
MY FATHER’S 

LEGACY
Ernest Mancoba’s impact on 
20th century art is only now 
being fully recognised and an 
important exhibition in South 
Africa has returned him to his 
roots. By Wonga Mancoba.

W
hen I landed in South Africa with my father’s 

carved staff – a key item in the current 

exhibition of his work at the Gold of Africa 

Museum in Cape Town – I couldn't help 

feeling a sense of a life coming full circle. 

Nearly 70 years ago, Ngungunyane Ernest Methuen 

Mancoba had left these shores, carrying this very same 

staff, carved by a master Ndebele sculptor and presented 

to him shortly before he took the life-changing decision to 

study art in Paris and to represent the African voice in the 

international arts world.

People like Picasso and other avant-garde artists had 

already been looking to Africa for inspiration for some 

decades and this had impacted on their work, sparking 

the development of Cubism. But very few had even visited 

Africa or entered into dialogue with African artists. Picasso 

said: “L’artiste negre? Connais pas!” [“The Negro artist? 

I do not know (of one)!”] My father took it upon himself 

to take the African point of view to Europe and speak on 

behalf of his people. What Ernest Mancoba took with him 

were two sets of values: those of his African heritage and 

his Christian upbringing and education. He often said his 

parents held one set in each hand, balancing these two 

influences in his life. He had reconciled them in his life 

and wished to share them abroad. 
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European artists had already turned away from 

the church and Christianity. But my father’s African 

humanism or ubuntu was new to them and expanded 

the philosophical possibilities that were limited by the 

‘problem of perspective’ introduced with the Renaissance, 

when Western art separated symbolically from its previous 

spiritual purpose. Umuntu ngumuntu ngabanye abantu (a 

person is a person through and because of other people) 

is a proverb that remained his guiding light throughout his 

life. His African heritage was symbolised in the carved staff 

he carried with him in exile.

He handed it to me and bringing it back here was a very 

poignant moment for me. This exhibition, ‘In the name 

of all humanity: the African spiritual expression of Ernest 

Mancoba’, is the first of his work since his death in 2002, 

and only the third of his work in the land of his birth. (The 

first was in 1994, a joint exhibition with my mother, the 

Danish sculptor Sonja Ferlov, at the dawn of democracy 

in South Africa, a moment he had waited for all his years 

in exile.) 

It felt like I was bringing the African dialogue back home, 

to offer a bridge across the apartheid divide back to the 

time when my father and his friends and colleagues 

like Govan Mbeki, Nimrod Ndebele, Thomas Masekela, 

A C Jordan, I B Tabata, Jane and Goolam Gool were in the 

vanguard of the New African Movement 

in the 1930s and laid the intellectual 

foundation to take us forward into the 

modern context. Ernest Mancoba’s 

work has kept alive something that 

apartheid repression nearly destroyed 

and gives artists here the opportunity 

to pick up this dialogue and move 

forward again.  

As a black artist in segregated 

South Africa, my father found himself 

without an audience for his fine 

sculptures. He was offered a job 

carving tourist curios, something no 

one would have thought of asking his 

friends Irma Stern or Lippy Lipschitz 

to do! Rather than be consumed with 

hatred, he decided to take up the offer of 

studying art in Paris and left in 1938.

Many of his political friends felt he should have stayed 

to play his part in the struggle for liberation. But he felt art 

had a specific role to play in liberating consciousness and 

believed no political liberation would be worth it without 

liberating consciousness as well, for “without this,” he said, 

“any purely practical achievement would probably deviate 

sooner or later”.

The essential humanity of everyone is a striking feature 

of his art. At the current exhibition, his works are displayed 

alongside ancient art objects from around the world 

– Egyptian hieroglyphics, Inuit carvings and powerful 

ancient art from southern Africa, including one of South 

Africa’s Lydenburg Heads dating back to around 750AD 

and beadwork – and visitors to the exhibition immediately 

feel the dialogue. “Ernest Mancoba has kept something 

alive,” and “Our history didn't begin in 1652 – Ernest 

Mancoba was way ahead of us” are some of the comments 

in the visitors’ book. I have long been in awe of the palette 

of colours my father used in his paintings. Since his death,   

PEOPLE LIKE PICASSO AND 
OTHER AVANT-GARDE ARTISTS 
HAD ALREADY BEEN LOOKING 
TO AFRICA FOR INSPIRATION 
FOR SOME DECADES AND 
THIS HAD IMPACTED ON 
THEIR WORK, SPARKING THE 
DEVELOPMENT OF CUBISM. 
BUT VERY FEW HAD EVEN 
VISITED AFRICA OR ENTERED 
INTO DIALOGUE WITH 
AFRICAN ARTISTS
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Ernest Mancoba was born in a mining area on the outskirts of Johannesburg, the 
eldest child of Irvine and Florence Mancoba. He started carving wood while at 
the Grace Dieu teacher training college in Pietersberg. His African Madonna in 
yellowwood in 1929, now in the Johannesburg Art Gallery’s collection, caused a 
stir as it was the first time the Virgin Mary had been portrayed as a black woman.
He won a bursary to study at Fort Hare University, where he chaired the debating 
society and shared a room with A C Jordan, later a famous Xhosa novelist 
(Ingqumbu Yeminyanya [The Wrath of the Ancestors]), and was a mentor to 
Govan Mbeki, whom he introduced to Marxism through Eddie Roux. Mancoba also 
participated in the All African Convention called to challenge the Herzog Bills.
In Cape Town, he lived in District Six and befriended activists like Isaac Tabata, 
Dr Goolam Gool and his sister Jane Gool, as well as artists like Lippy Lipschitz 
and Irma Stern. He went to study art in Paris in 1938 but soon after Europe was 
embroiled in World War II. As a South AFrican, Mancoba was regarded as a British 
subject and so interned by the Germans. During this time, he married Sonja Ferlov, 
the Danish sculptor. They were part of the Cobra art movement in Europe after 
World War II that challenged the industrial world’s view of art.
Mancoba’s key contribution to 20th century art is only now being more fully 
appreciated. In 1994, he returned to South Africa after 56 years for the first 
exhibition of his work in the country of his birth. It was curated by Elza Miles and 
opened by his old friend Govan Mbeki.
The exhibition at the Gold of Africa Museum is the first exhibition of his work since 
his death in 2002. Entitled ‘In the name of all humanity: the African spiritual 
expression of Ernest Mancoba’, the exhibition is curated by Bridget Thompson of 
the Art & Ubuntu Trust with the Department of Arts & Culture as the main sponsor 
and runs until the end of March 2007. 
Selected examples of Mancoba’s sculptures, drawings and paintings are exhibited 
alongside ancient art from many cultures that informed his work, including Xhosa, 
Sotho, Shangaan and Ndebele beadwork; West African masks; Chinese ceramics; 
ancient Egyptian reliquary; Inuit carvings; and Native American totems.
Mancoba’s art is a paean to the universal humanity within us all, regardless of 
colour, culture or era. It is a plea for our deepest spiritual qualities not to be 
overshadowed by our crass, materialistic industrial society. In his ongoing dialogue 
with humanity across space and time, he takes on the role of the imbongi and, like 
the medieval European court jester, speaks the unspeakable in society.

African Madonna (1929) 
86x22x17, yellowwood
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• Wonga Mancoba, the son of the 
artists Ernest Mancoba and Sonja 
Ferlov, is himself an artist. The 
Paris-based painter works in oils 
on canvas and inks on paper, 
and exhibits regularly in Denmark 
and France. 

He was most recently in South 
Africa to open the exhibition of his 
father’s work and will be exhibiting 
here for the first time at the Irma 
Stern Gallery in 2007. 

He has nominated the Art and 
Ubuntu Trust for a charitable 
donation from Catalyst.

I have tried to follow in his giant footsteps and confront the 

daunting task of being an artist. My first voyage with him 

to South Africa and my encounter with the African light 

opened my eyes to colour. Since then I have exhibited in 

France and Denmark. 

During my current visit to South Africa for the opening 

of Ernest’s exhibition, I have been delighted to enter 

into a dialogue with artists here, sharing ideas and 

finding common ground. At meetings in the Cape and 

Johannesburg, I have encountered important artists like 

Moses Mthembu, Pauline Mazibuko and Ezekiel Budeli 

from Soweto and also Grace Tshikuvhe from Venda.

A particularly rich forum for discussion was the workshop 

for artists that was run as a project alongside the exhibition. 

It was led by art critic and historian Elza Miles, exhibition 

curator Bridget Thompson, artist and teacher Charles Nkosi 

and myself. 

Here South African artists and two from Greenland 

(Bolata and Inuk Silas Hoegh) were able to express 

themselves freely for four precious days and reaffirm a part 

of their heritage that had previously been suppressed. 

I felt my father's influence shifting the discussion away from 

the old rigid Western paradigms and showing a way to a 

more inclusive and humane perspective on art, in which 

African art has its place at the universal table. 

“This has been a spiritual journey to mental 

emancipation,” commented Soweto artist Moses Mthembu. 

Peter Clarke, the veteran painter, illustrator and poet from 

   
1  l’Áncetre (1969-71), oil on canvas 

92,3x60,3 Johannesburg Art Gallery
2 Untitled (1989), colour lithograph on paper,  
   Private Collection
3  Untitled (1959) oil on canvas 49,5x39,5  

Johannesburg Art Gallery
4 Drawing (1969-71), sepia and wash on
   paper 40x32 Johannesburg Art Gallery
5 Untitled (1971), oil on canvas 53x33,5     
   Gordon Schachat Collection 
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WHEN PEOPLE COME INTO 
CONTACT WITH ART THAT 
SPEAKS TO THEM, WHICH 
PUTS THEM IN TOUCH 
WITH DEEPER ASPECTS OF 
THEMSELVES AND THEIR 
OWN HUMANITY, THEN 
I BELIEVE WE WILL HAVE 
A BETTER SOCIETY

ART

Cape Town, shared his sense of wonder at the possibilities 

offered by such a dialogue. He remembered seeing my 

father on his return from exile. He said it was like seeing an 

ancestor who had come back from the other side. He said 

the workshop had helped him reconnect and close this gap 

in our history.

The writer Zenzile Khoisan expressed to me one evening 

how the paintings of Ernest had touched his deepest 

identity as a Khoikhoi, the totem-like figures and the 

colours uniting the point of his inner balance to the destiny 

of his people. 

Charles Nkosi, who teaches at the Funda Centre in 

Soweto, commented that my father was dealing with the 

crux of the matter in both art and life. He will inevitably 

pass this influence on to his own students, ensuring Ernest 

Mancoba’s influence will continue down the generations. 

But there is a great need to close this gap in our cultural 

heritage and make my father’s work more accessible to 

people from all walks of life. We need books about him and 

his work – not just beautiful coffee table books, but smaller, 

informative and inexpensive publications that can reach the 

youth as well as adults. 

When people come into contact with art that speaks to 

them, which puts them in touch with deeper aspects of 

themselves and their own humanity, then I believe we will 

have a better society; a more whole society where violence 

is a stranger; a place where people are truly people by and 

because of other people. 
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