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“This started with a nightmare. My mother dreamt of a snake on her back. When she
turned to look at it, she saw an intense green creature, frightening and fluid, dangerous
and beautiful. My journey started here, and led me to Congo’s Bushongo mythology and
its creator god, Bumba, the god of vomit. He vomited up the sun, Earth, moon and stars,
and then the rest of the natural world from that acidic pain and discomfort. Unlike most
of our world’s origin stories, this one proposes that the beauty and life of our world could
be purged instead of birthed.”

life, fertilizes himself and gives birth to himself. He symbolizes the One, who proceeds from the
clash of opposites [...].” (Collected Works, Vol. 14)

Rich Mnisi’s first solo exhibition, Nyoka, finds its origins in a dream, a potent distillation of
the strange interplay between beauty and terror. Mnisi’s narratives have always had their
seeds in personal experience – an internal landscape in which his matrilineal heritage
looms large – extrapolated in a way that finds wider resonance among his generation
of young Black South Africans born after Apartheid, but still bearing its burdens. Nyoka
wrestles with the duelling forces of fear and pleasure, fright and freedom felt so keenly
by this cohort, but that are also innate to the human experience. “To live is to embrace
this duality. To accept that joy and tragedy, light and darkness, dreams and nightmares
are connected, orbiting and defining each other,” Mnisi states.

Mnisi’s design vision is broad and dynamic. Permeability is his state of being; gender constructs,
creative disciplines, seasonality in fashion, ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture – he works across all. He
employed a deeply collaborative practice to produce the pieces for Nyoka, working closely with
artisan groups Monkeybiz, Coral & Hive and Bronze Age Studio, and with Southern Guild gallery.
Like Bumba, his is an alternative act of creation – each piece bristling with handmade details, the
product of a singular vision and a plurality of hands.

In Nyoka, the snake’s muscular form twists elaborately around a console table made from blackened bronze, its head hidden beneath a veil of glass beads. Its arrival here was foreshadowed by
the fluid lines that dominate the patterns Mnisi has drawn and printed onto textiles for many of
his fashion collections, as well as the curvilinear shapes of his Nwa-Mulamula’s Chaise and
Alkebulan seating components he has exhibited with Southern Guild in the past.

Duality was top of the designer’s mind while conceptualising Nyoka, a reckoning in part
with the pendulum of life under a global pandemic, but also with the complexities and
responsibilities of early adulthood.
The snake, which gives Mnisi’s exhibition its Xitsonga name, becomes the central symbol
of this collection of furniture. Like the ancient Ouroboros serpent caught in the circular
act of eating its own tail, his interest is in the snake as a portent of both life and death.
Carl Jung described it as “a dramatic symbol for the integration and assimilation of the
opposite, i.e. of the shadow. This ‘feed-back’ process is at the same time a symbol of
immortality, since it is said of the Ouroboros that he slays himself and brings himself to
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RICH MNISI

A designer at the very forefront of African fashion, Rich Mnisi founded his eponymous
label in 2015. Born in Kempton Park, Johannesburg in 1991, he graduated from LISOF
School of Fashion in 2014 and was named Africa Fashion International Young Designer
of the Year at Mercedes Benz Fashion Week Africa that same year.
Widely heralded for his fusion of contemporary pop culture and traditional African
heritage, Mnisi’s designs infuse his own personal narrative into extremist yet minimalist
structures. He works across genders, seasons, geographical lines and creative disciplines,
with a twin devotion to craftsmanship and experimentation.
His work has made international headlines in media outlets such as Dazed and Confused,
i-D, Vice, VOGUE Italia, WWD and Sunday Times. He draws influences from film, music
and photography, and he frequently art directs editorial and campaign shoots.
Mnisi made his furniture debut with two pieces for Southern Guild in 2018:
Nwa-Mulamula’s Chaise and Nwa-Mulamula’s Tears. These organic-shaped pieces are
an extension of his NwaMulamula fashion collection – a homage to the memory of his
late great-grand mother, an ever-present guardian whose teachings have lived on in his
family through storytelling generation after generation. The upholstered organic-shaped
chaise and bronze tear-shaped stool were commissioned by Southern Guild for a group
show of multidisciplinary artists, titled Extra Ordinary.
The designer‘s second collection of seating, Alkebulan, is featured in the 2019 group
show, Communion. In the same year, Mnisi won Emerging Designer of the Year at the
Essence Best in Black Fashion awards, and also made the 2019 Forbes #30under30 list.
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Measuring five metres in length and with strands
of wool up to 50 cm long in parts, Nwa’Ntlhohe
(Pure Beauty) is an exercise in sheer materiality.
The rug is woven from locally sourced, hand-spun
Karakul wool and mohair, using traditional techniques, by female artisans at collaborator studio
Coral & Hive in Somerset West. The rug’s asymmetrical hourglass shape features organic forms
in exuberant colours of flat-woven, tufted and
shaggy fibres. One area erupts into a voluminous
mound that edges the carpet out of the category
of floor covering towards an installation to be
experienced and interacted with.

RICH MNISI
TITLE
Nwa’Ntlhohe (Pure Beauty), 2021
MEDIUM
Karakul wool, Mohair
SIZE
500 x 375 x 30 cm
EDITION
One-off
PRICE ZAR EX VAT & DELIVERY
R 300, 000

RICH MNISI
TITLE
Nwa’Ntlhohe (Pure Beauty), 2021
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This pair of low-slung sofas is an evolution of
Mnisi’s previous seating series, titled Alkebulan
(said to be the oldest indigenous name for Africa,
meaning “mother of mankind”). The starting point
for the Alkebulan seats was the human body: the
bent limbs and curved forms of people lying in
repose become abstracted shapes whose peaks
and valleys allude to the land. Mnisi likened them
to “children of the soil” in homage to the ancestral ground upon which his great grandmother
Nwa-Mulamula rests. In contrast, the Vumboni
seats appear to reference a more abstracted,
topographical notion of land, articulated by black
leather piping that resembles the contour lines of
maps. Here, says Mnisi, the children of the soil are
telling their story of life: where they come from
and where they have been, their bodies a map of
their journey through time.

RICH MNISI
TITLE
Vumboni I (Testimony), 2021
MEDIUM
Sheepskin upholstery, leather
SIZE
265 x 153 x 80 cm
EDITION
Unique
PRICE ZAR EX VAT & DELIVERY
R 280, 000
SOLD

RICH MNISI
TITLE
Vumboni I (Testimony), 2021

9

RICH MNISI
TITLE
Vumboni II (Testimony), 2021
MEDIUM
Sheepskin upholstery, leather
SIZE
210 x 162 x 65cm
EDITION
Unique
PRICE ZAR EX VAT & DELIVERY
R 225, 000

A tense sensuality pervades the Nyoka (Snake)
console, whose fluid lines lure the viewer in towards a startling confrontation with danger. This
wall-hung functional sculpture comprises a curvilinear top, made from darkly patinated bronze,
from which a curtain of vibrant glass beads is
suspended.
The panels were painstakingly beaded over a
period of two months by four female artisans at
Cape Town-based beading collective Monkeybiz.
The muscular, twisting form of a snake frames
the ensemble, before disappearing into the top.
Draw the veil of beads aside for a meeting with
the creature, its eyes gleaming beneath.

RICH MNISI
TITLE
Nyoka (Snake), 2021
MEDIUM
Bronze, glass beads
SIZE
137 x 51 x 124 cm
EDITION
Unique
PRICE ZAR EX VAT & DELIVERY
R 340, 000

RICH MNISI
TITLE
Nyoka (Snake), 2021
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Vutlhari (Wisdom) is a collaboration between
Rich Mnisi and industrial designer Charles Haupt.
Working with computer-generated algorithms
and parametric modelling, Haupt interpreted
Mnisi’s design for the chandelier into complex,
three- dimensional shapes that can be adapted
digitally to allow for various configurations. Based
on the form of a snake, the chandelier combines
a patinated bronze armature with shades made
from handcrafted resin. Vutlhari twists sinuously down from the ceiling, its tightly interlooping
branches charged with an almost menacing
energy. Its title translates to “wisdom”: attaining
knowledge, Mnisi suggests, is a two-fold endeavour not without risk.

RICH MNISI
TITLE
Vutlhari (Wisdom), 2021
MEDIUM
Bronze, resin, lighting components
SIZE
225 x 225 x 218cm
EDITION
Edition of 8
PRICE ZAR EX VAT & DELIVERY
R 625, 000

RICH MNISI
TITLE
Nyoka Installation View, 2021
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TITLE
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Rivoningo (To Reflect) is a wall sculpture that
exploits the qualities of bronze to create an
amorphic convex mirror. The bulbous and highly
polished interior section offers a triple reflection.
“This piece distorts your perception of self and
allows you to see yourself in a fluid reality,” says
Mnisi.

RICH MNISI
TITLE
Rivoningo (To Reflect), 2021
MEDIUM
Bronze
SIZE
120 x 60 x 15 cm
EDITION
Edition of 5
PRICE ZAR EX VAT & DELIVERY
R 170, 000

RICH MNISI
TITLE
Rivoningo (To Reflect), 2021
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This circular wall piece is an enlarged photographic print taken from Rich Mnisi’s reimagining
of Bumba, a god of Congo’s Bushongo mythology who created the world by vomiting it up. This
alternative myth of creation is a primary inspiration behind Nyoka and the fashion collection that
preceded it, Ku Hahama. Mnisi depicted Bumba
with a green upper body, his torso punctuated by
a purple circle framing his navel. By focusing on
this all-important anatomical detail – which connected us literally to our creator and symbolises
the renewal of life – and echoing its form with
a round format, Nkava wa Swikwembu invites us
to consider the visceral and vital connection of
body and spirit.

RICH MNISI
TITLE
Nkava wa Swikwembu (Navel of the Gods), 2021
MEDIUM
UV cured ink on brushed aluminium Dibond®️ composite
SIZE
100 x 100 x 10 cm
EDITION
Edition of 5 + 1 AP
PRICE ZAR EX VAT & DELIVERY
R 35, 000

RICH MNISI
TITLE
Nkava wa Swikwembu (Navel of the Gods) Side View, 2021
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RICH MNISI
TITLE
Nwa-Mulamula’s Embrace I, 2020
MEDIUM
Upholstered leather
SIZE
130 x 107 x 75 cm
EDITION
Edition of 12
PRICE ZAR EX VAT & DELIVERY
R 170, 000

RICH MNISI
TITLE
Nwa-Mulamula’s Embrace II, 2020
MEDIUM
Upholstered leather
SIZE
130 x 107 x 75 cm
EDITION
Edition of 12
PRICE ZAR EX VAT & DELIVERY
R 170, 000

RICH MNISI
TITLE
Nwa-Mulamula’s Embrace I & II, 2020
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The Nwa-Mulamula Chaise marks fashion designer Rich Mnisi’s breakthrough into collectible furniture. Like his 2018 fashion collection of the same
name, the designs are in homage to the memory
of his late great-great-grandmother, whose teachings have lived on in his family generation after
generation. Guardianship is a prevailing theme for
the designer (“Nwa-Mulamula” means “guardian”
in the Tsonga language).

RICH MNISI
TITLE
Nwa-Mulamula’s Chaise, 2019
MEDIUM
Upholstered leather
SIZE
268 x 130 x 68 cm
EDITION
Edition of 8
PRICE ZAR EX VAT & DELIVERY
R 250, 000

RICH MNISI
TITLE
Nwa-Mulamula’s Chaise, 2019
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RICH MAGAZINE
RICH is a once-off magazine published by
Southern Guild in cooperation with BMW
South Africa on the occasion of Nyoka, Rich
Mnisi’s solo exhibition (2 October 2021 –
4 February 2022).
Printed in a limited edition of only 750 copies,
RICH is 132 pages of originally produced content – including candid interviews, in-depth
essays, and specially commissioned photographs and illustrations.
Graphic Design: Matthew Bradley
Click here to view RICH:
RICH Magazine - Southern Guild
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GALLERY PROFILE
Founded in 2008, Southern Guild has pioneered the functional art and collectible design
category on the African continent, propelling its artists and designers to make globally relevant, original work. The gallery’s rigorous curatorial programme has shaped the
world’s perceptions of African design, forging a unique vernacular with strong narrative
and substance.
The gallery works closely with its artists and designers to produce new work characterised by traditional and uncommon techniques, unprecedented collaborations, contemporary craft, sustainability within luxury and the role of design for social impact. The first
African gallery to present at Design Miami (2011) and at Christie’s London’s annual design auction (2015), Southern Guild shows regularly at Design Miami in the US and Basel,
and has participated in PAD London, The Salon Art & Design and Collective in New York,
and at Design Days Dubai.
Works by Southern Guild artists have been acquired by the Metropolitan Museum of Art
(New York), National Gallery of Victoria (Melbourne), Vitra Design Museum (Weil am
Rhein), Philadelphia Museum of Art and Los Angeles County Museum of Art.
In recent years, the gallery’s remit has evolved to include three-dimensional, sculptural
artforms and fine art. A very important aspect of the work undertaken by the gallery –
through its collaboration with eminent global institutions, foundations and museums – is
to contribute to our deeper understanding of humanitarian, environmental and societal
concerns with targeted projects, large-scale installations and immersive experiences.

southernguild@theguildgroup.co.za

southernguild.co.za

Silo 5, V&A Waterfront,
Cape Town 8001, South Africa

