
SEIPATI BULANE HOPA shares her inspiration: ’When painters 
look at landscape, they sometimes see beyond the landscape and 
sculptors will take a log and create something of great beauty out of 
it. When I see clothes I honestly feel they are talking to me, they want 
my response, you know. So I take them from where they are as creat-
ed beings and give them life because I feel that there is an exchange 
of fair sharing between me and that because they are waiting to be
taken care of and be brought to life, and that is exactly what I do’. 
In this short film Seipati explains her approach to design, how it is 
formed by the indigenous styles of South Africa, and demonstrates 
the clothes she creates and wears.

LENGTH:  24 minutes 55 seconds         See SCRIPT Page 16
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Figure 1:
SEIPATI BULANE-
HOPA styling in 
Tsonga xibelani-
inspired skirt 
and top made
of minwenda,
with a Zulu
inkhehli.



Exploring Fashion as a Cultural Expression                              

            by Phindile Xaba 

SEIPATI BULANE HOPA shows an extraordinary knowledge of South 
Africa’s varied indigenous visual aesthetics in her clothes and, as she 
explains in the film, her own personal fashion artistry and biography 
contribute to her unique style.  Each of her outfits shown in the film
have a clear reference to one or other of South Africa’s visual aesthetic
traditions. Dressing African, Seipati says - whether Zulu, Xhosa, 
Tsonga - brings with it unspoken yet demonstrated regality.

The fashion industry in post-1994 South Africa has taken inspiration from 
‘... designs and methods of productions of cultural heritage or traditional know-how
of indigenous or local communities. A substantial number of fashion designers rely 
on indigenous and traditional crafts, block printing, and embroidery techniques, to 
create new designs and materials.’1 

Designers Sonwabile Ndamase of Madiba shirt fame; Nandipha Madikiza, 
who innovated the use of seshweshwe print motif in wedding outfits; Laduma 
Ngxokolo of AmaXhosa knitwear fame who incorporated Xhosa beadwork 
designs in his knitwear, and Rich Mnisi who propelled the xibelani skirt to global 
platforms, are good examples of those looking to local aesthetic inspiration for 
contemporary fashion expression.  

Hopa provides a gateway into the above-mentioned fashion designers’ 
inspirations and the evolution of fashion as influenced by South African arts
past and present.  

   Xibelani – dancing skirt 

The Tsonga/Shangane people’s genius with colour co-ordination is clear in 
their trademark xibelani skirt, which was re-popularized by sensational, first 
millennial Tsonga rap artist, Sho Madjozi. Sho Madjozi wears xibelani-styled skirt 
and the choreography of her stage moves are founded on the xibelani dance.  
Her track, Kona, was performed to a throbbing throng of spellbound multi-

1    Intellectual Property lawyers Sara Balice and Giulia Zappaterra captured this aptly in their      
      article Traditional cultural expression and the fashion industry: inspiration or misappropriation? 
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national revelers at FNB stadium in Johannesburg at the Global Citizen concert 
in 2018, against the backdrop of xibelani dancers on stage wearing the colourful 
layered-cotton skirts that shook and danced from the waist down as they moved
to the beat. The skirts are made from cloth or wool, often customized with 
different colors and designs as desired by the wearer, and are normally made 
from eighteen (18!) metres of material. They are also known as tinguvu.

The xibelani dance itself, with xibelani translating to ‘hitting to the rhythm’ 
sees the performers flip the skirt upwards with their hips according to the beat, 
making the skirt shimmer and shake whilst their feet seem to glide across the 
ground. 

The skirt has become a sensation, with Rich Mnisi developing it into a fashion 
item made of woolen yarns. The baby-blue, green, and white Mnisi creation 
crafted from 5m of 100% merino wool knotted onto nickel-plated d-rings 
attached to a genuine nappa calf leather waist belt, has made wearing African 
with pride a runway hit. His xibelani skirt retails at an astronomical R60 000,

and was sold out within days of hitting the market!

Figure 2: 
VhaVenda xibelani dancers showing the kinetic
movement of the skirt made of 18m of fabric 
(above), and pop star Sho Madjozi performing
in a woollen version of xibelani (right).
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   Isicholo - from moulded hair to fashionable hat 

Then there is isicholo. The singer Brenda Fassie (Ma Brrr) expressed national 
pride by donning isicholo on many occasions, and isicholo is now often spotted 
as a fashion accessory on fashionistas and A-listers’ heads. It was originally worn 
by Zulu women as ‘a sign of respect for her husband’s family - a visual language, 
identity and pride. These aesthetic creations were a marker of Zulu married 
women’s identity, status, self-esteem, feminine pride and fashion.’ 1

The late legendary singer Miriam Makeba’s signature isicholo hat evolved from 
a cone-shaped hairstyle worn by Zulu married women as far back as the 1840s, 
at which time they would mould it from natural hair with wax and colour it in 
red. This stylish headwear was worn permanently, and called for men to create 
wooden headrests for use when women would retire to sleep, so as to make 
it easy to slumber with this high-maintenance hairstyle. It was not until the 
1950s that women begun to create inkehli, an isicholo also made from hair, but 
detachable and therefore possible to remove at night. 

1    TribalNow

Figure 3: 
Old photographs of original cone-shaped isicholo (above),
with Miriam Makeba rocking isicholo in the early 1970s (right).

Figure 4:
Detachable isicholo
(far left), with Ma Brrr 
wearing one, as well as 
minwenda, during one
of her performances 
(left).
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   Seshweshwe dress and Basotho blankets

It was designers such as Sonwabile Ndamase and Nandipha Madikiza, amongst 
others, whose use of the ‘Three Cats’ Seshweshwe prints at the burst of South
Africa’s freedom in the 1990s, situated the material at the centre of contemp-
orary fashion. Ndamase, who seamed ‘Madiba shirts’, made history by giving the 
first democratically-elected, late President Nelson Mandela a unique yet relaxed 
style of dress while maintaining African aesthetics. Madikiza would create 
unusual wedding dresses trimmed with seshweshwe prints.  

This indigo cloth seems to have a very complex history. 1  It is said that its 
roots extend as far back as early Arab and Phoenician trade along the eastern 
seaboard before 2400 BCE.  Later, a distinctive indigo-coloured cloth was first 
introduced in the South when, in 1858, German settlers arrived in the Eastern 
Cape. Xhosa women attending German missions adopted seshweshwe and 
its use gradually spread among the Xhosa-speaking people. However, other 
historians record seshweshwe’s debut as a gift to Lesotho’s King Moshoeshoe I 
by French missionaries in the 1840s, hence the name and it carrying such 
prominence in the Basotho nation. The distinctive cloth has different names:
in Sotho seshweshwe, in Zulu isishweshwe and in Xhosa iJeremani. 2

Basotho people also accessorise with their famed blankets that hold everyday 
cultural significance and are also used for special occasions.3  The way in which 
the blankets are worn as part of everyday life distinguishes this nation from 
others. When worn in the traditional manner, the pinstripe runs vertically 
symbolising growth. The more prestigious Seanamarena design (worn only by 
the King) features more maize cobs than the Sefate and Morena blankets, which 
are worn every day. The designs have been developed over many years, with the 
blessing of the Lesotho royal family. 

1    Pokwana, V. 2014.
2    Pokwana, V. 2014.
3    https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Basotho_blanket

Figure 5:
Modern shweshwe cloth
printed in a variety of
colours and detailed
patterns. The traditional
indigo blue is on the right.
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   Xhosa Umbhaco and bead artistry

As with most contemporary South African designers, Laduma Ngxokolo, 
the internationally-appreciated knitwear designer, draws inspiration from 
local aesthetics, in his case Xhosa beadwork patterns, symbolism and colours, 
as well as amakrwala (Xhosa initiates) clothes. His knitwear label, MaXhosa 
Africa, has been worn by celebrities such as American musicians Beyoncé and 
Alicia Keys, and featured in Vogue magazine as well as Eddie Murphy’s sequel 
instalment of Coming 2 America. 

Ngxokolo’s knitwear is a fusion of the warm colours also found in the umbhaco 
- the skirt originally popular among Xhosa-speaking peoples and now, like the 
isicholo, worn countrywide. It is made of white or ochre-hued blanket material 
with five rows of black appliquéd strips, then finished with elaborate designs of 
beadwork and buttons giving a beautiful patterned effect. Beadwork has been
a major form of aesthetic expression in southern Africa for many years. 

Xhosa-speaking peoples have an especially rich tradition of beaded regalia, 
often, like other Southern Africans, using it decoratively to narrate the wearer’s 
status in society. Skirts known as imibhaco or isikhakha, are but an example of 
the incorporation of the living art of beadwork into garments. While beadwork 
remains a women’s art form, intricately created to communicate the wearer’s 
identity, designers from all walks of life have drawn inspiration from this 
indigenous aesthetic expression.  

Figure 5:
Cultural treasure! An umbhaco in a
museum, showing the ochre-coloured
fabric with five stripes interspersed with
beautiful, delicate beadwork including
mother-of-pearl buttons (left), and
modern versions of umbhaco (above).
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   Colourful women’s ensembles, and kilts for men

BaPedi women are known for their rich, colourful and vibrant ensembles, with 
beadwork featuring prominently. A combination of bright pinks, turquoise, 
yellow, blue and white give the BaPedi outfits, that range from calf-length skirts, 
pleated blouses, to long voluminous dresses, a happy feeling to the eye. These 
items are normally embroidered and/or trimmed with ribbon, often worn with 
creatively tied doeks and accompanied by beadwork.

-

Unique to BaPedi men is the Scottish kilt 1 whose origin no historian can confirm.2

However, its entry into the culture seems to be located in 1879, with unconfirmed
urban legends. Kilts too are pleated, and when the men perform their high- 
energy dance they make for an absolute spectacle and fashion statement.

1    See an example in the film Aaron ‘Big Voice Jack’ Lerole, part of the Saapp series, 2018

2    Writes Paul Alexander in History Skirts Origin of Africans’ Kilts

Figure 6:
BaPedi women’s attire characterised by 
bright colours and elaborate headwear.

Figure 7:
BaPedi men in kilts - amaSkoti-
with equally-elaborate headwear.
Also see SAAPP film AARON BIG 
VOICE JACK LEROLE for more
information about amaSkoti.
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   VhaVenda Minwenda and the Domba Dance

As it is with other cultures, the VhaVenda people have an elaborate inventory of 
dressing based on age, social hierarchy, and occasion. 1  Domba 2,  also referred 
to as the ‘python dance’, is one popular dance where a single-file lineup of young 
maidens who have reached the final stage of their initiation into womanhood, 
dance in long, fluidly-winding lines, like a snake, with the dancers wearing small 
aprons covering the back and front, with tasseled ornaments called thahu. There 
are many other dances for various occasions that have regalia significant to those.

But it is the VhaVenda’s minwenda, a multi-coloured striped material, that is a
signature fashion emblem and can be seen donned on Heritage Day even in 
urban areas. It normally comes in two pieces - skirt and a top, often paired 
with beads - lutomola tsie, mapala, tshithivho vivho, zwifudzi, magidipho, and 
makunda. In contemporary times, Venda men often wear shirts made from the 
striped Minwenda cloth, sometimes even tying it across one shoulder as
a symbol of cultural pride.

1    VhaVenda  - Among the most mystical of Limpopo’s people, the VhaVenda originated from the
      Great Lakes area of Central Africa, migrating south in waves over centuries. They first settled in
      the Soutpansberg mountains; by the 13th century they can be traced to the glorious kingdom of 
      Mapungubwe to the north. The kingdom of Thulamela, in TshiVenda meaning ‘place of birth’,
      flourished from roughly 1240 - 1640 AD.  https://www.africanivoryroute.co.za

2    The Domba (python dance) traditional dance is held once yearly at Lake Fundudzi, sacred to 
      VaVhenda, which lies between Thohoyando and Louise Trichardt. The python dance is held to secure
      good rains for the following season, and is part of girls’ initiation ceremony. Masemola, I. 2020.

Figure 8:
VhaVenda women wearing minwenda. See SAAPP film on MAKWARELA 
MAKAHANE for a photograph of Mama Makwarela also wearing her minwenda.
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    A kaleidoscope of cultures

With South Africa’s mining-based economy having been built on the migrant-
labour system, black men were shipped to single-sex dormitory-styled hostels 
as underground diggers of the precious minerals for exploitative masters. While 
this displaced and broke many families in their home areas, hostel-dwellers held 
on to their cultural roots, using Sunday afternoons (which were days off duty) as 
their only moments of recreation. 

Hostels would provide a kaleidoscope of entertainment to the cosmopolitan 
Africans who trekked from the surrounding townships to watch hostel dwellers 
dance, listen to indigenous beats, and feast their eyes on costume artistry 
and even sample traditional dishes.  Among the spectators was the intuitive 
designer - SEIPATI BULANE HOPA - observing the fluidity and common threads 
that ran through culture: for example, how each culture used beadwork, and the 
interpretations of seshweshwe across different cultures. 

Figure 9:
From the late 19th century onwards, black men - forced by apartheid capitalists to 
seek waged work - migrated from all over southern Africa from as far north as Zambia 
and Malawi to the Witwatersrand, Rawutini, Egoli, Gauteng... Place of Gold. Centred 
around Johannesburg, the mines are almost the richest source of gold in the world, but 
the men who work them remain exploited and poor. Mostly from rural areas (ex-BANTU-
STANS) the workers rely on their cultural roots for spiritual sustenance in the difficult 
conditions under which they live and work. See MAP, MIGRANT LABOUR, Page 14.
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For Seipati it wasn’t just about song and dance, it was also about cultural 
expression, social identity, and heritage. While the performers displayed 
the uniqueness of the ethno-geographical area they represented, she was 
sponging up intricate designs and symbols whose craft embedded itself in her 
soul, building on her intuition. Evidently, fashion artistry borrows much from 
indigenous aesthetics, and has grown phenomenally as a result. 

The SAAPP documentary shows that applying aesthetic knowledge passed from 
generation to generation has not only been done by professional designers, or 
musicians such as the legendary Miriam Makeba and Brenda Fassie, but that this 
knowledge is embedded in our society and appreciated by many.     

Figure 10:
SEIPATI BULANE HOPA 
wearing isicholo, with
her own beaded
jewellery inspired by 
Ndebele beadwork.
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Figure 11:
SEIPATI BULANE HOPA wearing a doek and
Xhosa-style wrap made out of typically-red-
black-and-white Swati cloth
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              In the Life of Seipati Bulane Hopa

Born in
Madubulaville, in

Randfontein

Mid-1980s
Trains at Wits

University as a
documentary 

film-maker, while 
South Africa is 

exploding in the 
final push to end 

apartheid

From 1987
Produces 

documentaries on 
apartheid repres-

sion for Video 
News Service

1990 - 1996
Manages an NGO 

project, Video 
Suitcase Mobile 

Cinema

1993
With others,

establishes the film 
company Kuriria 

Films International 
which later became 
Evertrade PIctures, 
and continues pro-

ducing and directing 
feature films and 
documentaries

1969
Madubulaville,  

is destroyed under 
apartheid’s Group 
Areas Act; black 

residents are
forcibly removed

to Mohlakeng,
and ‘coloureds’ to

Toekomsrus, 

2000 onwards
Executive producer 
of Takalane Sesame

2000
Chairperson of

Advisory Committee 
to then-Minister of 

Communication

2006 - 2013
Secretary-General 

of FEPACI (Pan-
African Federation 

of Filmakers)

As of August 2021, 
SEIPATI BULANE 

HOPA continues to 
be inspired by

indigenous attire in 
the creation of her 
stylish garments, 

to produce films and 
TV programmes, 

and to actively 
promote black 

film-makers

1976
Inspired by Black 

Consciousness, the 
youth rise up and 

are killed on
16 June - the

beginning of the 
end of apartheid

1977
Bantu Steve Biko is 
killed in detention 

by apartheid police

1994
Mandela becomes 
the first president

of the free New
South Africa

1964
Mandela and others 
are imprisoned on 

Robben Island

1960s
A decade when the 
apartheid regime 
was all-powerful, 

but also marked by 
the Women’s Lib-

eration Movement, 
the Anti-Nuclear 

Peace Movement, 
the Civil Rights 
Movement, the 

Black Power Move-
ment in the USA 

and other parts of 
the world

1968
The Black 

Consciousness 
Movement, started 
by Biko and others, 
revives the struggle 
against apartheid in

South Africa

1970s
Moves to Soweto

1998
SEIPATI’s beloved
grandmother dies

2011
Her youngest

sister dies

1 2



 Mentioned in the Essay and Film
+

2400 BCE (Before the Christian Era):  a more inclusive way in which to
describe the Western calendar. Also ACE - After the Christian Era.

Aesthetics:  the nature and appreciation of beauty; artistic taste.

A-listers:  the assumed elite in a society, whether political, economic, cultural.

Beadwork:  the glass trade beads brought by white traders and settlers to southern 
Africa, especially from the 19th century onwards, were assimilated by indigenous
cultures, amaXhosa in particular, and woven into astounding works of art in stand-
alone pieces or appliqued to items of clothing.

Brenda Fassie (1964 - 2004):  born in Langa, Cape Town, Brenda Fassie (Ma 
Brrr) was the enfante terrible of South African pop whose songs, eg Weekend Special, 
and Black President, framed the soundtrack to the last years of the struggle against 
apartheid, and dominated the charts well into the first decade of the New South Africa.

Domba:  the ‘python dance’ of VhaVenda maidens’ initiation ceremony; also used to 
bring rain.

Dorkay House:  was a building in central Johannesburg which functioned as the head-
quarters the Union of South African Artists, formed in 1952 in response to the apartheid 
government’s restrictions on creative freedom for black musicians; was a crucial musical
hub where many artists such as Abdullah Ibrahim and Miriam Makeba practiced and 
collaborated. The famous King Kong: An African Jazz musical (1959) which launched 
many black artists into international stardom, was conceived of and given life there.

German settlers:  people of German origin had settled in southern Africa in small 
numbers since the beginning of colonisation, but in the 1850s, three waves of Germans 
(mostly ex-soldiers) were encouraged to settle in the new colony of British Kaffraria (now
part of the Eastern Cape) in order to provide a bulwark against ‘hordes’ of amaXhosa by 
increasing the white population, hence the number of towns and villages with German 
names, eg Berlin or Stutterheim. Later, during apartheid, British Kaffraria was divided
into the Ciskei BANTUSTAN, and the ‘Border’ area bounded in the east by the Kei River. 

Indigo:  a deep blue colour; an ancient dye originating from a Middle Eastern plant.

Isicholo:  the married Zulu women’s cone-shaped headdress made of the wearer’s 
hair stretched over a frame. INKEHLI:  detachable ISICHOLO.

King Moeshoeshoe 1 (c 1776 - 1870):  leader who amalgamated various groups 
into the Sotho nation during and after the time of King Shaka Zulu (d. 1828); negotiated
with the British to protect his new kingdom, which remains independent Lesotho today.

Lake Fundudzi:  a lake in the Soutpansberg mountains, Limpopo Province, which has 
been sacred to VhaVenda people since ancient times.
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MAP on Page 8:  apartheid South Africa was divided into only four provinces, plus 
various BANTUSTANS (‘homelands’) where black people were supposed to live based on
their mother-tongues and ethnic groups, under the Natives’ Land Acts of 1913 and 1936.
In the 1960s and 1970s, more than 3.5 million black, ‘coloured’ and Indian South Africans
were forcibly removed from their homes under the notorious Group Areas Act (1950), 

and dumped in bantustans and newly-created ‘townships’, often in the middle of nowhere.

Migrant labour:  South Africa’s industry has since the 19th century depended on the 
labour of black men who migrate to mining areas where they spend eleven months of 
the year working for variously-exploitative bosses, and return to their rural homes only 
once a year; the bedrock of the same industry is the women who maintain homes and 
families without their men. See MAP above and on Page 8.

Minwenda:  two-piece VhaVenda women’s attire named after the striped cloth out of 

which it is made; worn with lutomola tsie, mapala, tshithivho vivho, zwifudzi, magidipho.

Miriam Makeba (1932 - 2008):  part of the vibrant art/ music/ writing period of 
1950s urban black South Africa, singer Miriam Makeba left the country in 1959 on tour
with the famous musical King Kong, but was refused permission to return by the apart-
heid government, not even for the funeral of her mother. Living in exile, and later known
as Mama Africa, she was outspoken against apartheid in both her professional and her 
private life.

Mzumba:  a band that SEIPATI HOPA’s mother sang with.

Seshweshwe, isishweshwe, iJeremani:  local names for the iconic, originally-
indigo-coloured, patterned cotton fabric; named for KING MOSHOESHOE 1.

Scottish kilt:  Scottish men’s ancient pleated skirt; probably adopted by BaPedi 
men from Scottish soldiers brought to South Africa in the late 19th century to defend 
the British Empire against Boers and indigenous peoples.

Sophiatown:  the suburb in the south-west of Johannesburg which included all
‘races’ of South Africans in a vibrant outpouring of creativity in the 1950s; infamously
destroyed by apartheid when black people were dumped in the new South Western 
Township (So-we-to), ‘coloured’ people to the new Eldorado Park, Indian people to
the new Lenasia; then became a ‘whites-only’ area named ‘Triomf’. See MAP above.

South African languages/ ethnic groups mentioned (anglicised names):  
Pedi, Sotho, Swati, Tsonga/Shangane, Tswana, Venda, Xhosa, Zulu

Umbhaco/ imibhaco:  married Xhosa women’s skirt.

Wits: University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg.

Xibelani:  typically refers to the dance style of VhaVenda women, while the skirt itself 
is referred to as ‘tinguvu’, however, the term ‘xibelani’ is sometimes used to refer to 
both the dance and the skirt. The history of the xibelani dance goes way back into the 
early coastal times of southern Mozambique from the 1400s or earlier when Mozambi-
can tribes were experimenting with musical instruments and particularly wooden
instruments and percussion sounds from traditional drums, xylophones, and marimbas,
according to Hugh Tracey (see REFERENCES on Page 10).
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On the next page is a word-for-word TRANSCRIPT of the film. It 

is there to enable you to PREPARE SCREENINGS by watching the 

film and using the script to mark down TIMING of points where 

you might like to pause, or even to mark the beginning and end 

points of SHORTER SECTIONS you might like to use in class or in 

a workshop.

        See further Guide 

        - H O W   T O   U S E   F I L M S -

       on www.artubuntu.org
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Seipati Bulane Hopa
Intuitive Designer

Seipati Bulane Hopa: I was born in Madubulaville which is equivalent of Sophia-
           town, and moved in 1969 to what is called Mohlakeng. I think it was an area  
           that was on a riverside... not on a riverside but I think in a wet... some kind 
           of a wetland. 

So we were moved in to there in 1969 and that is where I grew up and then 
later on I went to Soweto because I went to a school in Soweto, and when 
1976 came I was in the middle of it because at that time I was studying in 
Soweto, and this is who I am, SEIPATI BULANE HOPA... born Bulane. Most 
of my time I spent in Mohlakeng.

I think the person that really had a very big influence on me was my
mother. I mean she loved clothes, she’s a design artist, she is a musician, she
is a composer, and when I grew up she was very busy. She used to go to 
Dorkay House and she was acting and singing maRubha and mzumba, 
and she also had a lead role in a theatre show that was called ‘Lulu Wena’ 
and she had a role as Lulu’s mother. So she was very active as an artist, 
and she used to dress in a way that I really loved. I mean she was always 
out there, and she dressed up, you know, she loved to do turbans and 
very nice doek* styles, you understand. 

So I just loved the way she looked, you know, very flamboyant, and out- of-
the-box kind of thinker and dresser. So for her time I think she was well 
ahead because she used to look very different from everybody else, so 
that is something I always found fun, and striking about her, so I think I 
grew up very inspired by that.

There was something so African in the way that she... she dressed up,  and 
I think mainly because of the way she wore her... what we call doek, she 
had  something that she had, something that she has like a little hat, 
because she is also good at knitting and she would wear it and then put 
her scarf around it and a different colour and she would put either her 
hair or a wig... it would look really beautiful like a is’cholo kind of, but it is 
something that she made herself. It was not your Xhosa or Zulu isicholo but 
something that was more or less like that. 

* doek: women’s headscarf
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So I think that interpretation of isiqholo that she made was just her trade
mark. And you know because she used to put that on so many times even
if she was wearing something that was very modern in the way that we 
term modern, she had that flare and all that African flare so she always... 
and also she is darker than I am and I think that made me feel like just I am
looking at this beautiful African queen every time she stepped out, you know,
whether she went to church or she went to a wedding, to these events that 
she used to go to as an artist.

I had a baby sister who was very much like my mother, very colourful, you 
know, she would wear stuff and put colours you would not think that 
could match, she would make them match. She was very daring in that 
way and she was a musician, she had a beautiful voice but she passed 
away in 2011.

I actually have the privilege of knowing my grandmother for a very long time,
I mean she passed away in 1998 so she... I mean I spent most of my time also
in her presence and I think my mother and I, because my mother is not that 
old, we are almost very close .

My role model was more my grandmother as a mother, my mother was more
of a sister role model. So I think between me and my mother we really learnt
a lot from my grandmother, how she made us appreciate others and also 
appreciate ourselves because actually my grandmother never wanted us to 
wear pants, we never wore pants in our home, we never... she would never 
even engage it. 

And you look at it now and you are like ‘oh my goodness it was such a rigid 
kind of...’, that also was a value that was something that she taught us to 
do. You would not even ask because it was not your... you know there were 
territorial politics in the house, you know, so you would be told ‘Here we 
do not have a daughter that is going to wear pants, period. Or show your 
body in a way that is not going to be tasteful’. 

So I think that had such a profound impact on me because she was 
African Christian, I don’t know how to explain it. Even though she was 
a Christian the values of being rooted in the African culture was very 
strong. So that marked me for the most part of my life.

We are Sotho speaking, South Sotho, and in fact what is very interesting 
is that I feel as if we are losing our language now, which is now more than
we had in our languages before. I may be wrong because you know when
we grew up coming from rural areas you know, was such a powerful thing
to have at that time because rural areas were seen as custodians of our
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You know, the profound richness of our language, the power of our 
language were rooted there so my grand-mother and my grandfather 
coming from those areas you know, they brought in that language, the 
power of language the power of culture the power of customs so even 
though we went in to something that was very cosmopolitan where
urban life brought in so many languages, yuu, and their different dialects 
and different cultures and customs and the way we dressed up and all of 
that, we always were made to remember that the minute we step into our 
yard, we were South Sotho, the language had to be the primary tool that 
we spoke to each other with.

It was the only thing that we had to speak, and I think a lot of South 
Africans would say especially that time it was forced upon us to have 
white names. You wouldn’t get your ID if you didn’t have a ‘white’ name,
it was compulsory that you have that but a fascinating, very fascinating 
phenomenon about South Africans is that they always make sure you 
also have your African name  because they made you... that was a very 
expressive intervention to say it doesn’t matter whether you are going to be...
this name is going to be forced upon you but you are going to remember 
who you are, you need to know what your identity is because your name 
links you to who your culture is and what your custom is, so the name 
Seipati obviously comes with its own interpretation and explanations but 
yes, they thought that I was going to be a boy.

I don’t know how because that time I don’t know how the doctor would guess
that. I don’t think that they had that kind of technology way then but in the 
olden days they would look at the shape of your stomach and they would 
say, ‘Aah it is too sharp it is going to be a boy’, but then it came... I came out 
to be a girl so I was hidden, the one who is hidden. So I think that is how I 
got my name, that is what I am told, that’s how I got my name.

You know, when I was seven years old my grandfather took me home 
to a rural area and the reason for that is that they actually wanted me to 
grow up there for some time and... just to know how to make an outside 
fire, how to cook outside and how to go and fetch wood, how to fetch 
water from the river and the other things like that, so it was just for a very 
short time but I never really...

From the age of two you start crafting and start doing little things like that, 
animals, you know, households, so that I think is a... you know artistic 
capabilities are already groomed from an early age  and you do it through 
play, so you take it from there and then you see how women learn weaving, 
the kind of things that they do. 
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Little baskets, like that mats from... yeah you are just in a place where ... 
in a world of art. Actually when you grow up in rural areas, you are ... you 
know, it’s a catalogue of work, a whole host of work that is done. You have 
a gallery of beautiful things that are done and different kinds of things.

And also the way we dressed up you know, we were also dressing up, like
really dressing up. I always believed that designers actually get their best 
ideas from rural women and rural men, the way they dress up like it’s a 
hidden secret. 

I think this where I did get that inspiration because the beauty and 
aesthetic that goes with rural design is absolutely stunning, and I think this 
is what has informed urban life and modern, you know the modern look 
that we have today. It is an interpretation of the... what we get from this 
source you know, because what rural men and women give us is powerful 
as a design. And it’s also connected to where they come from as well, and 
to find the colours that they use, the dyes they use to dye their clothes and 
to just... it’s just a walking spectacle of beauty.

What I like, the way I put my clothing, my... together, my dress code 
together is that because I live in this modern day life, modern day world.
I still, I am living like this as an African in this place and for me to... I don’t 
even have to remind myself that I am an African, I just live who I am and 
I take the preciousness of my African-ness and put it together with a 
preciousness of what the western world has brought us. 

So because there is that preciousness that it has brought in, so I put the
two together and make them merge and make ...and become a power-
ful dynamic of a... the two worlds meeting together.

When I was a teenager I became a hippie, but I had this huge hair and bell-
bottom (pants), so whenever my grandmother was not there of course 
I would step in to the bell-bottom, then we had something we called 
background, you know, it’s a coat, a long coat. I always wore that long 
coat because I never wanted to show, because my grandmother was 
always in my sub-consciousness, so even though I wore pants like these 
bell-bottoms I would put something like a background and would really 
look cool.

I did not even register what was around me, I just lived it honestly Bridget.
I didn’t think ‘Oh look, you know how Shangane dress code were looking or
Xhosa’, I think fluidly I just got enmeshed in that because for me these were
elements that I was growing up with all the time, I mean we had an, on
occasions we would have on weekends, we had... we would go to hostels 
in Mohlakeng and there we would ...
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People who were living in hostels, you know people who were mine-workers
and living there they would come out and do Zulu dance or Xhosa dance 
or Pedi dance so we would always be there, just go and revel in these 
beautiful dances, you know it was like competition because they would 
come out , this was your recreational way of having fun because they would 
not have much, you know to that infrastructure they would say... they can 
go play tennis you know or whatever, so we were using the things that we 
knew how to use best to make ourselves happy. 

So you just saw those things there and the mothers, the BaVenda 
mothers, the Shangane with all of this beautiful stuff, beautiful colour-
ful stuff. So I think I just fell in love with all of that growing up, and not 
even realising that I am busy internalising all these things that I am seeing
around me in my fashion when I make... uhh, you know when I want to 
wear something that all of that is infused in me without even realising it. 

The colours and the way that women make these things flow on their bodies
because Shangane women when they put their stuff they just look so sensual,
and the amaXhosa women they look very sensual. The Zulu’s, you know, 
these are the regal queens so, you just look at the way they dress up 
without pushing you to see them as these beautiful  sensual creatives
of God, but for me, you know we didn’t have much growing up , my... 

At home it would be very seldom to go out to buy clothes, it would be... we
used to get clothes on Christmas, you know, just Christmas, there would 
be one big shopping spree because that is really the only time that you 
are going to have something that you may like because you have a little 
privilege to choose something that you may like, not too much and then 
the other time we would go on a shopping spree would be when you go 
for your school uniform.

So most of the time I would take my mother’s clothes, you know, because
as I say she was of more of a sister for me, so she wore things that were 
more to my taste. So I would take them and tweak them, you know those
figure belts that would take something that was big and make it fitting by 
putting a figure belt and make it look good. 

That is how I did it, and most of the time I would do it when my mother is 
not there because if she came and found me, you know, frolicking around 
with her dresses... 
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And also there were these jerseys, I can’t remember what they call them, 
pullovers, we just call them pullovers and it was long also so I would put it
along with my bell-bottoms and pull it with my figure belt but I always took
things from inside the house, anything even if it looked raggy, I would make 
something out of it. I would really just give it a life and make it look good.

I had a friend who was at Wits and she was an artist, her name was... she 
was of German origin and I think she was Denise something but she used to 
make these beautiful clothes and I used to love it and I would go to her and 
say, ‘Denise I want you to make this and that for me’, and I would tell her 
what I wanted and how I wanted it but I could not illustrate, I would not 
draw, I just say it and she always understood exactly what I wanted and 
how it would just flow. 

And then I would find takkies, you know to go with it because I loved to 
just corrupt something, make it look crazy and that is where I felt that I had 
something in me that just loved fashion and also having her clothes but 
also mixing and matching .

I can take something from the shop and just change it, you know, change,
and you won’t even recognise it because I had put so much in it. Sometimes
you travelled because at the time we travelled by taxi or train I would 
have people stopping me and wanting me to make these things for them 
but I think it really started in the late 70s, early 80s, when I just felt that I 
really have a flare for putting things together and making them look good.

You know, also that giving... appreciation and also what can I say, 
looking for a better word... give honour, I am still struggling to get the 
word in my head, but designers out there who have this vision of putting 
up these designs you know, and how we take from them and make it 
bigger because most of my clothes I make some of them and have some 
of them made for me. 

I don’t make clothes myself but I get some of them made for me, some 
I buy but I don’t like what I buy the way it is so I would change it... as I 
always say, or make it the way I want I liked it but I didn’t think it was 
complete as it was, I could have designed it differently but the designer 
that had the vision to do it that way, I mean... you say bow to that 
because it is something that I would not have thought about if I had
not seen it.

So it is also what designers  out there do because I always say nothing
is really original, you always get something from somebody has thought
about, somebody has thought about it because they saw it something
that inspired them also. 
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So when I saw that I said, ‘Okay this is nice, but what is it that I can do?’ 
That is why when I wear it it is not only the dress now, it is the dress 
that comes with the whole theme of how I want it to look, so it’s like 
composing a song , you know you give it different voices, is it going to 
be an alto, you know a baritone, a soprano you know, a tenor1, so that is 
what I do with my clothes. I give them themes so that they don’t just come 
out as little items but they come out as a holistic ensemble of my story to 
myself, and to you as I go out.

1     Soprano, alto, tenor, baritone (and bass) are pitches (levels) of voices in singing 

Figure 12:
SEIPATI BULANE HOPA in a
Pedi doek with Xhosa umbhaco-
inspired garments in indigo
seshweshwe cloth
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Be sure to view all the other films
 in the SAAPP Series. Enjoy!

This film is part of the South African Arts Past and Present (SAAPP) 
series of educational films produced by the Art and Ubuntu Trust and 
funded by theNational Lotteries Commission. 

   Series Producer: Bridget Thompson 
   Series Director: Abducadir Ahmed Said 
   Co-directors: Abdulcadir Ahmed Said, 
                                          Bridget Thompson, 
                                          Dingan Thomas Kapa
   Editor: Rignold Haywood 
   (See full credits on the web-page: www.artubuntu.org)

Presented as part of the ArtSAT Online Art Education Project which 
was funded by the Department of Sport, Arts & Culture (DSAC) and 
the National Arts Council (NAC) Presidential Stimulus Fund.
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