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Above, Mnisi’s ‘Rivoningo  
(To Reflect)’ wall art (left) and 

‘Nyoka (Snake)’ beaded console 
table (right), both part of  

the artist’s latest collection

Below, Mnisi with beaders  
from local NGO MonkeyBiz,  
who created the curtain of  

the ‘Nyoka’ console table
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modernity, he has created a contemporary fable of 
what African design is today: ‘The whole show  
was a very collaborative effort. A lot of the materials  
were selected through exploration and just having 
conversations. So, for one piece, we have this beaded 
console and the beads were done by this local NGO, 
MonkeyBiz, and the ladies at Coral & Hive made  
the rug out of wool and mohair.’ Incorporating craft, 
sourcing materials locally and engendering cross-
cultural exchange are hallmarks of how Mnisi works 
across creative practices. But, with ‘Nyoka’, the larger 
scale brought new opportunities, ones which were not 
guided by immediate commercial concerns: of the rug, 
he says, ‘It’s this humongous rug, and there are so many 
textures and so much movement to it, but I didn’t  
place it in a home when designing as that would limit 
how far I took it, because I would think of the user’s 
convenience.’ Staying true to the vision was imperative: 
‘It was about creating things that left my body naturally.’

Given Mnisi’s design approach, Southern Guild 
proved a natural home for his work. Since opening  
in 2008, the gallery’s founders, Trevyn and Julian 
McGowan, have positioned it as a hub for the 
reimagining of African design, and have developed 
partnerships and projects that support this mandate. 
‘There was a certain level of consultation,’ Mnisi 
observes. ‘They want to get into my world as opposed 
to having me fit into whatever the industry says. There 
was this calmness, the idea of refining a piece to its 
capacity, all of those things are what drew me to 
working with them in the beginning and continuing 
with them.’ Mnisi used his initial forays into object » 



Clockwise from above, Mnisi 
with artist Trevor Potter, who 
sculpted the snake for the 
console, at the foundry where 
the bronze casting was done; 
‘Vutlhari (Wisdom)’ light; 
‘Vumboni (Testimony) I’ seating
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design to explore notions of furniture, adding: ‘I had  
to shift my brain from thinking of furniture as this one 
thing that can only look a certain way. I thought of 
designing for the human body; either for it or creating 
the human body. And that is where a lot of the shapes 
in the beginning came from – they came from human 
structures and how the body moves and how it 
embraces you.’ His initial pieces were inspired by his 
late great-grandmother. ‘The idea of the ‘Nwa-
Mulamula’ chaise came from how I didn’t meet her  
and there are no photographs of her. It came from pain 
and then I almost had to translate that and see the light 
in it. There’s the duality again, because the truth is 
that, after my mother and my aunt leave this planet,  
no one else will speak about her, and that idea didn’t  
sit well with me.’ Tackling ideas of erasure from a 
domestic perspective invites the viewer to consider  
all those whose contributions aren’t documented or 
remembered, but whose presence remains felt. To 
convey this via a piece of furniture that can act as a 
place for contemplation is novel and compelling.

Mnisi is representative of a number of creatives  
who refuse to be pigeonholed. He doesn’t reference  
any individuals specifically as direct inspiration, but  
he acknowledges an affinity with Rick Owens because 
they’re both fashion designers that cross over into 
furniture, and the furniture looks like the clothes and 
vice versa. Perhaps what makes Mnisi distinctive is  
his fluid approach to creating companion collections 
across disciplines and segueing influences from across 
the African continent. Of the nascent African design 
scene, he says, ‘It’s exciting because people are telling 
personal stories, and the references are things we all 
relate to.’ Self-recognition and actualisation are the 
foundation for empowerment, and Mnisi is creating 
furniture for the home and pieces for the body that 
invite individuals and communities on a journey of 
aesthetic self-expression, beautification and renewal. ∂
‘Nyoka’ is showing until 4 February 2022 at Southern Guild, 
Cape Town, southernguild.co.za; richmnisi.com 


