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Johannesburg – Anton Kannemeyer has established an international reputation for pop-art in the tradition of Roy 
Lichtenstein. In the sixties, Lichtenstein was unsettling critics from their comfortable definitions of ‘art’ versus pop – 
sometimes making their lives difficult by writing “this is a masterpiece” on what later turned out to be masterpieces. 
By now this kind of work belongs to an established genre and Kannemeyer is rising in its ranks. 

In the last five years, his cartoons have hung on prestigious gallery walls in Denmark, South Korea, Mexico, the 
States, Hong Kong, Belgium, Austria, Australia and the Congo. He has shifted from his days at Bitterkomix, which he 
co-founded in 1992. 

In his latest, E is for Exhibition at Stevenson in Braamfontein, his boyish obsession with representing throbbing, veiny 
pensises has not been abandoned wholly. It has been politicised. SA art and politics find themselves meeting, once 
again, at the end of President Jacob Zuma’s penis. 

In P is for Pretoria, a speech bubble emerges from a penis floating above parliament. The words are Zuma’s: 

“You have more rights because you’re a majority; you have less rights because you’re a minority. That’s how 
democracy works.” 

The connection is too loose to work on the debating floor, but too powerful for Kannemeyer to have ignored. 

In sex, as in politics, consent is key. Zuma was acquitted of rape, which shouldn’t be forgotten. However, he publicly 
employed the short skirt defence. He exhibited a worrying attitude towards the crucial notion of consent at an 
intimate level. Consent, he implied, fades into the background once someone decides to dress a certain way. 

His claim that minorities in SA have “less rights” expresses a similarly worrying attitude towards the consent of 
people who have opposing political views. Their consent to be governed justly fades into the background, according 
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to Zuma, once they decide to remain in the country. If they suddenly say, “no, this is not just” they should remember 
their place, grin and bear it. That’s how democracy works. 

Kannemeyer wants you to grin at the absurdity he sees in the world around him until you just can’t bear it any 
longer. 

 

P is for Pretoria is not, however, what drew the ire of South Africa’s local press and government, making 
international news. R is for Respect is the guilty party. It has been accused of reinforcing negative stereotypes of 
virile black men. It has been labelled the operative R of our politics – racist. 

Why have Kannemeyer’s attackers focused on R rather than P? 

This critic assumes it is partly because P is specifically about Zuma. It is not about a generic or symbolic idea of 
‘blackness’ or ‘maleness’. It is about a particular human being’s words and actions and position in society. Deflecting 
Kannemeyer’s satire with the broad shield of anti-racism would be an obvious fob. 

Yet, his attackers have fobbed things anyway. 

Chris Thurman wrote the most broadly contextual review of E is for Exhibition for Business Day. He opens by saying “I 
DON’T like Jacob Zuma” and goes on to make the reasonable point that Zuma should still be treated fairly. In this 
regard, Kannameyer is compared to Trevor Noah. On The Daily Show, Noah drew analogies between Donald Trump, 
Zuma and various African tyrants. Thurman writes, “Zuma has many failings, but he is not in the league of such 
villains”. Call a spade a spade, fair enough. Don’t call it a bloody shovel. The message goes to Noah and Kannemeyer 
alike. 

But the worst of these particular villains are Zimbabwean president-for-life Robert Mugabe and the late Muammar 
Gaddafi. Zuma’s relationship with Gaddafi is controversial – there are claims that Gaddafi was given lee-way due to 
the trillions of Rands he had stashed in SA. When Gaddafi was killed, Zuma spoke out in fury. It is the stuff of satire. 
Gaddafi, Zuma complained, should not have been denied his day in court. 

Zuma said: “There is a trend across the world where former leaders accused of injustice are not given an opportunity 
to stand trial in a court of justice”. A trend he condemned and then upheld this year by shielding Omar al-Bashir 
from another ICC arrest warrant. 

Zuma puts on a big show when Mugabe comes to town. They might not be in the same league, but they are very 
good at playing alongside one another. 

The most highfalutin language of condemnation came from City Press’s Arts Editor Charl Blignaut, quoted in the 
Guardian, Mail and Guardian and Jezebel to name a few. However, in the piece that he actually wrote for City Press, 
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after concluding his discussion of R is for Respect he states: “A far more controversial work in the show features 
rugby hero Joost van der Westhuizen and Jesus, with the latter’s penis very visible”. 

This work has barely been mentioned anywhere. 

This critic assumes that Blignaut has confused controversy – which is a public matter – with something going on in 
his head. 

When Blignaut says that R is for Respect “both fetishises and emasculates the black man, while neatly stereotyping 
him too”, he makes a similar mistake. A mistake he makes with all the press that have come out to defend Zuma 
against the spiky jokes of Kannemeyer. 

Just because Zuma doesn’t literally appear in R is for Respect doesn’t mean that he isn’t involved. Just because the 
words there are not his, nor are they addressed to him, does not mean he is irrelevant to their meaning. 

But how can you criticise a piece intelligently without addressing what is in the piece? 

Can you come to terms with a piece by focusing entirely on the stereotypes around the piece? You cannot. You will 
inevitably end up discussing yourself more than the actual art. 

In R is for Respect, more than a dozen people are carrying a banner that screams “Respect for the President’s Penis 
NOW!” The immediate focus is not the president himself but the self-appointed critics that don’t realize how bizarre 
their own slogan is. 

How does one respect a presidential penis? Shrines and little curios at the airport obviously won’t do. And we would 
never think of singing a song for Zuma with phallic implications and dance-moves. That would reinforce stereotypes 
that no one supports, obviously. 

No, the most respectful thing you can do is ignore it. And that’s the twist. Every time you write “Respect for 
President’s Penis NOW!” you are adding to the problem you’re trying to solve. To a certain kind of mind – this is 
hilarious. 

The critics, however, are too daft to realise that they, not Zuma, are the ones being made fun of in R is for Respect. 
They are the ones stuck in a classic catch-22. You could almost feel sorry for them. 

Perhaps it is due to an overwhelming humility, but whatever the cause they overlooked the possibility that the work 
is aimed at critics more than Zuma. So, and this is funny, they fall into the trap of rehearsing the same line but in 
more polite language. They beg us to please, please take Mr. Zuma’s penis seriously enough to stop thinking about it. 
Defensively they ask why you would even bring it up if you weren’t deeply racist. 

Why, Joburgers must ask, jump to the conclusion that he is the butt of the joke, not you? 
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