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Penny Siopis’ work since the early 1980s has encompassed painting, film/
video, installation and photography. All her explorations, whether with body 
politics, memory, migration and global warming, or the relations between the 
human and non-human, are characterised by her interest in what she calls the 
“poetics of vulnerability” – embodied in the dynamic play between materiality 
and reference, chance and contingency, form and formlessness, personal and 
collective history.

In the monograph that accompanied Siopis’ 2014 retrospective exhibition, 
Time and Again, Gerrit Olivier describes some of the recurring concerns in 
Siopis’ work as including, “the relationship between history and memory in the 
movement of objects; the processes of physical decay and ageing that lead 
to the ‘completed’ work itself being subject to constant change; the idea of 
repetition and difference extending into a future still to be constructed; and 
a compellingly layered engagement with the social and political changes and 
upheavals in South Africa since the early 1980s”. Olivier further perceives that 
“the tension between materiality and reference in Siopis’ work interferes with 
the distinction between ‘form’ and ‘content’ that underpins habitual ways of 
looking. Whether the medium is painting, installation or film, materiality or 
material process is as much the subject of the work as whatever subject  
matter is ostensibly depicted.”*

Penny Siopis was born in 1953 in Vryburg, 
South Africa, and lives in Cape Town. She 
has an MFA and an Honorary Doctorate from 
Rhodes University, and is currently an Honorary 
Professor at Michaelis School of Fine Art, 
University of Cape Town.

*  Gerrit Olivier. 2014. ‘Introduction’, Penny Siopis: Time and Again. 
Johannesburg: Wits University Press, 29
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“Penny Siopis is one of the few artists in the world today 
who can weave a material web of marks, gestures, voices, 
words, found things and painted surfaces to entangle the 
brute forces of history with the delicate threads of human 
vulnerability. Threading them together, so that we never 
see the one without the other, she challenges the viewer to 
share the entanglement of politically charged history and 
psychically intense living.”

— Griselda Pollock

Griselda Pollock, ‘Remembering Three Essays on Shame, Penny 
Siopis, Freud Museum, London 2005, in Penny Siopis: Time and 
Again. Johannesburg: Wits University Press, 172
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Shame is a series of small mixed-media 
paintings that Siopis produced between 
2002 and 2005. Their materials include 
mirror paint, oil, enamel, glue, watercolour, 
paper varnish and found objects on paper. 
Siopis has also explored shame in other 
media including print and tapestry.

Works from the series were first shown in 
2003, in solo exhibitions in Johannesburg 
and Athens, and in 2005 they formed 
part of Siopis’ exhibition Three Essays on 
Shame at the Freud Museum in London. 
In 2009, a series of 90 paintings formed 
a Wall of Shame in the survey exhibition 
Red: The iconography of colour in the work 

of Penny Siopis at the KZNSA Gallery 
in Durban. And in 2014, 135 paintings 
from the series were included in Siopis’ 
retrospective exhibition, Time and Again, 
a survey of more than 30 years’ work, 
at the South African National Gallery 
in Cape Town and Wits Art Museum, 
Johannesburg. 

Shame, installation view, Time and Again, South African 
National Gallery, 2014
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“I can’t remember when I first started 
thinking about shame as fertile ground 
for empathy. But I do know when I first 
put thoughts to paper. It was 2000 in 
Amsterdam, where I was working on  
an exhibition about South African  
family history.

One day I went to see Long Night’s 
Journey into Day. A documentary about 
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 
it told the shameful story of families torn 
apart under apartheid. On the way back 
to my room I went into a shop that made 
rubber stamps, wrote down ‘shame’, and 
asked the assistant to craft my script. My 
first impulse was to stamp shame all over 

my naked body, in glow-in-the-dark ink, 
and film myself with the lights out. Shame,  
that all-embracing psycho-sexual,  
psycho-social thing!

Back in South Africa, in the children’s 
section of the craft shop, I found 
readymade rubber stamps, hard curlicues 
of sentimental sayings: ‘I’m sorry’, ‘Get 
well soon’, ‘Hug me’, ‘Hush little baby’, 
‘Forgive as you hope to be forgiven’ ... I also 
discovered paint for decorating mirrors, 
little plastic scars, eyes of baby dolls, 
stuff for kids’ scrapbooks. I thought how 
so much childhood hurt, real or imagined, 
grows with us, over and over again, 
as shame.”

“ From the beginning the 
paintings were a crowd.  
They fell into line and 
became a frieze. As they 
multiplied, they grew  
into a grid.”

Penny Siopis. 2016. Shame. Cape Town and 
Johannesburg: Stevenson

Siopis describes the genesis of the 
Shame work:
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In her 2003 exhibition statement, 
Siopis writes:

“Shame is part of conflict, and current 
global conflicts have reinserted a sense 
of shame onto the public stage. However 
powerfully shame is recognised and 
represented, it has neither a single face 
nor a common language. It exists rather 
in fragments – in cultural detritus left 
over from unexpected trauma, and in the 
imagined spectres of fear, loathing, loss and 
fright, which surface in our visual cultures 
in the wake of traumatic woundings. Mostly 
these spectres show only the merest 

traces – intense feelings captured in 
fleeting shapes, textures and colours.

Shame involves psychological 
nakedness, exposure, humiliation, hurt and 
deep embarrassment. When shamed, we 
lose our dignity and integrity in full view of 
others. But in South Africa, to say ‘shame’ 
is also to express sympathy for, and 
identification with, someone else’s public 
pain. If you should fall in the street people, 
for instance, might exclaim ‘shame’ or cry 
out ‘sorry’, even though they are not to 
blame for your fall. The Afrikaans version 
of this crying out at hurt is ‘siestog’, 
tellingly translated – in my mind – as a 

mixture of disgust (sies) and pity (tog).
In the recent South African past, shame 

has been dramatized and confronted as 
a state of hurt and complicity in the hurt 
of others. Our Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission staged hurt and complicity in 
public shows of shame, expressed in the 
languages of human suffering, apologetics, 
confession, protestations of good faith, 
exposures of bad faith. After this historical 
moment all sorts of stories have emerged 
which bespeak the state of shame, which 
connect the most public of political 
events to the most private and intimate of 
individual experiences.”

“The paintings reflect the public and psychological 
state of shame; they are the more intimate imaginary – 
fantasy of shame given physical form.”
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In 2005, Siopis was invited to exhibit at 
the Freud Museum in London. Her show 
coincided with the centenary of Sigmund 
Freud’s Three Essays on the Theory of 
Sexuality, and was titled Three Essays 
on Shame. 

Siopis writes:

“The museum was Freud’s home after 
fleeing Nazi Vienna in 1938. I searched 
his space for shame. There, in his 
collection of antiquities, I found Baubo, 
a little terracotta figurine. From Greek 
myth, Baubo is known for exposing 
herself to Demeter, the goddess of 
the harvest, in a bid to cheer her up. 
Demeter’s daughter, Persephone, had 
been abducted and raped by Hades and 

incarcerated in his underground. Baubo’s 
lifting of her skirt, pointing to the site of 
exposure and smiling all the while, lifted 
Demeter’s spirits.

The show was in three rooms in the 
museum. Baubo featured in the dining 
room where I flung open Freud’s closets. In 
the study with his famous couch, I played 
recordings of South Africans speaking 
of sexual and political shame. And in 
his bedroom I hung a frieze of Shame 
paintings around his deathbed.”
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In a lecture at the Freud Museum at the 
time of her exhibition, Siopis elaborated:

“The paintings are small and intimate, 
imagings of childhood sexuality and 
dread. Imaging in paint can be troubling. 
Painting, for me, can materialise otherwise 
invisible or even unthinkable trauma. In a 
way there is a parallel here in the fate of 
Freud’s seduction theory, where what was 
symbolic (imagined) and what actually, 
physically happened, was a matter of 
profound contention. There is often an 
actual or implied viewer (adult or child) in 
the Shame paintings, and sometimes this 
position extends out to the actual viewer. 
This is unnerving. If the anxiety of being 

looked at is distinctive in shame, then 
the viewer is not a passive onlooker, but a 
sometimes uneasy witness, an uneasiness 
which may arise from a sense of being 
complicit in the shaming. ‘I should not be 
seeing this.’

The phrases are sentimental, clichéd 
love talk. Set in a pictorial context of 
sexual violence, these phrases turn sour, 
becoming at once more ironical and more 
true to life. These are words incarnate, 
frequently repeatedly overstamped, a 
process which harks back to the hysteric’s 
incessant reiteration of the language of 
trauma. The often mannered gestures also 
conjure up the clichéd body language we 
might read as ‘shame form’.”

In her Shame monograph (2016), Siopis 
concludes: “Whether painting’s physical 
emanation of entangled thoughts and 
feelings can invoke these primary things 
is not at stake here. What is, is how 
the involuntary blush, the sensation 
of exposure as it screams ‘I want to 
die of shame’, can live again, in a more 
generative form. When sensation makes 
sense, and says: ‘There, that’s the 
vulnerability you need to see the other 
in your place, and change’.”

Penny Siopis. 2016. Shame. Cape Town and 
Johannesburg: Stevenson
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In her essay ‘Remembering Three Essays 
on Shame’, Griselda Pollock describes 
the Shame paintings as follows:

“Worked up from splashes and blobs 
of ink, these paintings ‘give form to the 
imaginative realm of shame’. They deal 
with childhood memories or perspectives, 
as if the woundings of shame happen 
prematurely: their content exceeds 
the understanding of the child, who 
is flooded, infected and saturated by 
feelings that breach the limits of its 

Griselda Pollock, ‘Remembering Three Essays on Shame, 
Penny Siopis, Freud Museum, London 2005, in Time and Again. 
Johannesburg: Wits University Press, 171

psychic capacity. These feelings are 
represented as a bleeding out from 
the body of a hot, red, pulsing force: 
shame. The paintings associate shame 
specifically with a girl child, catching 
the gendered and gendering specificity 
of the shames associated with the 
body’s sexualizing processes and 
vulnerabilities.

Yet almost beyond the possibility of 
enunciation, these paintings register 
something more terrifying than the 
imagery can pin down.”
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In conversation with Gerrit Olivier, Siopis 
refers to her Shame paintings, as well as 
works from her Pinky Pinky series (2002-
4), as objects of “unspeakability”, giving 
physicality to “the terrifying nature of 
whatever it is that lurks ‘beneath’”, where 
“there’s nothing that can be spoken, but 
there’s this uncanny thing that can sit 
in the world and attract accretions of 
meaning and expose our own repressed 
impulses ...”

She comments that “with Pinky Pinky and 
Shame, and in a different way with the cake 
paintings, there’s a sense that the works 
are ... something else. They’re not actually 
paintings” – a “something that you can’t 
pin down” – their materiality is imbued in 
the symbolic and suggestive. “The subject 
that’s unspeakable,” says Siopis, “doesn’t 
have words; it exceeds language ... For me 
the only way to have a sense of it is through 
the palpability of physical process.”

Penny Siopis and Gerrit Olivier. 2014. ‘Conversation iv: Figuring 
the Unspeakable’, Time and Again. Johannesburg: Wits University 
Press, 139
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Siopis on the materiality of the 
Shame paintings:

“The mirror paint is lacquer. It won’t flow 
like ordinary paint, but congeals, clots, 
and eats the brush. The only way to shape 
a surface is to drip and drag. If you try to 
cover it, the underneath will swell and 
crack the overcoat; a distressed look 
appears. Sometimes, with gentle twirling of 
the paper, you can coax more liquid bleeds 
into pools that still into carnal mirrors.

It is possible to draw figures from the 
coagulations, even as these cling to their 
embryonic state. Mostly, they are small 
figures. Not small in relation to the edge of 
the paper, but small like a child is small. 
They connect with bigger figures in ways 

that feel full of fright. They crash into 
words, get tied up in lines. Sometimes 
they cling to blobs, organs soft and hard. 
Mouths go inside out. They dive for cover 
in a bloody pool and get stuck there. Eyes, 
wide open, or slammed shut. Sometimes 
there are no lids. Limbs pull this way and 
that, and splay across the page. Red, 
maroon, pink and black. Paper glares, 
but also acts a deep embrace. When its 
whiteness turns a darker pale, and gains 
a little weight, that’s when oil and enamel 
enter the picture.”*

And further:

“My desire is to go as far as I can in 
pulling form – or materiality – away 

from figuration, dragging it to the verge 
of formlessness. This complicates how 
I use reference, which is sometimes the 
materiality itself and sometimes shapes 
that one might recognize as a face, a 
hand. For me there’s a tension between 
reference – sometimes seen as figuration – 
and materiality. There’s something in this 
tension that hooks what can’t be spoken in 
language into painted form, which we might 
be able to apprehend, but without being 
sure of what we read. If there is a red spot, 
do we read it as a blood spot or just a piece 
of paint? Those slippages intrigue me.”†

*  Penny Siopis. 2016. Shame. Cape Town and 
Johannesburg: Stevenson

†  Penny Siopis. 2014. ‘Conversation iv: Figuring the Unspeakable’, 
Time and Again. Johannesburg: Wits University Press, 140
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“The process of creating and clarifying 
imagery is important here. Many of the 
paintings began as Rorschach-type 
‘blots’, as formless splashes, drips and 
drags of coloured liquid that runs, pools 
and ultimately congeals. This raw matter 
is profoundly suggestive, and allows 
the thoughts and feelings pressing 
against my consciousness a medium 
and a venue for unfolding and playing 
out. Paint has – for me at least – always 
operated as a physical emanation of 
entangled or indivisible thoughts and 
feelings. The work always becomes a 

carnal document, so to speak. It is not 
for nothing that these are paintings, not 
photographs or another kind of image 
process which I may well use elsewhere 
in my work. Painting gives me something 
primary, an elemental state, process, 
vision. In a way this almost amorphous, 
liquid process produces the conditions 
for figuring unspeakable things and 
speakable things buried under taboo; like 
menstrual bleeding, for example. Shame 
is often seen as a girl or female thing, and 
a function of the many taboos which still 
govern female roles.”

Penny Siopis quoted by Griselda Pollock in ‘Remembering Three 
Essays on Shame, Penny Siopis, Freud Museum, London 2005, in 
Time and Again. Johannesburg: Wits University Press, 172
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Siopis’ work has always explored body 
politics as well as history in relation 
to the body as a site of personal and 
collective memory and the symbolic; at 
the same time her work has maintained 
a currency around issues relating to the 
world around her. 

Griselda Pollock comments:

“Penny Siopis’s Three Essays on Shame 
installation at the Freud Museum linked 
the issues of sexuality and shame to 
the traumatic history of her country. The 
three parts of the exhibition were Voice, 
Gesture and Memory. The acts of speaking, 
performing bodily, and remembering subtly 
translate her deep understanding of the 
legacies of psychoanalysis, and are also 
closely associated with the political and 
the cultural.”

Griselda Pollock. 2014. ‘Remembering Three Essays on Shame, 
Penny Siopis, Freud Museum, London 2005’, Time and Again. 
Johannesburg: Wits University Press, 169
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Siopis’ sound installation as part of Three 
Essays on Shame at the Freud Museum 
included narratives by seven South 
Africans, including clinical psychologist 
and TRC councellor Pumla Gobodo-
Madikezela, who reflects on a case 
brought to the TRC involving the sexual 
assault of an older black woman by young 
white security force men; and sociology 
professor and detainee of the apartheid 
regime, Fatima Meer, who describes her 
torture during political detention. In her 
essay reflecting on the exhibition, Siopis 

also references Kgomotso Motsunyane, 
“a sharp, outspoken young woman who … 
represents a new generation, a generation 
that must deal with the legacy of apartheid 
in this moment. She speaks of sexual 
abuse of young women and children that 
has come to be such a visible part of 
this society, spoken of as ‘the shame of 
our times’. The increasing visibility and 
incidence of rape, of violence against 
women and children has led to profound 
questions of value being asked of post-
apartheid South Africa.”

Penny Siopis. 2008. ‘Shame in Three Parts at the Freud Museum’, 
in Claire Pajaczkowska & Ivan Ward (eds). Shame and Sexuality: 
Psychoanalysis and Visual Culture. London: Routledge, 150
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Sarah Nuttall also speaks to the relevance 
of the Shame works in relation to the 
ongoing scourge of gendered violence in 
South Africa:

Sarah Nuttall. 2005. ‘The shock of beauty’, in Penny Siopis. 
Johannesburg, Goodman Gallery Editions, 2005, 141

“In placing the threatened, sexed body of 
the girl child at the centre of these works, 
Siopis signals to scenes of the social in 
South Africa: to the gendered violence 
evident in high rates of rape and abuse, 
and also to the ways in which the child, 
especially the girl, is always the radical 
locus of the uncertain in society – the 
figure, that is, against whom the anxieties 
of societies are played out, given often 
perverse expression, and who often figures 
social transition itself.”
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Siopis’ deep concerns about sexual 
violence continue to be expressed in her 
work as a matter of urgency, for South 
Africa and the rest of the world.

She describes her latest work, the 
film Shadow Shame Again (2021), as “a 
response to ‘the other pandemic’, the way 
many South Africans describe the spike 
in gender-based violence and femicide 
during lockdown that has caused public 
outcry”. She notes that “the mental 
image of Tshegofatso Pule, eight months 
pregnant, stabbed in the chest and found 
hanging from a tree, has become a rallying 
cry in protest, and a locus of national 
shame”. The increase of domestic violence 
during lockdown, she says, “is not confined 
to South Africa; material published by UN 
Women shows the situation to be a severe 
global concern, and why gender matters 
in a Covid-19 response. But the frequency 

and brutality of gender-based violence  
in South Africa cuts deeper.”

She comments that her current filmic 
exploration “builds on my body of work 
concerning shame, as both embodying 
the loss of dignity and integrity, and as 
offering fertile ground for empathy”.
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Siopis reflects on the psychic and bodily manifestations 
of shame and its relation to that which cannot or may not 
be spoken: ‘It is unspeakable but we feel it, we all know it’. 
This affective sense of that which is opaque and not fully 
articulated empirically, but which is unspoken and felt 
subjectively, psychically and bodily, extends to the artist’s 
overall practice.

— Yvette Greslé

Yvette Greslé. 2017. ‘Ephemeral and site-specific encounters with the Freud 
Museum (London): Penny Siopis’s 
Three Essays on Shame (2005)’ in Leora Farber and Claire Jorgensen (eds). 
Critical Addresses: The Archive-in-Practice. Johannesburg: VIAD, University of 
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The ugliness [the Shame paintings] are depicting never belies their 
intense beauty – not only in the use of colour but also because of the 
evocative, almost abstract shape, and lack of modulation of form. They 
suggest to us, in a highly complex way, that at the limits of the ugly, the 
abject, the repulsive, horror and disgust, beauty might be found; that 
beauty stands in intimate relationship to ugliness. The work reveals to 
us the difficulty of beauty as a concept; its shock, which forces in us an 
active rather than a passive response. Drawing attention to the shameful, 
to that which makes us ugly to ourselves, Siopis’ work at the same time 
confronts us with the conundrum, the predicament of beauty. 

— Sarah Nuttall

Sarah Nuttall. 2005. ‘The shock of beauty’, in Penny Siopis. 
Johannesburg, Goodman Gallery Editions, 2005, 137
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Siopis asks us to look at rather than through her works. They call for a 
specific kind of visceral experience that speaks to the unconscious. If 
they speak to us so viscerally, it is because they testify to the power of 
sensation; they reunite the power of thought and the power of sensation, 
in the service of becoming alive again.

This resonates profoundly with philosophical questions of the day. 
How might we attune the multiplicities of the self to the multiplicities 
of the world around us? How might we attend to the affective processes 
through which we can alter the relations that compose a body and make 
possible new modes of being?

— Achille Mbembe

Achille Mbembe. 2014. ‘Coming Alive Again’, Time and Again. 
Johannesburg: Wits University Press, 40



22PENNY SIOPIS SHAME

By following Siopis into these dangerous areas, allowing 
our act of looking to be as brave as her act of making, we 
begin to see the outlines of her ethics ... the conviction that 
art offers us, as people in a country with a traumatic past, 
a place in which to enact our uncertainty and vulnerability. 
This is why her art, even when it deals with instability or 
despair, is never despairing; instead, it is affirming and 
exhilarating, alert to the aliveness we can discover in the 
world and in ourselves.

— Gerrit Olivier

Gerrit Olivier. 2014. ‘Introduction’, Time and Again. 
Johannesburg: Wits University Press, 33
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Shame: Exhibition history

2003  Shame (solo), University of the 
Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, and 
Kappatos Gallery, Athens

2004  New Identities: Contemporary South 
African Art, Museum Bochum, Bochum, 
Germany

2005  Passions and Panics (solo), Goodman 
Gallery, Johannesburg

2005  Three Essays on Shame (solo), Freud 
Museum, London

2006  Second to None: South African Women 
Artists, Iziko South African National 
Gallery, Cape Town

2009  Red: The iconography of colour in the work 
of Penny Siopis (solo), KZNSA Gallery, 
Durban

2010  PEEKABOO: Current South Africa, Tennis 
Palace Art Museum, Helsinki

2012  PRISM: Drawings from 1990 to 2012, 
Museum of Contemporary Art, Oslo

2014  Public Intimacy: Art and Other Ordinary 
Acts in South Africa, Yerba Buena Center 
for the Arts, San Francisco

2014-15  Penny Siopis: Time and Again, A 
Retrospective Exhibition (solo), Iziko South 
African National Gallery, Cape Town, and 
Wits Art Museum, Johannesburg

2016  Penny Siopis: A Painting Looks (solo 
presentation), Frieze London

2020  Plural Possibilities and the Female 
Body, Henry Art Gallery, University of 
Washington, Seattle
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Museum, New Hampshire; Davis Museum, Wellesley, 
Massachusetts, and San Diego Museum of Art, 
California (2008); and the biennales of Taipei (2016), 
Venice (2003, South African Pavilion 2013), Sydney 
(2010), Guangzhou (2008), Johannesburg (1995 and 
1997), Gwangju (1997) and Havana (1994 and 1997).
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Penny Siopis: Selected collections

Art Institute of Chicago
Centre Pompidou, Paris
Johannesburg Art Gallery
Michaelis School of Fine Art, University of Cape Town
Moderna Museet, Stockholm
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan Museum of Art, Port Elizabeth
Smithsonian National Museum of African Art, Washington, DC
South African Broadcasting Company, Johannesburg
South African National Gallery, Cape Town
Standard Bank Gallery, Johannesburg
Tate Modern, London
The Walther Collection, Neu-Ulm
Wits Art Museum, Johannesburg
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