
Nontsikelelo Veleko, Girl on Strand Street, Cape Town, Western Cape (working title), 2007. 
Pigment print on cotton rag. 39.4 x 26.1 cm

Nontsikelelo ‘Lolo’ 
Veleko’s award-winning 
photography on the 
subjects of black 
identity, urbanisation, 
fashion, gender and 
cosmopolitanism has 
won her local and 
international acclaim.  
In ‘Wonderland’, her 
Standard Bank Young 
Artist Award travelling 
exhibition, Veleko explores 
the ways in which people 
use clothing and other 
markers to identify 
themselves, how people 
interpret others based on 
appearances, and graffiti 
and personal spaces.  
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N
ontsikelelo Veleko was the 2008 Standard 
Bank Young Artist for Visual Art, and only the 
second photographer to win the award. The 
Young Artist Awards acknowledge emerging, 
relatively young South African artists who have 

displayed outstanding talent in their artistic endeavours.  

Veleko achieved worldwide recognition with an early project 
called www.notblackenough.lolo, which explored perceptions 
in South Africa of mixed heritage. Here she used clothes as 
critical props deliberately to challenge assumptions of iden-
tity based on appearance and historical background.
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“Veleko 
attempts 

to refocus 
the 

attention 
towards 
a more 

positive 
reading 
of black 
images”

Veleko relates strongly to the urban environment and its variety of 
people. As Tumelo Mosaka puts it:

Veleko is part of a new generation of young artists who 
question boundaries not long defined by a post-apartheid 
culture; they use portraiture to examine both public and 
personal identities. Working predominantly in photogra-
phy, Veleko directs her camera towards individuals in the 
public domain and sometimes towards herself. She incor-
porates fashion, design and elements of popular culture 
to articulate the vibrant, hybrid metropolitan experiences 
evident in cities such as Johannesburg.

Veleko was trained at the Market Photo Workshop in Johannesburg, 
an organisation which teaches young photographers who would 
otherwise not have access to formal training. When she attended the 
workshop, photography was mostly in the documentary style, used as 
a means of reflecting reality, and Veleko’s strength and originality was 
in the way she manipulated this medium to convey her own messages.

Veleko has produced various portfolios of work, each focusing on 
an aspect of urban culture. For her solo exhibition at the Johannes-
burg Art Gallery in 2003, ‘The Ones On Top Won’t Make It Stop!’ she 
explored graffiti in Johannesburg. Another ongoing series of works, 
Beauty is in the Eye of the Beholder, begun in 2003, depicts street 
fashion as worn by youth on the margins of society. Here she captures 
young fashionistas on the streets of Johannesburg, Durban and Cape 
Town, emphasising their innate sense of style and individuality.  “I 
look at fashion and how it creates identity, because fashion plays with 
identity,” she explains. “That’s how I look at fashion in South Africa, it’s 
fun and it’s like play – my clothes aren’t really me, I just have a style 
and I have fun.”

In ‘Wonderland’, Veleko’s Young Artist travelling exhibition, she focuses 
on familiar themes – people on the streets, graffiti and personal 
spaces, reflecting the ever-increasingly cosmopolitan nature of South 
African cities, with their African immigrant populations. Both the 
mainstream and margins of contemporary society are explored, in 

Mosaka points out that the majority of portraiture in art does not 
include images of black people, unless they are framed in the 
context of poverty or crime. Veleko’s photography features ordinary 
black people in recognisable places around the country, such as 
Long Street in Cape Town, Gugu Dlamini Memorial Park in Durban, 
and Miriam Makeba Street in Johannesburg. In doing so, says 
Mosaka, she “attempts to refocus the attention towards a more posi-
tive reading of black images”. John Fleetwood calls this defiance of 
stereotypes “a form of subtle cultural activism”, a backlash against 
rigid, demarcated identities and against the animosity with which 
attempts at individuality are often met. 

Nontsikelelo ‘Lolo’ Veleko 
was born in Bodibe in North 
West Province in 1977, 
but grew up in Cape Town, 
where she matriculated 
at Luhlaza High School in 
Khayalitsha. She studied 
graphic design at the Cape 
Technikon (1995) but left, 
as she was unable to afford 
the fees. She then moved 
to Johannesburg, where 
she studied at the Market 
Theatre Photo Workshop 
(1999-2004), under the 
guidance of John Fleetwood. 
Johannesburg is where she 
now lives and works.

In 2003 Veleko was nominated for the MTN New 
Contemporaries and was awarded a two-month residency 
with the International Photographic Research Network 
(IPRN) in the UK, where she explored notions of work, 
identity and clothes. In 2007, she won the jury prize for the 
only Photography Encounters which take place in Bamako, 
Mali. Since her return, she has exhibited internationally 
on important shows that have enhanced her reputation 
considerably. Among these, all from 2006, are ‘Personae 
& Scenarios – the new African photography’ at Brancolini 
Grimaldi Arte Contemporanea in Rome, Italy; ‘Olvida Quien 
Soy – Erase Me from Who I Am’ at the Centro Atlantico 
de Arte Mordeno in Las Palmas, Canary Islands; and 
‘Snap Judgments: New Positions in Contemporary African 
Photography’, at the ICP in New York.

On the home front, Veleko showed on ‘Second to None’, 
curated by Gabi Ngcobo and Virginia MacKenny at Iziko South 
African National Gallery (Iziko SANG) in Cape Town (2006); 
and her work also featured in the book, Women by Women: 
50 years of Women’s photography in South Africa (2006), 
edited by Robin Comley, George Hallett and Neo Ntsoma.          

2007 was a busy year for Veleko. Her work was included on 
‘Reality Check’, an exhibition of contemporary South African 
photography at the Neuer Berliner Kunstverein (NBK) in 
Berlin, curated by Pam Warne of Iziko SANG. In addition, 
her portraits featured alongside the acclaimed late Malian 
photographer, Seydou Keita, at Danziger Projects, New York, 
in ‘Seydou Keita and Lolo Veleko Fashion’. 

On accepting the Standard Bank Young Artist Award for 
Visual Art, Veleko said, “It’s an affirmation to me that when 
I self doubt the work I do, I AM NOT ALONE! This award 
means that someone in my own country has noticed and 
acknowledged my ideas that I would like to convey to the 
world about Africa and Africans. Therefore I am looking 
forward to collaborating with many Africans to tell our side of 
the story. I know that Wim Botha, Kathryn Smith and William 
Kentridge have won it in the past, so it shows me that I am on 
the right path,” says Lolo.

biography

both public and personal spaces. These range from street corners 
to amusement parks and bedrooms. She presents a vibrant world of 
wonder and intrigue, touched by playfulness and sometimes humour, 
as in her fragments of photographed graffiti. One of these says, “I 
can’t understand why people are frightened by new ideas; I’m fright-
ened of old ones”. Others state “Gatecrash your own fantasy” and 
“White people are negotiable”.

Veleko has been at the receiving end of comments that made her 
aware that people sometimes judge others superficially – for what you 
look like and not for who you are. These comments might have bred 
Veleko’s strong concern with black urban identity, black self-assertion 
and pride, and a post-apartheid context where, as Tumelo Mosaka 
writes, “black bodies no longer have to justify their existence”.  

About her work, Mark Stevens, 
writing in New York Magazine Art 
Review, has said: 

“It was a shock – an awakening 
shock – to come upon the bursting 
contemporary colours worn by the 
fashion-struck people portrayed 
by Nontsikelelo ‘Lolo’ Veleko on the 
streets of Johannesburg.”

Nontsikelelo Veleko, Duval Kabeya, Green Point, Cape Town, 2007. Pigment print on cotton rag. 109 x 81 cm
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BOTTOM: Nontsikelelo Veleko, Andiqondi, Uyaqonda! FDB Fashion Studios, Rockville, Soweto, Johannesburg, 
Gauteng, 2007. Pigment print on cotton rag. 60 x 81 cm

BELOW: Nontsikelelo Veleko, 
(detail) ‘White People are Negoti-
able’ by William Pope L., Kathryn 
Smith’s Office, University of Stel-
lenbosch, Fine Art Department, 
Stellenbosch, Western Cape, 
2008. Pigment print on cotton 
rag. 52.5 x 35.2 cm

RIGHT: Nontsikelelo Veleko, 
Danni Segerman, Cape Town, 
Western Cape (working title), 
2007. Pigment print on cotton 
rag. 109 x 81 cm

Nontsikelelo Veleko, 1998, Suzy Bernstein 

“VELEKO PRESENTS 
A VIBRANT WORLD 
OF WONDER AND 

INTRIGUE, TOUCHED 
BY PLAYFULNESS AND 
SOMETIMES HUMOUR”

“I look at fashion 
and how it creates 
identity, because 

fashion plays 
with identity” 



A number of Veleko’s photographs capture •	
images of people in urban environments. 
Read the fact file on urbanisation, and 
consider how the movement out of rural 
and into urban contexts might affect 
people’s identities.  

Imagine that your family has a long history •	
of farming, but that they were forced to 
move to the city to find work a number of 
years ago. How might this change affect 
how you feel about your heritage and 
identity? Which history would you identify 
more closely with?

How does your identity affect your daily •	
life? Write down your ideas in your 
workbook.

Do you think it’s important for a •	
photographer to ask the subject for 
permission to take the photograph? Do 
you think Veleko has a responsibility to 
represent her subjects in a way that is 
acceptable to them?

Look at the works entitled •	 Construction of 
a Man, Kloof Street, Cape Town, Western 
Cape and Construction of a Woman’s Man, 
Kloof Street, Cape Town, Western Cape. 
What do you think Veleko is trying to say 
about gender here? 

How do the titles of these works influence •	
the way you interpret them? How would 
you have interpreted them if they had had 
different titles?

What do you think is the relationship •	
between the title of Construction of a 
Woman’s Man, Kloof Street, Cape Town, 
Western Cape and the image itself, 
specifically with reference to the cut out 
eyes?

Why do you think Veleko called her •	
exhibition ‘Wonderland’? What 
associations does the title carry with it?

Do you think Veleko captures reality as it is,  •	

 
 
or do you think she manipulates reality in 
her work? Explain your answer, and think of 
some examples that support your answer.

How do you feel about Veleko’s inclusion •	
of herself in some of her works (e.g. Self-
portrait)? Which other artists can you think 
of who do the same? 

If you were to create a self-portrait, which •	
medium would you use? Would you paint, 
draw, or etch yourself? Take a photograph? 
Why?

Many of Veleko’s artwork titles are in an •	
African language. How do you think it might 
affect the public’s interpretation of her art 
if they cannot understand the captions? Do 
you think this might have a negative effect, 
and isolate viewers? Why?

F O C U S  O N  n o n t s i k e l e l o  v e l e k o

About these worksheets

This educational supplement accompanies the exhibition 
‘Wonderland’. In it artworks are explored by means of 
thought-provoking questions, fact files, glossary words 
and practical projects. Discussion topics help learners to 
develop a critical attitude to art, rather than just a grasp of 
media, styles, subject matter and themes. The questions 
also refer learners to other African and European art styles, 
drawing on previous educational supplements in the Gallery 
Learner Series. These worksheets are designed primarily 
for grade 10-12 learners, but are easily adapted for younger 
learners. Together with the introductory text, they are a 
stand-alone educational resource on Nontsikelelo Veleko.

Note on assessment

We recommend that educators develop assessment activi-
ties based on this learning experience. Assessment ensures 
that learners integrate and apply knowledge and skills. It 
also provides teachers with indications of achievement. 
When assessment is focused, say in the form of continuous 
feedback over a year, learners understand more clearly 
what they are required to know. Self-assessment helps 
learners set personal goals, evaluate performance and build 
self-confidence. Peer assessment encourages a sense of 
responsibility. When planning an assessment programme, 
school teachers need to refer to Learning Outcomes and 
Standards for the Visual Arts, as envisaged in the National 
Curriculum Statement
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If you are unable to view this exhibition in person, you can 
take a virtual tour by visiting the Standard Bank Gallery 
website: www.standardbankgallery.co.za  
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velekonontsikelelo
THINKING ABOUT

Fact File: Graffiti
Although in South Africa we can trace the roots of graffiti back 
to San rock art on cave walls around the country, the graffiti 
we are familiar with today was made popular by movements 
in the USA in the 1970s and 80s. At this time, graffiti artists (or 
‘writers’, as they prefer to be called) conveyed overt or subtle 
messages and political statements, or commented on current 
affairs and everyday issue, through clever symbols, characters 
and images that they painted on public walls and in subways. 
In South Africa there are some genuine graffiti artists in the 
country, some of whose work is featured in Veleko’s photogra-
phy. Some of the pieces are overtly political, others have more 
disguised meanings. In this country graffiti is also commonly 
associated with gangsterism, where members spray their 
gang names onto walls in public and private spaces as a way of 
marking territory. 

Graffiti has a long history of social and political commentary. 
John Fleetwood, Veleko’s teacher at the Market Photo 
Workshop, describes her photography as a layering of 
“political statements, professions and banalities” which 
“when faced with reality, are at odds with it”.

Look at the images of graffiti from ‘Wonderland’. •	
What do you think the graffiti writers were trying        
to convey? 

How might the context of a piece of graffiti affect its •	
meaning? Consider the building or wall it is painted 
on, its surroundings, and the people around it.  

Can you think of any examples of graffiti in your own •	
neighbourhood or around your school? 

Try out
The class should be split into groups for 
this activity. Get permission to decorate 
a blank wall in your school grounds, or, if 
none is available, use newsprint to cover 
a wall in the classroom. Each group must 
decide on a group name and identity, and 
design their portion of the wall to symbolise 
that identity. You might choose to define 
your group in terms of the colours you use, 
the type of writing you use for your name, 
or by a particular symbol. Consider what 
message you’d like to deliver to people see-
ing your wall, and what values your group 
thinks are important. It might be useful to 
practise painting your designs on newsprint 
before making the final product. When the 
wall is complete, the class can try to guess 
the meanings of each group’s designs, and 
discuss how they created the designs.

A number of Veleko’s artworks are concerned with the relationship between what people 
wear and how this affects others’ perceptions of them. Her Beauty is in the Eye of the 
Beholder series is noted for its portrayal of young people in the urban environment and their 
unique fashion and style. Fleetwood says that “If you are young in this environment the 
clothes you choose to wear become a signpost for your personality”. He suggests that for 
the youth, fashion is the only means by which you can express yourself and challenge the 
identity that others give you.

Do your clothes say a lot about who you are? How?•	

Do you agree with Fleetwood that your clothing is the only way in which you can •	
express yourself and show your identity? How else might you express your identity, 
if not through your clothes? 

Read the fact file on T-shirts, and think about what T-shirts you have in your own •	
cupboard. What logos, slogans and names are on them? What do you think they 
make people associate you with? How do you think they affect how others perceive 
you?

Look at the artwork •	 Vuyani, Durban, Kwazulu-Natal. Do you recognise the 
personality on Vuyani’s T-shirt? Who is it? What might Vuyani’s association with 
this person tell you about him?

graffiti & messages

fashion and identity

self portrait

Fact File: T-shirts
It’s hard for us to imagine a world without 
T-shirts, but they actually only came into 
existence around the time of the first World 
War, when they were worn as undergar-
ments by European soldiers. Wearing the 
T-shirt as an outer garment was only made 
popular in the 1950s by film stars such 
as James Dean, John Wayne and Marlon 
Brando. The advent of screenprinting in 
the following decade catapulted the T-shirt 
into the marketing and branding success 
that it is today, with successful bands and 
athletes all selling T-shirts emblazoned 
with their logos and names. For nearly 50 
years, people have used the T-shirt to align 
themselves with movements - political, 
social and musical.  

Something to 
think about
Look at the artwork of the woman smoking a 
cigarette (Uqatsele Sana II, Dominique, Manager 
of EVOL, Cape Town, Western Cape). Her T-shirt 
bears a swastika symbol, covered in images of 
Minnie Mouse. The swastika has strong associa-
tions with Hitler, Nazism and the persecution 
of Jews during World War II. The swastika does 
have other, more positive historical connotations 
of thousands of years’ use by many cultures to 
represent the sun, life, power, strength and good 
luck. Do you find this piece of art offensive? If 
not, who do you think might take offence at the 
use of this symbol? How does the inclusion of 
Minnie Mouse affect or alter the way in which 
you see the swastika? What does this woman’s 
T-shirt say about her personally? 

Glossary word

Identity
The collection of behavioural or 
personal characteristics which 
make a person recognisable as 

a member of a group or as an 
individual

Stereotype
A conventional, formulaic and 

oversimplified conception, 
opinion or image, that is often 

misleading

Contradiction
The opposition between two 
conflicting forces or ideas

Look at Veleko’s work entitled Self-portrait, Cape Town, Johannesburg. Here she has taken 
a drawing of herself and covered and surrounded it with words that define her, and words 
which represent other people’s reactions to her.

Are some of the words in this artwork not contradictory? Which ones contradict •	
each other and how do they do so? Why do you think Veleko would have used them?

Do you think you have conflicting or contradictory aspects of your own personality? •	
What are those aspects, and why might you have them?

How would you prioritise the different aspects of your identity? If you were to •	
describe yourself, what is the first thing you would say? Are you a girl or a boy? A 
South African? A black person? Afrikaans? Christian? Make a list in your workbook 
of the things that define you as a person, starting with the most important and 
ending with the least.

Try out
On newsprint, design a T-shirt that you feel 
describes you, your personality and your 
identity. Perhaps choose one aspect of your 
life and focus on that. What would be your 
logo or slogan, if you had to choose one to 
sum yourself up? Display and discuss the 
designs in class. How well does everyone’s 
T-shirt represent them?

Fact File: Urbanisation
Urbanisation is the movement of people 
from rural areas into urban ones, usually in 
search of employment. In South Africa, this 
movement began with the discovery of dia-
monds in Kimberley and gold in Johannes-
burg in the late 19th century. People flocked 
from rural areas to the cities in search of 
work. Under apartheid, urbanisation was 
controlled through legislation, which sparked 
widespread revolt. What this system often 
meant was that people worked in the city 
and lived in the townships outside the city, 
while the rest of their family lived in the rural 
areas back home.

Try out
Using whatever form of camera you can access, 
whether it be a cellphone camera or a disposable 
one, go out into your community and document 
the trends, activities, styles of dance, clothing, 
performances and developments that are happen-
ing. Think about what you choose to include in the 
photograph, from what angle you take the picture, 
and how the elements such as shapes, light and 
colour will affect your final product.

Fact File: Graffiti
Although in South Africa we can trace the roots of graffiti 
back to San rock art on cave walls around the country, the 
graffiti we are familiar with today was made popular by 
movements in the USA in the 1970s and 80s. At this time, 
graffiti artists (or ‘writers’, as they prefer to be called) con-
veyed overt or subtle messages and political statements, 
or commented on current affairs and everyday issues, 
through clever symbols, characters and images that they 
painted on public walls and in subways. In South Africa 
there are some genuine graffiti artists, some of whose 
work is featured in Veleko’s photography. Some of the 
pieces are overtly political, others have more disguised 
meanings. In this country graffiti is also commonly associ-
ated with gangsterism, where members spray their gang 
names onto walls in public and private spaces as a way of 
marking territory. 

Graffiti has a long history of social and political commentary. 
John Fleetwood, Veleko’s teacher at the Market Photo Workshop, 
describes her photography as a layering of “political statements, 
professions and banalities” which “when faced with reality, are 
at odds with it”.

Look at the images of graffiti from ‘Wonderland’. What •	
do you think the graffiti writers were trying to convey? 

How might the context of a piece of graffiti affect its •	
meaning? Consider the building or wall it is painted on, 
its surroundings, and the people around it.  

Can you think of any examples of graffiti in your own •	
neighbourhood or around your school? 

graffiti & messages

Nontsikelelo Veleko, GATECRASH, Graffiti by MSE, Yeoville, Johannesburg, Gauteng, 2007. 
Pigment print on cotton rag. 81 x 109 cm

Nontsikelelo Veleko, Uqatsele Sana II, Dominique, Manager of EVOL, Cape Town, Western Cape, 2008. Pigment print on cotton rag. 81 x 54 cm

Nontsikelelo Veleko, Self-portrait, Cape Town, Johannesburg, 2008. 
Pigment print on cotton rag. 81 x 109 cm

Nontsikelelo Veleko, Vuyani, Durban, Kwazulu-Natal, 
2007. Pigment print on cotton rag. 109 x 81 cm

Nontsikelelo Veleko, QIQA, Graffiti by Rasty & PCP Crew, Miriam Makeba Street, Newtown, Johan-
nesburg, Gauteng, 2006. Pigment print on cotton rag. 81 x 81 cm

Nontsikelelo Veleko, ‘These People’, Mind Your Head – Arts Music Lounge, Underground Club, Johannesburg, Gauteng, 2006. Pigment print on cotton rag. 26.1 x 39.4 cm

Nontsikelelo Veleko, Construction of a Woman’s Man, Kloof Street, Cape Town, 
Western Cape, 2008. Pigment print on cotton rag. 35.2 x 52.5 cm

Nontsikelelo Veleko, Construction of a man, Kloof Street, Cape Town, 
Western Cape, 2008. Pigment print on cotton rag. 35.2 x 52.5 cm




