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Nature Boy 
 

Recently, I have been listening to Miles Davis’ rendition of Nat King Cole’s classic, “Nature 

Boy”. At first I thought that this was an original Davis composition but then I searched for the 

song and found its intriguing 1960s counterculture history. I will borrow the title to celebrate 

Mohau Modisakeng’s work. It is no news to any of you that “masculinity” is under pressure in 

South Africa at the moment with hashtags such as #MenAreTrash trending. It is as if South 

Africans have woken up and suddenly discovered rape, domestic violence, sexual harassment 

and other crimes and men are singled out as the perpetrators. I will not dwell on 

these accusations. What I want us to think about is, what is the role of the artist in these 

debates? More importantly, what can a male artist do to affirm the place of men in society 

without ignoring the shrill denunciations that are being leveled at all men.  

 

If you will indulge me, I would like to quote from a novel by Chaim Potok entitled, I am 

Asher Lev. It is the story of a thirteen-year boy who is a Hasidic Jew and also discovers that he is 

a prodigy. He draws and he draws and his passion for art threatens to tear his family and 

community apart. His mother brings home a book about the American painter, Robert Henri. In 

it, Asher Lev reads the following words,  

 



Hlonipha Mokoena 
Associate Professor 
WiSER (Wits Institute for Social & Economic Research) 
6th Floor, Richard Ward Building 
East Campus 
University of the Witwatersrand 
tel: +27 11 717-4223 
email: hlonipha.mokoena@wits.ac.za 
 

“Every artist is a man who has freed himself from his family, his nation, his race. Every 

man who has shown the world the way to beauty, to true culture, has been a rebel, a ‘universal’ 

without patriotism, without home, who has found his people everywhere.” (Chaim Potok, My 

Name is Asher Lev) 

 

It is this sense of the universal and rebelliousness that I sense in Mohau’s work. It is not a 

cold detachment from the context and specificity of one’s society but a visceral understanding of 

art as a language that is already about “people everywhere”. Although it could be argued that 

such resort to universalism is outdated in the face of so much bigotry and parochialism in our 

world. But, I would answer that that is exactly the artist’s job, to remind us of not where we are 

but of our destination — that is, the human beings we want to be, rather than the human beings 

we are. In Mohau’s work, I find that struggle to reimagine humanity; to think through the 

substance of our being; to touch the “universal” even while remaining grounded in the 

contingent. There is labour too. The constant working through of the power of hands to 

shape society. It seems to me that Mohau’s constant use of aprons, machetes, chisels, axes is 

about this laborious activity of creating society. Of what ingredients are we to compose 

ourselves, he seems to be asking us? Who is to do the dirty work of creation, he muses? The 

disclaimer here is obviously that we are already a “created society” - we have our history of 

exploitation, injustice, disenfranchisement and displacement. We are therefore already marked 

by our past and it is this past that forms the material of our regeneration. This, I think, is 
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the vision that holds Mohau’s work together - namely, that it is possible to create a newness out 

of the raggedy remains and dregs of history. It is not a blind or naive vision. Rather, it is as 

cutting edge as the tools that feature in Mohau’s work. It crackles with the snap of a whip; it 

glistens with the brightness of a recently sharpened cutlass and it challenges us to rethinking our 

own prejudices about the place of “masculinity” in our society. I am here tonight to celebrate 

that reinvigorating and refreshing reinvention of manhood. I am here tonight to celebrate an artist 

who is reminding us of art’s cosmopolitan aspirations. I am also here to celebrate the exhilarating 

beauty of work that Mohau creates. He challenges our minds but he also elevates our spirits.  

 

Thank you, Mohau for inviting us into this scary and bracing vision of our future. I am, as 

you can hear, an admirer but I think even you won’t be satisfied with just admiration. Your 

work requires more than just the coos of praise; it requires us to ask you to continue to produce; 

to continue to intimidate; to continue to put forward your singular vision of what an artist should 

be. To continue to be the “strange and enchanted boy” of Nat King Cole’s song “Nature Boy”. I 

am honored to have been asked to offer these few words of thanks and celebration. As one of my 

friends likes to say, “makwande” (let it multiply).   

  

 

 


