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Fresh Eyes

Bhamhu Panchm traces the rise nf visionary young curator Nontabeko Ntombela

Nontobeko Niombela may be shor in stare, bur she sure makes up lor i
in curatorial vigour. A curator with a discerning and curious eve, Niombela
produces exhibitions thar question and challenge  prescribed  histories,
structures and positions. She wants to find wavs, through curating, 1o foster
dialogues and awareness of social and political concerns in Sowth Africa
Nrombela is perhaps best known for her stinr as guest curator for MTN New
Contemporaries in 2000, and more recently. A Fragile Arcfive, now showing an
the Johannesburg Are Gallery (JAG). Other notable exhibitions include From
Here to !r:l"k'."r' L:l:‘[.l-'l Maodern |"':-.'|"H'.".;'- IJH[]HJ .|r!|:| ||'.J:]'.;'r_~ (2001

Hailing from Durban, Nrombela holds a Fine Arts degree from the Durban
University of Technology (DUT), where she majored in prinemaking, Afrer
graduaring in 2001, she participated in a six-month residency programme in
Scotland as part of the organising team of the Kirkcudbright Internarional
Arrs Festival, She has waorked for Artists for
Human Rights Trust, Young People for Change, Amata Heritage in KwaZulu-
Matal and the BAT Centre. She has always been preoccupied with spaces thae
are “looking for transformation”. Working with organisations advocating
social change and the development of arts has informed her curatorial position
and concerns.

Miombels worked as an ardist. 3 project manager. an administrator and
a workshop facilitwor betore fully dedicating herself 1w curating. Having
struggled with the decision 1o continue practicing are while curming, she
ok the advice of curator Khweei Gule to “praise one God™. So in 2003
when Nise Malange was looking for a curator at the BAT Centre, Niombela
!:I'.Iiﬂ'hrd the OPPOTTURIy, Ar the Centre she worked as curator of the Menzi
Mchunu "x'-.i”t'rfu' and fac ilivared wor k'\I'II:IE\'\ and programmes For artists and for
technikon students. Then in 2006 Nrombela was appointed curator ar DUT
and had the opportunity 1o work with their collection.

While Durban provided the space and opportunicy for Nrombela to develop
her skills and experience at her own pace, she began looking further aficld
for fhdﬂpn‘ and inrellectual stimulation. She left Durban to pursue a Master's
degree at the University of the Winwarersrand, where, as part of her research.
she curaved A Fragile Archive. The exhibition centres on the
Gladvs Mgudlandlu although alse features black female South African arrisis

1 number of areanisations
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artworks of

such as Mmakgabo Helen Scbidi and Bongi Dhlomo-Mautlos, A Fragile

Archive restages Mgudlandlus Frst solo exhibition, which ook place in
1961, Mwmbeli questions the ways in which the history (of South African
art) is constructed and understoad |]1r1r|.Lg,|1 exhibitions, Her undertaking is
both an Inferrogation and a reconstruction of an history thar undermines
conventional curatorial approaches dependent on formulaic exhibirions,
Mrombelas approach is experimental and conceprual, and seeks o creare new
meanings within the collegrion,

Miombela was recently appointed Curaror of the C onem porary Art Collection
at the JAG, ‘-llLLLLI.iIIl" Khwezi Gule. The shorrs e ol H{TE |.|.|1|L|.] black curartors
in South Africa has hmup.hl with it numerous heated debates, some of which
have led 1o rraining opportunities for voung black curators. Nrombela believes
that national institutions such as JAG, the Durban Art li.t“-.':‘j.' and Tziko
South African Marional
programmes that train and mentor voung curators as the nex generation in
the |
curatorial positions in Sowth Africa, The lack of emplovment opportunities
comes ar a time when the field of a_‘ur.ll:inf_: is |_'_\_]'r,|||.di||§. with academic
institutions incroducing courses on and ﬂ,"\r.i:l'rli\hillg centres for curating.

Caallery in Cape Town need 1o invest in sustained

d. Mrombela is concerned abour the limited number of instinetions and

l}l.""l'li[i.' these -.']1.L||-.'|1!_1,¢'x. MNrombela s aprimistic and believes in the
possibilities for the development of curating in South Africa, Her oprimism
speaks 1o the hope embodied by new institutions such as the Wies Arc Muscum
in Braamtontein, adding o the apporunities offered by commercial galleries.

1h!l'ull“ curators could do innovarive work in these institutions, |1.1r:|1u.[|.rr'.
devising curatorial .1pprm...|1u. and projects thar rethink art, culwure, heritage

and history. A move away from convenrional curating, a5 Nombela aemprs
Archive

with A Fn |"'-'..:

constructing biographical narratives of neglected black artists and culneral

could be an interesting wav of rewriting history,

producers in South Africa,
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