of their houses as a part of themselves and not 

just a mud structure. It is an extension of who they are. 
- Symbols used may represent: sacred powers, things the owners want, growing 

fields, prayers, games, spirits, dreams 

III. Project- Painted Plaster of Paris Tiles 
- Before class, pre-make Plaster of Paris tiles using disposable aluminum baking 

pans. Follow box directions when mixing Plaster of Paris. This can be 
purchased at Michaels Craft Store. Pour mixture into baking pans, when 
somewhat set, score using a knife, into 4" tiles. When plaster is dry, 
remove from pans and brake at score marks. (Make a few extra!) 
Make the tiles at least 4 days in advance because you want the plaster 
to be very dry before painting. 

- Have students move desks in groups of about five so they can share paint. 
- Give each student a 4x4 inch tile, a thin paint brush, a paper towel to protect 

their desk, and the hand-out with tile design ideas. (Attached) 
-Direct the students to draw a tile design on the paper. Then using pencils 

and rulers, draw it onto their plaster tile. 
- Give each table four different colors of tempera paint in small cups. I used 

brown, red, orange, and blue, as these seemed to be common colors in 
the African Canvas picture. IMPORTANT: Mix the paint with equal 
parts of water. I put about 1 tablespoon of paint and 1 tablespoon of 
water in each cup. Also, I did not hand out the paint until the students 
were done designing their tiles. 

- Next direct the students to paint their tiles. I made it a requirement to use brown 
as one of the colors, representing the mud use in African Canvas photo. 
The students will need to wash their paint brushes in the sink between 
colors as the paint will not come out just dipping in a water cup. 

- Aloud to dry at least over night before the students take them home. 
- The students really enjoyed this project, and the tiles came out great. It was 

worth the extra prep work at home. 



       

  
              
Background
 Brightly decorated houses are found throughout Africa. 
As recently as the late 19th century, Africans in the Lower 
Nile Valley area, known as Nubia, were known to have 
painted and decorated their houses. Houses in Nubian 
villages were typically made of white washed plaster, 
with vaulted roofs. The entranceways were decorated 
and painted, usually with geometric and representational 
themes. In addition to the use of paint, often broken china 
plates, tin cans and pot lids were placed in triangular 
patterns on the walls. There are no photos of these 
decorated buildings, but verbal description tells us that 
they used themes including fish, birds, flowers, palms, 
animals, geometric patterns and flag-shaped symbols.
 The house decorations were expressions of social status 
and also expressions of religious beliefs. Some of the 
plates had hotel names showing where the owner might 
have worked. The symbolic meaning of the plates was 
to signify the goal of bringing bread into the house, and 
the shiny surfaces were believed to repel the “evil-eye,” 
a belief originating in Upper Egypt. The designs and 
surface attachments seemed to function as powers and 
symbols of powers that could prevent and counteract 
evil. Some designs may reflect things the painters 
do not have, but desire.
 For the Nubians, the exuberant and 
fantastic imagery and decoration of 
their houses might express pride for 
their people, prestige, self-expression, 
and a desire to make the countryside 
more beautiful. Their reason  for this 
kind of art seems  rooted in tradition 
and spiritual beliefs, which reflect 
their need for display, spectacle, 
self-expression, and changing ways. 
Ethnic groups  in South Africa also 
known for decorative house painting 
include the Ndebele, the Basotho, and 

the Lesotho people.
 The tradition of painted houses for the Ndebele people 
of South Africa dates back to about 50 years. Prior to this 
time, house walls were painted with earth-toned colors 
and often the artist would scratch patterns into the wet 
plaster using their fingers. It is believed that these early 
patterns, unlike the more recent painted designs, had 
sacred powers and may have been made to answer the 
request made by their ancestors. The Ndebele people 
prefer to decorate in the winter during dry season because 
in the summer, the intense rains can destroy the painting 
and even cause deep holes in the walls.
 More recently, the Ndebeleʼs brightly colored geometric 
wall paintings are believed to be an attempt to identify 
themselves, and set themselves apart from other ethnic 
groups. This attempt at self-expression manifests itself 
in the colors, motifs and themes used.  
 In Africa women play a dominant role as builders and 
designers. They primarily are the ones who do the house 
paintings. The paintings have symbolic meaning showing 
their rich culture and ancient art-making traditions. 

Politically, these walls were used 
as signs  in the face of 

the oppressive 
a p a r t h e i d 

r eg ime 
o f 

Courtesy http://www.ux1.eiu.
edu/cfrb/paintedhouses.htm

This is an example of a Ndebele 
painted house in South Africa.



South Africa, which tried to oppress and demean  the 
black population. As women painters create the wall 
murals, they depict rituals, announce marriages, show 
forms of prayer and worship, and often depict themes 
of protest. For example, women from the Basotho group 
in South Africa used to paint their houses in the colors 
of the then outlawed African National Congress Party,  
black, green and gold. These party colors would have 
been considered illegal.
 Traditionally, the Ndebele women painters pass their 
skills to their daughters and granddaughters. In the early 
times, the paint was made from cow dung mixed with 
different colors of earth clay to produce black, white, red, 
green and yellow. The paint was applied annually using 
feathers and bundles of twigs with chewed ends. In more 
recent times, they use acrylic paints and brushes, which 
allow more variety in their colors. The earth color paints 
obtained from clay deposits include some colors that 
were so difficult to obtain that in the early days women 
might have to travel as far as 100 miles to find a particular 
color. They would roll the red, brown and yellow ochre 
earth into compact spheres, which would dry with little 
chunks of solid pigment, very similar to our modern 
dry watercolor paints. Black was made by mixing soot 
with the dark soil from a nearby riverbank. Some of the 
women painters have become known throughout the 
world for their beautiful designs, some of which have 
been used in advertising for, the car manfacturer BMW, 
and the airline British Airways.

“The murals are a form of religious art. They honor and 
please the ancestors to whom the Basotho pray for peace, 
rain and plenty. If the prayers are successful, the rains 
arrive and wash away the painting, but the fields, the 
herds and the families of the land all flourish, fertility 
and abundance abound.The mud walls of the houses 
are likened to the fields, and the designs incised into the 
walls and painted are signs of cultivation, equivalent 
to the furrows hoed into the earth. Many mural designs 
refer to flowers and to the plant world, and are signs of 
fertility. Houses themselves are metaphors for the womb 
and Creation, when humans emerged from a cave deep 
in the earth. The symbolism of the houses and the murals 
are thus intimately related in many ways to the realm of 
women.” (Van Wyk p.10)

 Being primarily abstract, Ndebele murals include such 
pictorial motifs as animals, light bulbs and even razor 
blades! They combine sun and tree motifs with letters of 
the alphabet. Other motifs might include inspiration from 
childrenʼs school books (for example, a lion may never 
be seen in real life by the painter, so she would get her 
idea from a story book), telephone poles, wrought-iron 

work, airplanes, staircases and steps. Their geometric 
stylized shapes rarely include human figures, considered 
too difficult to render, but rather they use flowers and 
trees, which are more easily reduced to simplified 
forms.
 Esther Mahlangu is probably the best known of the 
South African women painters. She was the first to 
transfer her designs from house walls to canvas, which 
allows her work to be displayed in galleries around the 
world. Isa Kabini and Francine Ndimande are two other 
prominent women painters. Another known artist, Vasi 
D. Mchunu, says of her work:

“I simply rise up, go to the wall, and start working. I do not 
need to waste my  time drawing sketches and  musing over 
details. As I proceed, I constantly correct any mistakes 
by  hand. Of course my mind is sorting out  the images, 
the patterns, and the colors. I am striving  for harmony 
and  brightness.
 I decorate the front and the sides of the courtyard in the 
same manner. Harmony is my watchword...All the shapes 
are willed by my brain. It is my own creation and I am 
not imitating anyone. My constant guide is the constant 
quest for beauty. I always want to paint.This is my love 
and my  will. Unlike other women artists who decorate 
as a preparation for some occasion or other. Be it a dance  
ceremony...a wedding...not so with me. If when looking at 
my children, I am inspired to create designs for each one 
of  them, I simply go to  the wall and paint this love for 
them to see.”  (From Interview with Vusi D. Mchunu: “To 
paint is to express joy” in AmaNbedele, Signals of color 
from South Africa, Ed. Ernst Wasmuth Verlag, Tubigen, 
Germany, 1991.)

 In the present day, undoubtedly, part of the 
motivation for house mural painting is tourism. Today, 
visitors to the villages in South Africa will pay for a 
tour of the painted homesteads. Monetary negotiations 
vary as to how much is charged for the experience. 
Some Ndebele will charge by the photograph. 

Florida Sunshine State Standards: Visual Arts

B. Creation and Communication
1. The student creates and communicates a range of 
subject matter, symbols and ideas using knowledge of 
structures and functions of visual arts.
VA.B.1.2.1. The student understands that the subject 
matter used to create unique works of art can come 
from personal experience, observation, imagination and 
themes;



VA.B1.2.1.b. The student creates works of art depicting 
how signs and symbols convey historical, cultural or 
personal meaning;
VA.B.1.2.3. The student knows how to identify the 
intentions of those creating works of art.

C. Cultural and Historical Connections
1.The student understands the visual arts in relation to 
history and culture;
VA.C.1.2.1. The student understands the similarities and 
differences in works of art froma variety of sources;
VA.C.1.2.2. The student understands how artists have 
used  visual languages and symbol systems  through  
time and across culture;
VA.C.1.2.2.a. The student recognizes significant works 
of art and architecture and how they have functioned 
over time.

Objective
Fifth grade children will gain an understanding of 
African house painting, why it was done, the symbolic 
meanings, and what materials were used.They will have 
an opportunity to create their own house painting.

Activity
Materials needed:
 Map of Africa
  Pictures of  African Painted Houses
 Tempera Paint
 Brushes
 Water buckets 
    18 X 24 White paper   
 Yellow chalk

Procedure
 Explain the technique to be used for the painting. 
They are to make their house as large as possible 
to fill the white paper. Think about what symbols 
they might want to include in their house painting. 
Use chalk to plan the composition. Fill in the areas 
using colors that they feel will best interpret the 
symbolic message they might want to present. 
This lesson would probably require three 45-
minute sessions: Session #1 would be devoted to 
background study and discussion, and beginning 
the plan for their paintings; Session #2 they 
would begin painting, and session #3 they would 
complete their projects.

Evaluation
  A critique could be done to describe the symbols  
used and the colors selected. Compare these paintings 
to the African house paintings looked at in the earlier 
discussion. 
Questions: Do any symbols look alike? How would you 
compare your painting technique to that of the African 
women? Did you use colors similar to the colors used 
by the African women painters?
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Metaphors and Meanings of House: African Painted 
House Traditions
http://www.ux1.eiu.edu/~cfrb/paintedhouses.htm

Esther Mahlangu
http://www.vgallery.co.za/2001article18/vzine.htm

African House Paintings:
http://kidsartworkshop.org/africanhousepainting.htm
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