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Art on our Mind Creative Dialogue, Natasha Becker in Dialogue with Sharlene Khan, 2019, Wits 
University, Johannesburg. Photograph by: Mosa Kaiser. Courtesy of Art on our Mind Research Project. 

 

At the end of 2020, the de Young Museum in San Francisco announced that they had 

appointed Natasha Becker, a South African, as their inaugural curator of African Art. 

As reported by online media, it was the first time in their 150-year history that they 

appointed a Black2 curator. This article celebrates her accomplishments in the United 

States and traces the roots of her critical, black feminist thinking and vision to her 

unique trajectory in South Africa and across Africa and America. 

 
In 2019, the Art on our Mind research team—a visual arts research project based at 

Wits University in Johannesburg—held a one-and-a-half-hour public creative dialogue 

with Becker. Excerpts from that conversation form the basis for this article. Black 

feminist sociologist Patricia Hill Collins defines dialogue as the non-dominant 

humanising speech between two subjects,3 while bell hooks views it as “the sharing of 

speech and recognition.”4 hooks further states that the “awareness of the need to speak, 

to give voice to the varied dimensions of our lives, is one way women of color begin 

the process of education for critical consciousness.”5 Speech acts between women, 

between people of colour, are not just loaded with information about the personal, but 

also histories, knowledges, and society, and, as hooks poignantly notes, in the act of 

recognition, subjects and subjectivities are grafted. Thus, dialogue is an important black 

feminist methodology, and my dialogue with Becker reveals both personal information 

about her trajectory and the ways in which she navigated larger sets of South African 

and US cultural politics. 

 

184                                                    Issue 52 / November 2021 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

185 Issue 52 / November 2021 
A Sense of Belonging—Natasha Becker’s Black Feminist Radical Love Curatorial Practice Instituting Feminism 

Becker was born in 1974 in apartheid South Africa (SA) and attended segregated 

schools, not having much exposure to art at either primary or high school. Her parents 

and schoolteachers, however, encouraged her voracious intellectual curiosity, and this 

continued when she went to study at the University of the Western-Cape (UWC), a 

historically black university campus known for its political consciousness during 

apartheid. Becker was fortunate to have activist teachers and university professors 

who helped her to channel her intellectual energies and hone her critical thinking. If 

evidence of this is needed, one only has to read a review published by Becker in 2001 in 

the scholarly journal Kronos of the photographic exhibition Lives of Colour (1999) when 

she was a twenty-year-old Philosophy Honours student. In it, Becker’s nuanced, 

ambiguous readings of the role of photographic representations in Coloured lives 

under apartheid and how these personal narratives come to contest “officially” 

instituted ones demonstrated the type of disruptive thinking that is a hallmark of her 

career.6 Becker completed a Bachelor of Arts in History, Philosophy, and English. She 

also holds a Diploma in Education from the University of Cape Town and a Master’s 

Degree in African History at the University of the Western Cape. 

During her graduate studies with historian Patricia Hayes, Becker became intrigued by 

photographic archives. Together they developed and taught a course called “Visual 

History” that problematised photographic representation in writing about the past. 

With Hayes’ encouragement, Becker embarked on a PhD in Art History at Binghamton 

University in New York, where she was part of an international cohort of graduate 

students in Visual Arts and Curatorial Studies. Her fellow students’ curiosity about 

South African art prompted Becker to turn her attention to the history of art in South 

Africa and to an independent scholarly study of it from the early 1930s onwards. This 

was supplemented by her visits to contemporary art exhibitions in New York in the 

early 2000s. One of the highlights of her graduate student days was hearing Thelma 

Golden speak about the significance of culturally-specific institutions such as the 

Studio Museum in Harlem at a graduate student conference. She found the US an 

amazing place to study African Art, as the university and the city offered extensive 

access to archives, libraries, museum collections, art galleries, exhibitions, and a 

network of artists, scholars, and curators. 

During this time, Becker was offered an opportunity to curate an exhibition by Juan 

Puntes at Whitebox Gallery in Chelsea. He had an enthusiasm for socio-political art 

and exhibited contemporary South African artists. It was her first foray into curating, 

but she embraced the challenge and plunged into the process. She good-naturedly 

describes the show as a “disaster” because she had a small budget and three ambitious 

artists but also notes that she learned valuable lessons about the practical aspects of 

curating through these early mistakes. Even as she wondered whether she was cut out 

to be a curator, on the creative front the gallery become a space for artistic and 

curatorial experimentation. At the end of her coursework, Becker moved to New York 

City and taught courses on photography in Africa at the New School and the School of 

Visual Arts, while continuing her research on South Africa’s Johannesburg Biennales. 

In 2007, she accepted a position at the Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute in 

Williamstown as the Assistant Director for their Research and Academic Program 

(RAP) until 2013. The Clark is recognised as a dual-mission institution with both an art 

museum and a distinguished centre for research and higher education. She was 

responsible for implementing a three-year Mellon Foundation-funded research project 

on contemporary African art. She describes her time at the Clark as an exciting 
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opportunity to draw on her South African background and her studies in contemporary 

art, while the renowned network provided more learning opportunities.7 

In 2009, another curatorial opportunity arose from Becker’s relationship with conceptual 

artist Bradley McCallum, whom she had met in New York City two years earlier. 

The artist now owned a historic building in the small town of Greenfield, Massachusetts 

(just forty-five minutes away from Williamstown). During a visit, Becker became 

intrigued by the abundance of empty storefronts and unused historic buildings and 

the absence of art venues and programmes, and pondering on the situation, Becker 

and McCallum came up with the idea of a weekend festival to celebrate art and the 

historical architecture. McCallum took the role of festival organiser and Becker that of 

curator. Video was decided on due to the variety of forms that the medium could take 

and that could feasibly be hosted within the town’s unconventional spaces. They drew 

on their networks to invite local and international artists. McCallum secured the 

support of the town mayor, building owners, and the Greenfield Chamber of Commerce. 

Students and residents of the town assisted and volunteered their time by 

managing spaces, leading tours, and monitoring different sites. Two months later, the 

Brick+Mortar International Video Art Festival opened, engaging with issues that were of 

concern to residents at the time. These included drug abuse, lack of public space, the 

war in Iraq, and various identity politics. The festival had all the usual challenges (of 

fundraising, tech problems, communications, staffing, etc.), but it drew thousands of 

visitors over a three-day weekend in October 2009. Its success led to three more 

editions organised by McCallum and Becker with guest curators Loretta Yarlow, 

Christopher Cox, and Denise Markonish between 2010-2012. The festival was a 

formative moment in Becker’s decision to pursue curating. The experience made her 

aware of a few things: she enjoyed connecting to people she didn’t know; she was open 

to experimentation, new audiences, and spaces; she valued an authentic relationship 

with artists and communities; and it revealed the political nature of her intellectual 

curiosity and curatorial aspirations. 

 
Natasha Becker and Jaishri Abichandani, Perilous Bodies, 5 March–11 May 2019, Ford Foundation Gallery, New York. 

Photograph by: Sebastian Bach. Courtesy of Natasha Becker. 
A Sense of Belonging—Natasha Becker’s Black Feminist Radical Love Curatorial Practice Instituting Feminism 

186                                                                                                                                                                              Issue 52 / November 2021 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 
A Sense of Belonging—Natasha Becker’s Black Feminist Radical Love Curatorial Practice             Instituting Feminism 

 

 

Natasha Becker and Jaishri Abichandani, Perilous Bodies, 5 March–11 May 2019, Ford Foundation 
Gallery, New York. Photograph by: Sebastian Bach. Courtesy of Natasha Becker. 

 

While the US and South Africa may seem to share some similar class, gender, and 

racial struggles, this text argues that Becker’s upbringing and having to overcome the 

challenges racism (and the intersecting matrices of identity issues) posed for black 

South Africans prepared her to a large extent for dealing with US conditions. Living 

in the US for almost twenty years has allowed her to experience that country’s unique 

socio-political, historical, cultural, and artistic formations. In working between the 

two, however, I suggest that Becker has displayed an extraordinary capacity for 

empathy and developed a transcultural, feminist approach to speak to globalised 

audiences. I will highlight three of her curatorial ventures that particularly embody 

this: the Ford Foundation Gallery’s exhibition Radical Love; the setting up of the 

Assembly Room Gallery; and the Underline Show. 

 
In 2019, Becker co-curated a series of exhibitions for the Ford Foundation Gallery in 

New York with Jaishri Abichandani.8 The first of these, Perilous Bodies, was centred 

around the theme of violence (systemic, inequalities, Otherness, gender-based, political, 

historical, environmental). The opening night was attended by 1,000 people. Becker 

says it was overwhelming to see lines of people around the block waiting to get into 

the exhibition who were not the usual New York gallery crowd. She recalls, “You 

would think in a city like New York City with so many museums, galleries, so much to 

offer that people would actually feel welcomed in, like places were for them, but a lot 

of people don’t, a lot of people of colour still don’t feel places are for them, and it is 

still very segregated.”9 Becker’s statements may seem surprising. We understand that 

there is not such blatant racism as to prevent anyone from entering institutions; 

however, as many scholars of colour have discussed, systemic racism is written into 

the very codification of various arts fields.10 

 
In 2019, the Boston Museum of Fine Arts was accused of haranguing and mistreating 

a group of black middle school students who were reportedly told by a staff member, 

“No food, no drink and no watermelon.”11 Moreover, the issue of whether one feels 
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welcome in a space is an entirely different matter. Even as a visual arts professor with 

two Master’s degrees and a PhD in the field, I constantly feel frowned upon, surveilled 

and policed in art institutions by administrative and security staff even without 

encountering statements as blatant as those recalled above. Sara Ahmed12 and Grada 

Kilomba13 discuss how the white body is free to move about, that in the unmarking of 

whiteness, it is always in place, while it is bodies of colour that are marked and are 

treated as being in need of policing and constant surveillance. Becker’s statements 

testify to the socio-political reality that particular groups continue to find the visual 

arts/art history fields and their attending institutions alienating, in their continued 

servicing of their colonial-modernist foundations. This was highlighted in the 

#RhodesMustFall14 and #Shackville Protests15 in South Africa, which sparked interna- 

tional questions about the prevalence of hegemonic colonial formations in African 

discourses; the #MeToo Movement16 and #BlackLivesMatter movement, where not 

only the continued relevance of colonial cultural productions across the world were 

raised, but also tone-deaf and toxic working conditions of white museums and gallery 

spaces, which led to the firing or resignation of quite a few persons over the last few 

years.17 

 
These movements are often seen as representing the “marginalised”, as the 

“oppressed” asking to be included, to be welcomed into institutions, to see themselves 

represented in discourses. When one starts to examine these groups—women of 

colour, people of colour, postcolonial subjects, women, transgender, etc.—one sees 

this is more than half of the world’s population, the majority, and, therefore, far from 

not belonging and being accommodated, they— we— belong in every historical 

encounter and every institutional record all of the time. I want to quote an exchange 

between Becker and an audience member at length here that demonstrates this kind of 

radical thinking: 

 
Audience: [...] I was thinking of activism, as you’re talking about opening up 

creative space and the way in which certain people feel as if they don’t belong 

and the internalised borders that get created by so-called culture—high culture 

versus popular culture. 

 
Becker: Well, right, it’s not just internalised, we don’t just internalise where we 

belong and where we [are] made to feel like we belong and where [are] we made 

to feel like we don’t belong, but it is also external, it is a real thing, it’s not some- 

thing that we kind of just imagine. [...] My experience of being on the outside had 

to do with being on the outside of society in general, and growing up as a 

“Coloured” in a southern suburb of Cape Town, you really are in this place of 

alterity because your heritage for 400 years is African, Asian and European, but 

you can’t even trace your second generation. That’s how deeply mixed you are 

and how deeply violent that has been right? So, I think that you come out of 

wherever you come out of and you see how things work in the real world, but 

then you have to make the choice, and for me it was this choice of, well, I am a 

part of this by virtue of the fact that I love art, that scholarship is a passion, art is 

a passion and working with art is, but by virtue of that alone, that is all I need. 

Speaking of the title of the conference, this quote was very gripping for me—to 

act from the epicentre of yourself, of where you come from means that you have 

to always overcome that and see yourself as already belonging there, already 

there. You know, we were always already there right and what would you do? 

So you are there, so what would you do if you didn’t have to think, have to 

justify, explain, fight, argue, defend, what would you do? And then just do that. 

But you know it takes time, it’s an arc, everybody’s on their own journey.18 
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There is so much wisdom in this exchange. Becker is not denying the exceptional 

history of generational violence that her family, ancestors, and she, herself, have been 

subjected to by the fact of not being able to trace her family genealogy with certitude, 

by not knowing her indigenous tongues. Yet, it is not by this violence that she defines 

herself. She has chosen for her Self a different epicentre. The African Feminisms confer- 

ence theme to which she refers was based on Nigerian Stiwanist theorist Molara 

Ogundipe-Leslie’s stance that Africans need to theorise out of our “epicentres of 

agency, looking for what is meaningful, progressive and useful to us as Africans.”19 

For Becker, this certitude is that people of colour have been ever-present in spaces, 

geographies, and histories, with their own creativities globally. We see this demon- 

strated in her curatorial practice in the following ways. As mentioned earlier, she never 

studied art at school or during her BA, but she grew up surrounded by creativity: her 

father was an aspiring musician, her mother an avid reader, her grandmother a great 

cook and knitter, in a home surrounded by an incredible garden.20 These creative 

sensibilities make their appearance repeatedly in Becker’s practice. As a Black South 

African, Becker keenly understands the inter-relationality between herself (the I) and 

community (we) through the concept of ubuntu—“I am because we are.”21 The 

proximation of one is constant to the constituting, the state, and the consistent welfare 

of the other. In dialogue, Becker speaks often of creating and being “part of a 

community,” whether that is the New York art habitus or a more general arts field, but 

also of being in community with other women curators regardless of space or time. 

This was part of the impetus that spurred on her other developments: the Assembly 

Room Gallery, which she established with Yulia Topchiy and Paola Gallio on the 

Lower East Side in New York in 2018, and The Underline Show, which she co-curated 

in Johannes- burg in 2018. The other part of that impulse is pragmatic—working 

together and pooling resources to create professional opportunities. 

 
Becker says the 300-square-foot Assembly Room22 came about after more than a year 

of informal gatherings between women curators meeting to support each other, 

offering a space for women to curate their exhibitions (even as the three curators also 

feature their own shows). The platform is funded by Becker, Topchiy, and Gallio. All 

artworks are available for sale, but unlike a traditional gallery model in which profits 

are split between the artist and the gallery, Assembly Room shares their commissions 

on sales with guest curators. In the past two years, they have hosted numerous public 

programmes, exhibitions, and professional enrichment workshops that included local 

and community collaborations. The platform has become a model of community and 

shared opportunity within New York City’s ambitious art world. 

 
In 2009, Becker brought this experience to South Africa when she founded The 

Underline Show23 with Londi Modiko and Lara Koseff. Inspired by the New York 

Spring / Break Art Fair format in which Becker has regularly participated since 2015, 

their goal was to provide much needed relief to the Johannesburg art scene, which has 

become stifled by the “institution” of the traditional art fair model. The Underline 

Show provided space to a number of emerging and young curators and artists to 

propose exhibitions and present their work to the public during the same weekend as 

the more established Johannesburg Art Fair. For the first time in South Africa, one 

could approach an art fair as an individual curator, collective, or artist. It was refreshing 

to witness a range of straight-out-of-university, cutting-edge, diverse, performative, and 

installation-based artworks, including community-based organisations. There was a 

core-curated section, a featured section focusing on individual artists, a site section for 

ambitious installa- tions responding to the architecture, a performance programme, and 

a public conversation series. Some artworks were for sale, others not. Underline 
generated 
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Natasha Becker and Jaishri Abichandani, Radical Love, 11 June –17 August 2019, Ford Foundation 
Gallery, New York. Photograph by: Sebastian Bach. Courtesy of Ford Foundation Gallery. 

 

excitement for experimental work and opportunities for emerging curators and artists. 

This may not sound particularly remarkable to outside ears, but it is for the SA art 

market, which almost always showcases artworks and artists that are well-established, 

even “safe.” If there was a marker of Becker’s methodologies, I would argue it was 

that for the first time in a long time, more people felt included than excluded ( from 

the many young curators and artists participating to the audience who attended). 

 
Becker makes no qualms about her curatorial interest in feminism and believes that 

there is no end to the redress that needs to be done to historical imbalances, although 

she doesn’t see this as ensuring any less rigorous and pleasurable fare for audiences. In 

her exhibition Radical Love, audiences were treated to a visual feast as an “antidote” to 

the violence of the preceding Perilous Bodies exhibition. Based on bell hooks’ idea that 

transformation can only transpire through revolutionary love, it aimed to also 

recuperate the word from its post-9/11 association with religious fundamentalism, and 

to talk about love as a radical act that transforms. The high white walls of the Ford 

Foundation Gallery were painted in a beautiful blood-red colour. The crimson walls 

can be read as a trace of the violence that seeped through from Perilous Bodies, but it 

is on this blood-red terrain that others more glorious have emerged in Radical Love. 

The deep colour could also be read as blood lines which mark out our common 

ancestry under our skins, or (menstrual) blood that ushers us into womanhood, birth, 

or old age. Sometimes, it is the cutting open of wounds that have to be cleaned up or 

sutured in order for healing to occur. It is also the feeling of a heart that is open and 

pulsating with blood when one is scared, faced with adventure or love. The group of 

largely international artists24 presented artwork that resided between spaces, identities, 

histories, and languages, and these intersectionalities were seen in the vibrancy of their 

works that, at times, bordered on excessive. At the very least, the exhibition refuses 

sterility, including that of the white cube space, but the immoderation reminds one of 

traditional art and ethnic textiles in which colours and forms sit next to each 
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other without attempting dominance. The works move trans-continentally, 

as with many of Becker’s shows, and for someone who cannot trace her own 

genealogies, as a historian she connects us all through the visual and world 

cultures on display. 

 
In this she reminds me of my mother. My elder sisters share a different father 

from my brother and I, but not once was the word “step-“ ever used. They 

were my sisters. I only got to know of the word “step-“ as a white person’s 

word that I encountered on TV and in books. My mum was afraid that when 

she died, when she was no longer our centre, we might be fractured. Since she 

passed, however, we have all been even closer, because we are now held 

together not by blood, but by choice and her love—a radical feminist love, that 

knew not the word “feminism,” but how to grow kinship that is not 

determined by sperm and an inherited patriarchal name. I see Becker as 

similarly reminding audiences of their common human kinship and that we can 

be determined by our radical love choices. This was a powerful message during 

the challenging US Trump administration and will continue to be for a long 

time to come. 

 
Besides paying homage to hooks, whose thinking and theorising were 

inspiration for Becker and Abichandani, Radical Love also “wanted to express 

just the joy and the excess and the beauty and the richness of our lives, the 

richness of the lives of people of color, the lives of queer people, the lives of 

brown people, indigenous people as well in the US. So, the show, as you can 

see, it’s just very opulent, and very rich, it’s a visual feast [...].”25 A politics of joy, 

excess, of beauty and richness is central to black-African feminists, for we are 

not defined solely by our suffering. While Molara Ogundipe-Leslie says that the 

African woman labours with six mountains on her back,26 we are reminded by 

South African feminist Pumla Gqola27 that because it is on her back, 

she is still able to move forward. So, while it is tempting to focus on the 

travails of the oppressed, Becker chooses to highlight the multiverse and 

multidimensionality of black lives. 

 

 

Natasha Becker and Jaishri Abichandani, Radical Love, 11 June –17 August 2019, Ford Foundation 
Gallery, New York. Photograph by: Sebastian Bach. Courtesy of Ford Foundation Gallery. 
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Natasha Becker and Jaishri Abichandani, Radical Love, 11 June –17 August 2019, Ford 
Foundation Gallery, New York. Photograph by: Sebastian Bach. Courtesy of Ford 
Foundation Gallery. 

 

 

Natasha Becker and Jaishri Abichandani, Radical Love, 11 June –17 August 
2019, Ford Foundation Gallery, New York. Photograph by: Sebastian Bach. 
Courtesy of Ford Foundation Gallery. 
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As a black feminist, Becker uses her lived experiences as crucial matter to draw on as 

research areas, as motifs, methodologies, and materialities. In her feminist curating, she 

speaks of her curatorial practice as her own creative aesthetic practice and engage- ment 

with artists as collaborative; she has to be in the space to hear it speaking to her (she 

discusses “space as a key ingredient,” of using one’s senses);28 she mentions presenting 

a visual feast; her exhibitions feel like a rich quilt—all of these go back to the everyday 

creativities she grew up with, and an understanding that although we did not grow up 

with “fine arts”—as hooks,29 Collins,30 and Walter Mignolo have demon- strated—our 

home spaces and interior lives have been filled with creativity.31 In harnessing such 

language as a creative feminist curator of colour, Becker is able to use her intersectional 

positionality to connect with various communities to allow them the sense that they 

belong. She is keenly aware of the difficulty of working in North American or 

European institutions and knowing that even though you may curate successful 

exhibitions, these spaces may still remain violent, and that one has to continually work 

with the limitations of an institution that “does diversity work” as part of its 

programming. However, having grown up under those same structures in apartheid 

South Africa, she has learnt to recognise and seize the smallest opportunities to make a 

difference. In her essay for Radical Love, she says, “The enveloping red walls of the 

gallery allow us to literally and metaphorically recalibrate the space and create a 

positively exhilarating center for otherness and action.”32 To be woman is to be faced 

by a discourse of othering—not an othering itself. Knowing that distinction is key. That 

is the radical epicentre from which Becker works, and in doing so, she joins the ranks 

of those like Angela Davis whose famous quote she uses in that same essay: “You have 

to act as if it were possible to radically transform the world. And you have to do it all 

the time.”33 
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