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EACHING art and teaching chil-
dren about art and artists has not
been a priority in South African
schools, often plagued by 1nadequate
resources and overstretched teachers.
But now a new set of books on great
African artists has been published by
Awareness Publishing — colourful,
accessible and geared as a resource for
children in the 10-14 age range,
although the application of the books
could be much wider.

The author is art historian Donvé Lee,
who has previously written a biography
on blind artist and poet Dan Rakgoathe
— one of the featured artists in the set.
The others are Willie Bester, Gail Catlin,
Peter Clarke, Dumile Feni, William Ken-
tridge, Noria Mabasa, Bonnie Ntshal-
intshali from Ardmore Ceramics and
George Pemba. The 10th book in the
boxed set is an illustrated Art Dictio-
nary, explaining terms and concepts
from the colour wheel and sculpture to
Expressionism and Impressionism.

The obvious question to ask Lee 1s how
did she choose who to include and who to
leave out? “It was very difficult,” she
says. “I had to take artists from a wide
range of media and who I could make

Above: Bonnie Ntshalintshali’'s 1987 Zebra, Crocodile and Snake clay

sculpture.

Right: Ntshalintshali’'s 1990 sculpture tells the Bible story of David
and Goliath. Goliath, with the Zulu sandals and shield, is 40 cm tall.

accessible to children.” Inevitably, one of
the hardest on that score was Kentridge.
“It was very difficult to get his complex-
ity into child-friendly language, but I had
to have him because of his prominence.
Drawing, which is important for chil-
dren, is his thing —he believes in the

power of the mark on paper. And then
there are his puppets.”

But why no Gerard Sekoto, a notable
absentee? It was another hard decision,
but in the end Lee decided to include
Pemba instead. There are many paral-
lels between the two and much more
material already available on Sekoto. If
the books sell well, Lee would love to do
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a second set and include some of those
left out this time.

Lee also wanted to have some kind of
geographical spread in the selection, not
just concentrate on Cape Town and
Gauteng artists. Mabaso comes from
Limpopo while KwaZulu-Natal 1s repre-

sented by Ntshalintshali. This book tells
her story — how she survived polio as a
child and never completely regained her
strength; how her mother’s employer,
Fee Halsted-Berning, began to teach her
to make ceramics and how the two of
them went on to become joint Young
Artist Award winners in 1990 — almost a
fairytale outcome. It also details the rise
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Above: Bonnie
Ntshalintshali at work
in her studio. Her clay
sculptures and life are
recorded in a bookK In
the ‘Great African
Artists’ boxed set.
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of prominence of the celebrated
Ardmore studio and Ntshalintshali’s
growing fame.

One of the stories about Ntshalintshali
is bound to appeal to young readers.

‘When her ceramic sculpture “The Last

Supper” toured the country as part of an

exhibition, people kept taking the minia-
ture bottles of Coke and Castle Lager
from the table as souvenirs — and
Ntshalinshali had to make more to
replace them. Lee also tells of the artist’s
early death from Aids in 1999, aged 32.
Each of the books has a section at the
end giving children ideas on how to do
something in the style of the artist. In the
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e-mail arts@witness.co.za
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Ntshalintshali book, the suggestion 1s to
make salt dough and then create and
bake a framed portrait. Other ideas
include making a dinosaur sculpture
from an egg box and bottle tops (Bester);
drawing with charcoal (Feni); creating a
puppet (Kentridge); carving a soap sculp-
ture (Mabaso) or mak-
ing prints with a styro-
foam tray (Ratgoathe).
The price — R1 495
for the set of 10 books —
might sound high, but
the publishers explain
that when sold in bulk to
education departments,
there is a discount of 20-
30%. Awareness Pub-
lishers 1s careful to
ensure the books are
sturdy enough to with-
stand years of use, and
are bright and cheerful
enough to encourage children to read
them. And to find out how a living, and
even fame, can come from creativity 1s a
lesson worth learning.
» The boxed set of Great African Artists
is published by Awareness Publishing.
Inquiries: visit www.awarenesspublish-
ing.co.za, e-mail info@awarenesspub-
lishing.co.za or phone 0861 101 491.
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Left: A detailed
picture of Bonnie
Nishalintshali’'s The
Last Supper
sculpture.




