
5: 1. Young Swazi Woman, s & d 1927, oil on canvas laid down on board, 51.5 x 
39cms. Private Collection.



At first sight, it might seem inappropriate to apply the rarefied art histori-
cal term ‘Nude’ to people whom Irma Stern depicted during her travels in 
Africa. But it is clear that it was the nakedness – more accurately, part-na-
kedness – of  her African subjects, particularly women, that constituted a 
major part of  their attraction for the artist. In fact, Stern herself  described 
certain African works as ‘Nudes’ at different times in her life. Examples 
include a watercolour Native Nude Study in her first ‘Exhibition of  Modern 
Art’ at Ashbey’s Galleries in Cape Town in February 1922; Plate 9 Akt/
Nude (Zululand) in Max Osborn’s book Irma Stern, of  1927; a Nude (Zulu) in 
her exhibition at the Carlton Hotel, Johannesburg, in October 1936; and a 
Congo Nude bought from her studio by the collector and benefactor, Alfred 
de Pass, in March 1946. Moreover, it is likely that some of  the works 
described in exhibition lists as simply ‘Nudes’ were of  African women she 
encountered in the field.

It is worth remarking that the majority of  Irma Stern’s depictions of  
African subjects, in South Africa certainly but also in the Congo, represent 
young women. And one can extend this description to young, unmarried 
women because of  the general practice of  women covering their upper 
body when they married. There are a few early depictions of  young men, 
for example The Hunt from 1926, in the Irma Stern Museum (ISC 5), which 
painting includes a very rare depiction of  an old man, and Swazi Youth, 
1927.1 It is significant that Stern did not continue with semi-naked male 
African subjects nor, except in the very different culture of  Zanzibar, very 
rarely with male subjects of  any description. Moreover, she only gradually 
recognized mature, i.e. married women as subjects for her art, unless they 
were mothers with children. Most remarkable, perhaps, is the absence of  
children from her work, unless they are grouped with their mother as a 
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kind of  Madonna and Child subject. The absence of  children in her field 
studies is noteworthy because she would certainly have encountered many 
of  them on her visits to the so-called Native Reserves. She would also 
have come across older men and older women, neither of  which did she 
choose to depict. 

Of  course, she would not frequently have encountered men between the 
ages of  around twenty to sixty who would have been absent on contract 
in the migrant labour system. Irma Stern seems to have overlooked this 
distortion in the social fabric of  the Reserves on her several visits to Natal, 
Swaziland and the Eastern Cape. In a way, she compounded it through her 
insistent focus on young, unmarried women. Evidently, Stern visited these 
Reserves with a particular image of  African life in mind that she confirmed 
in the figures of  young semi-naked women – ‘her coloured sisters’, as Max 
Osborn described them.  A confirmation of  Irma Stern’s prejudice on her 
travels is apparent in the fact that, although she was an avid collector of  
African art and had the opportunity to acquire objects made in southern 
Africa, she only collected a few pots and overlooked carved headrests, 
milk pails and other finely made things that would have stood comparison 
with the African items that she collected from elsewhere on the continent, 
or in Europe. Clearly, Stern shared the widespread prejudice of  her time 
that there was no African art south of  the Limpopo; she was as blind to 
the aesthetic merits of  such objects as she was to the pictorial potential of  
the major part of  the local African population. 

In terms of  both her selection and staging of  African subjects, Stern’s 
representations may be compared with those of  A. M. Duggan-Cronin 
whose eleven volumes, The Bantu Tribes of  South Africa: Reproductions of  
Photographic Studies, were published to wide acclaim between 1928 and 
1954, a period closely coinciding with Stern’s creation of  her image of  
Africa.2 Both visitors to the Native Reserves went there to confirm a 
pre-existing image of  Africa; they both chose subjects that would fit this 
image, manipulating them to communicate it more effectively. As with 
Stern, women make up the majority of  Duggan-Cronin’s subjects, and 
he is known to have introduced into the photographic encounter items 
of  material culture, such as beadwork and basketry, to enhance his image. 
Irma Stern, on the other hand, was not restricted by any transparency in 
her medium and was free to re-invent her fieldwork data in the studio, as 
in Composition of  1923 and African Composition of  1935 [Figs 2: 14; 5: 9]. 
Occasionally, the preconceived images of  the two artists over-lapped, for 
example in seeking out – or creating – ‘Mother and Child’ images. Despite 
such similarities, however, Duggan-Cronin’s and Irma Stern’s projects are 
fundamentally different.
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Although Duggan-Cronin clearly conceived of  his work in aesthetic terms, 
his project was actually intended to be scientific in that each volume was 
introduced by an ethnographer or anthropologist and his own captions to 
his photographs repeated the categories of  physical anthropology, social 
structures, belief  systems, agricultural practices and cultural forms of  
these texts. These categories also guided, to some extent, his selection 
of  photographic subject-matter. Needless to say, Irma Stern never con-
sidered herself  a social scientist and, unlike Barbara Tyrrell, for example, 
she never worked within the categories established in those disciplines. 
Moreover, the aesthetic language that she used for her African subjects 
is quite different from Duggan-Cronin’s. For where his idealisation of  
traditional Africa in the soft tones of  photogravure had the effect of  
distancing and de-historicising, even archaising his subjects, Irma Stern’s 
idealisation of  Africa through strong colour and bold compositions in her 
paintings made her figures very present – deliberately different from their 
intended viewers, of  course, but powerfully real. 

This quality of  immanence also characterises the drawings Stern made in 
the field. The spontaneity of  the drawn line and the cursory modelling 
that demand agency on the part of  the spectator to complete the form, 
whether in charcoal, pencil or watercolour, complement the vitality of  
the subjects and make them appear physically close. There is a world of  
difference between these two methods of  representing African people, 
with Duggan-Cronin’s pseudo-science and stereotyped imagery appear-
ing to anticipate the apartheid policy of  separate development, whereas 
Irma Stern’s construction of  Africa was intended, initially at any rate, as 
a corrective for what she, and the Expressionist movement from which 
she emerged, considered a crisis in European civilization. In this she is 
similar to two women photographers of  African subjects of  a later gener-
ation, both with German Modernist training, Constance Stuart and Anne 
Fischer.3

Irma Stern’s paintings of  African nudes are an integral part of  her image 
of  Africa and are examined as such in Chapter 2. Suffice to say here that, 
for Stern, nakedness was an essential element in identifying the African 
body with Nature, as opposed to Culture, and an idyllic primitivism that 
was contrasted with an effete European civilization. These ideas had been 
popularized in Germany by her acknowledged mentor, Max Pechstein. 
Stern’s friend, Lippy Lipshitz recalled that Wolf  Kibel (d.1938) used to 
joke that she was suffering from an incurable ‘art fever’ that he called 
‘Pechsteinism’, that ‘kept Irma always on the hop, hunting for hot subjects 
all over Africa’.4 While there is no denying that Expressionism effectively 
forged Irma Stern’s early perception of  Africa, her long residence in South 
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Africa obviously modified this view and, to some extent, inured her to the 
political realities in the country.

The lists of  works included on Irma Stern’s exhibitions that she pasted 
into her scrapbooks confirm that drawings of  African subjects, notably 
semi-naked young women, featured regularly over the decades, alongside 
her paintings. As noted, her watercolour Native Nude Study formed part of  
her first exhibition at Ashbey’s in 1922 and, reflecting her several trips to 
Natal, Swaziland and Pondoland in this decade, many Native Woman sub-
jects were shown, for example at Leon Levson’s gallery in Johannesburg 
in 1926 and her Cape Town exhibition in 1929. A drawing inscribed ‘Natal 
1925’ in a sketchbook (ISC 1506) shows a half-naked woman standing 
with two children [Fig. 5: 2]. Other drawings from this period in the Irma 
Stern Museum also invite comparison with her early paintings such as 
Composition of  1923 and Repose of  1927 [Figs 2: 14, 15], and even the 
Young Swazi Woman, also of  1927, in that they are clearly informal records 
made on the spot [Figs 5: 1]. They are neither ethnographical in detail, 
nor are they studies for a painting, although some contain annotations on 
colour that could be incorporated into finished works. Probably made in 
Swaziland, which she visited in October/November 1927, one drawing 
represents a woman leaning forward in left profile, perhaps grinding 
maize [Fig. 5: 3]; another shows two young women with their arms around 
each other seeming to walk away from the artist [Fig. 2: 17]. The very 
existence of  these drawings is, of  course, evidence of  the artist’s search 
for an authentic Africa but her means of  recording this idea reflects the 
spontaneous searching of  a life-drawing class rather than the imposition 
of  preconceived ideas. Indeed, given that Irma Stern seems never to have 
used a camera on her field trips, a hypothetical reconstruction of  the artis-
tic encounter would suggest that she came across these poses during her 
travels and that she somehow managed to persuade the ‘models’ to hold 
them – or, more likely, repeat them – while she captured them on paper.

A third drawing from this time, inscribed ‘Swaziland 1927’, invites direct 
comparison with a finished work [Fig. 5: 4]. It appears to represent a bather 
whose naked figure is reflected in the pool beside her. Whether from this 
drawing or others, Stern returned to this subject in 1930 in the oil painting 
The Bather that is still in the Irma Stern Museum [Fig. 5: 5]. The differences 
between the two works are instructive. The rapid notation of  the drawing, 
and the peculiar position of  the bather’s arms, suggest that Stern actually 
witnessed this scene and hurried to capture it before the subject moved 
away. When she came to make a painting from such material, however, 
she clearly felt the need to create a more formal image. By idealising the 
bather’s body, and adjusting the position of  her arms, Stern effectively 
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5: 3: Kneeling Woman, s & d 1927, pencil 
on paper, 38.5 x 29.5cms. ISC 731.

5: 2. Woman Standing with two Children, 
detail of  sketchbook, dated 1925, pencil 
on paper, whole page 41 x 68cms. ISC 
1506.



reduced the dimension of  time in the scene; and by arranging the bather’s 
figure within the almost square format, she transformed an anecdotal 
moment into a quasi-classical composition. Put another way, the change 
from the drawing to the painting is the change from life into art. But 
this transformation should not conceal the fact that the artist’s original 
apprehension of  the subject in the field was dictated in some measure by 
her recognition of  its artistic potential.

While seemingly free of  any programme, certainly in comparison with 
her contrived painted compositions, such drawings nonetheless serve 
the artist’s own narrative. In Paradise, of  around this time, Stern depicted 
herself  as the ‘Blue One’ who stole a part of  the sun for the benefit of  
a depraved humankind [Fig. 3: 1]. In her newspaper article ‘My Exotic 
Models’, of  1926, she described her struggle to gain access to the Reserve 
areas for her work, with other motorists warning her that she would never 

5: 5 . Bather, s & d 1930, oil on canvas, 98.5 
x 99cms. ISC 631.
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5: 4. Bather, detail of  sketchbook, dated 
1927, pencil on paper, whole page 41 x 
68cms. ISC 1494.



get through.5 Once there, she found herself  alone, in a pristine wilderness 
‘where there was no sign of  Europe, no trace of  civilisation – just Africa 
lying in the sun with its stretches of  untouched land and its dark peoples 
as it has been lying, one might imagine, since the day of  creation’. Stern’s 
drawings are illustrations of  this myth rather than random observations. 
Her bather, her mother and child and her walking couple are denizens of  
this paradise, selected for their appropriateness to the Golden Age and 
described in terms of  youth, beauty, freedom – and nature. The figures’ 
social and political realities were of  no concern to the artist: untouched 
since the day of  creation, they existed outside of  history, complete in 
themselves, visible only to the brave artist whose task it was to report their 
existence to a debased and ungrateful civilisation. Integral to this imagined 
reality, Stern willed her subjects never to change, never to submit to the 
influence of  European civilisation, never, effectively, to enter history.

Obviously, this proscription could not hold. As early as 1933, Stern com-
plained in an interview that the ‘Natives [were] no longer picturesque’:6

It was a shock for me to see how the natural picturesqueness 
of  the native in his kraal had almost disappeared. Six years 
ago I saw him as a joyous, untrammelled creature, the spirit 
of  Africa at its happiest and most colourful. Today he has 
submitted to civilisation. He wears Everyman’s clothes and 
boots – the joy of  life is no longer there. He seems unhappy in 
the burden of  civilised living. To those of  us who saw beauty 
in the native in his natural state, the change is sad.

And her narrative of  the encounter changed accordingly. On 25 July 1935, 
she wrote to Richard and Freda Feldman from Durban that she was

trying to find Zulus which seems the most difficult thing out   
. . . I am trying to find out which places in Zululand would still 
be OK for primitive natives. It looks to me this is my last trip 
trying to find things that are dying out, thanks to ourselves.7

Despite these challenges, Irma Stern did succeed in making studies of  
African people, including some that she might have termed nudes, in 
Zululand and elsewhere in South-East Africa at this time. A pencil drawing 
in the Irma Stern Collection, inscribed ‘Natal 1935’, depicts two part-naked 
African women in strong outlines and modelled in bold cross-hatching 
and smudged pencil [Fig. 5: 6]. This drawing has been removed from a 
sketchbook at some point and seems to record an encounter in the field. 
But Stern’s letter to the Feldmans also states that she is going to attend 
‘a large native dance’ by which she meant a performance for tourists ar-
ranged by the Durban municipality.8 Although she realised that this was 
not ‘the real thing’, it seems that she overcame her scruples and, ironically, 
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5: 6 Two Zulu Women, dated 1935, pencil 
on paper, 24.5 x 18.5cms. ISC 788.

5: 7. Woman Bending to Pick up a Basket, s 
& d 1935, ink and wash on paper, 44 x 
34.5cms. ISC 790.



made most of  her drawings of  Zulu women on this occasion. Drawings 
in the Irma Stern Museum and elsewhere show young women in elaborate 
beadwork of  bandoliers and necklaces with so-called ‘love-letters’ that has 
unmistakable ceremonial significance and is most likely to have been ob-
served at this festival; one drawing shows a woman actually dancing [Figs 
2: 20, 21; 5: 7, 8]. Moreover, the African Composition oil painting that was for 
a short time in the collection of  the Johannesburg Art Gallery, was clearly 
composed in the artist’s studio in Cape Town late in 1935 from material 
collected on this occasion [Fig. 5: 9].9 Stern could not express visually 
her disappointment at the inexorable transformation of  southern African 
society; nor would she illustrate the dynamic social change that was taking 
place before her eyes. On the contrary, the new vigour of  these works – of  
bright colours in the painting, and strong outline and tonal modelling in 
the drawings – suggests that she clung to her mythical image of  Africa; 
and, for the most part, her buying public supported her. The South African 
Lady’s Pictorial of  December 1935 reported that these ‘black and whites 
[were] thought by many of  her admirers to be her best work’, and The Cape 
Argus reported on 7 March 1936, that her ‘native studies drew their usual 
group of  admirers, being the most popular aspect of  her work’. Her letter 
to the Feldmans, however, was correct in predicting that this would be her 
last trip to Zululand, at least for a while.

But if  Stern’s public effectively encouraged her to continue creating ide-
alised images of  African people, critics in her own circle were beginning 
to demand a more realistic view of  the subject. Thus, Isaac Schapera in 
1934, around the time he took up the Chair of  Social Anthropology at the 
University of  Cape Town, wrote:

Any attempt to ignore the presence of  the European factor 
will result in a completely distorted and erroneous picture of  
the native as he now is.10

And, closer to home, in January 1935, the Swiss-born philologist, Frederick 
Bodmer, who was a colleague of  Stern’s husband, Johannes Prinz, in the 
German Department at UCT,11 and whose portrait Stern had painted 
in 1929, published ‘The Black Man and his White Artist’ that strongly 
condemned the practice of  ‘Native Studies’.12 Bodmer identified three fal-
lacious characteristics of  White artists’ representations of  Black subjects: 
that they are ‘invariably noble and beautiful’; that they neither ‘toil nor 
spin’ – and he notes that the Native Reserves with their ‘land-scarcity, 
drought, cattle-disease, the hut- and poll-tax’ were hardly the ‘earthly 
paradise’ to sustain such leisure; and thirdly, that ‘Specimens of  Black and 
White may dangle together from one and the same picture-rail but never 
do they appear together within one and the same picture-frame’. Bodmer 
does not name Irma Stern, nor indeed any artist, in his article but, in truth, 
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5: 8. Seated Woman facing to the Right, s & 
d 1935, ink and wash on brown paper, 
40.5 x 31.5cms. ISC 768.

5: 9. African Composition, s & d 1935, 
oil on canvas, 128 x 81.5cms. Private 
Collection.



he did not need to: it would have been clear to all that, like others, ‘[S]He 
is, in fact, as much a captive of  the existing social system as the people 
upon whom [s]he is dependent for [her] bread and butter’. In this view, 
the avant-garde Modernist of  the 1922 exhibition at Ashbey’s has been 
absorbed by the White establishment.

Publicly, Irma Stern chose to ignore this criticism. Bodmer’s article is not 
in her Scrapbook but she cannot have been unaware of  it. Indeed, she 
may well have been perplexed by his arguments. In her article, ‘My Critics: 
Some Home Truths’ in The Cape Review of  3 May 1935, she notes that she 
was used to defending herself  from accusations of  ugliness, rather than 
idealisation! Moreover, she claimed that critics habitually contradict each 
other, if  not in the moment then over time. And, for the first time, she 
recorded her appreciation for the public for its continuing interest in her 
work. In fact, in her interview with The Rand Daily Mail of  14 May 1935, 
‘Irma Stern on her Work: Cape Town likes her now’, she effectively turned 
Bodmer’s critique on its head, congratulating herself  on winning over her 
Cape Town market: ‘I exhibited some things there’, she recalled, ‘which 
they yelled at before. Now they think them good’. 

But there are indications that, privately, Stern may have taken Bodmer’s 
critique to heart. In February 1935, she returned a manuscript to Richard 
Feldman, commenting that she found it very well written.13 If, as seems 
likely, this was an early version of  Feldman’s ‘Idylls of  the Black: An 
Appreciation of  the Work of  Irma Stern’, that was to be published in 
May, like Bodmer’s article, in The South African Opinion, then she clearly 
appreciated Feldman’s defence of  her work.14 Feldman wrote that ‘Irma 
Stern penetrates to the very soul of  things’:

Irma Stern paints Africa’s children as Africa created them, 
not as the stranger sees them.  Irma Stern goes to Zululand, 
to Swaziland, to Pondoland, to see the natives in their natural 
surroundings, living their own lives – grown-up children play-
ing through life, basking in the sun.

But Feldman noted that ‘Few see the native as does Irma Stern, and 
so even the friendliest of  her critics condemn it as “highly idealised”’. 
And, commenting at length on the recent painting of  an African servant, 
dressed in Western clothes, sewing a kaross, he concluded,

If  Irma Stern has hitherto given us Idylls of  the Black, we 
may hope that even greater work will emerge from her brush 
should she turn from the maidens of  Pondoland to the hard-
worked girls of  District Six of  Cape Town, from the green 
hills of  Swaziland to the Mine Dumps of  the Witwatersrand.
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Given Feldman’s long-standing advocacy of  Stern’s work, this is a sur-
prising misunderstanding of  her project – and, actually, a misguided 
appreciation of  the servant painting.15 Notwithstanding that during 
her early Expressionist years in Berlin she had depicted proletarianized 
Africans in, for example, Africans Sweeping (1918) and The Stone Breaker 
(1920), once she had created her myth of  Africa, Stern could hardly 
bring herself  to represent the changing nature of  South African society.16  
Joseph Sachs in Irma Stern and the Spirit of  Africa in 1942 claimed that ‘she 
paints the crisis in the life of  the dark races’, and reported that some 
people found her depictions of  ‘the native’ to be characterised by ‘misery 
and despair’. But Sachs maintained that ‘Her main object, however, is ever 
to portray the soul of  the native, to penetrate into his inward spirit before 
white domination has broken his pride’.17 Nevertheless, these debates, 
that were soon to attach also to photographic representations of  Black 
people, surely contributed to her decision not to work for some time in 
the Reserve areas.18 It was not just that her subjects were ‘dying out’, as 
she claimed, influential people in her circle were telling her not to create 
self-serving ‘noble and beautiful’ images of  Black South African people. 
So, to continue to discover ‘the spirit of  Africa at its happiest and most 
colourful’, she had to go further afield.19

Karel Schoeman wrote of  Irma Stern that ‘her image of  Africa was com-
posed of  memories, dreams and desires in uneven proportions, and to 
a certain extent it may be said to have developed into a private myth’.20 
But the narrative of  Stern’s early travels suggest that it was always a very 
fragile myth – at considerable personal difficulty, she discovered a pristine 
wilderness to bring back to her alienated world; but, when she returned, 
she found that ‘her’ wilderness was spoiled. In this and other ways, Irma 
Stern conforms to Donald Gordon’s idea of  the Expressionist artist as 
‘hero or victim, sometimes simultaneously’.21 Following visits to Dakar, 
in 1937 and 1938, and Zanzibar in 1939 (which do not concern us here 
because the abundance of  exotic material she found in those places did 
not include nude subjects), Stern went to the Congo for several months in 
1942. Significantly, her account of  her travels in the Congo in her book of  
the same name repeats the pattern of  her early experiences in Zululand. 
Seemingly alone, and with no indication of  transport, she journeys through 
dense forest until she reaches her new Eden:

And I am now travelling through the Congo, through miles 
of  dense forest with dry trees and grey-green foliage, so many 
hours of  it that it has a hypnotic charm. Not a living soul 
passes, just trees and trees, the great Congo forest…The 
forest is green and luscious; the forest is endless like a green 
dream of  Creation Day.22
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This landscape, like the Umgababa landscape, is ‘like prehistoric days when 
man was still in his childhood. It is here in the jungle that I meet man 
completely nude, man living in the forest, in no way divorced by clothes 
or huts from nature’. In fact, Stern had been driven by her hired chauffeur 
through clearings made by wood-choppers working for the Government 
who were, of  course, clothed. But she was determined to reach a new 
African Paradise in which humankind lived in harmony with nature as it 
had since ‘Creation Day’. At her destination would be the Watussi Queen 
whose very foot, she enthused, was ‘expressive of  a highly-bred cultured 
ancient race’.23  But when she returned to the Congo in 1946, she found ‘the 
Watussi – so far unbearable’ and the state of  her Paradise quite changed:

It is all quite a different world – as to what I had in mind from 
former time – a hard world … and joy of  torture as far as the 
European is concerned.24

Stern is referring to the appalling exploitation and cruelty of  the Belgian 
authorities in the region and the beginnings of  resistance to colonisation. 
These comments on her second visit come from her correspondence with 
the Feldmans, not from her book. But letters from the time of  her first 
visit, on the poor quality of  the food and water, and that ‘labour is very 
badly paid here’, suggest that she knew already in 1942 that conditions 
in the Congo were far from ideal.25 Irma Stern’s myth, evidently, dictated 
that her public statements, in the book, her newspaper interviews and, of  
course, in her art, had always to be enthusiastically positive.

As we have seen, Irma Stern signed the contract for her book Congo on 11 
December 1942, having returned from the country just one month before. 
This closeness in date suggests that she likely travelled in the Congo with 
the idea of  a book – which would be her first book – already in mind. This 
might explain the curious ethnographic character of  some of  her draw-
ings which is markedly absent from her South African work. Her drawing 
of  a part-naked woman arranging another woman’s hair [Fig. 5: 10], for 
example, seems to report on exotic coiffure – which subject had gained 
some notoriety through other travellers’ disapproval as an illustration of  
idleness.26 And several drawings depict stools which she herself  explained 
to her readers in the book (p. 17): ‘There are well-carved chairs, and each 
woman has her own chair which she carries with her always because it is 
dangerous to sit on the ground’ [Figs 5: 11, 12]. But Stern would not be 
constrained by any scientific framework and, in their style, these works 
also demonstrate the thrill she was eager to find in the Congo. As she 
wrote on the first page of  her book,

The Congo has always been for me the symbol of  Africa, the 
very heart of  Africa. The sound ‘Congo’ makes my blood 
dance, with the thrill of  exotic excitement. 5: 11. Seated Women with Stools, s & d 1942, 

charcoal on paper, 45 x 35.5cms. ISC 833.
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5: 10. Woman Arranging a Coiffure, s & d 
1942, charcoal on paper, 45 x 35.5cms. 
ISC 831.



5: 13. Seated Woman, Moving, s & d 1942, 
charcoal on paper, 45 x 35.5cms. ISC 842.

Like other visitors to the developing tourist economy of  the Congo, Stern 
was drawn to the spectacle of  the Watussi dances which she reproduced in 
several ecstatic drawings of  extreme summary stylization (ISC 840). And 
she sought to preserve the immediacy of  her experience even in more 
static subjects: in one of  her drawings of  a seated Mangbetu woman, she 
chose to retain both images as her subject changed positions while she was 
drawing, giving a lively impression of  movement [Fig. 5: 13]. In this spirit, 
Stern clearly looked for new graphic language to convey her response – or, 
rather, to dictate her viewers’ response – to these majestic people. Over 
and above the expressive firm but simple strokes with which she defined 
her subjects, Stern introduced into her practice the device of  rendering 
her figures very large in the format, thus causing them to appear close, 
almost uncomfortably close to the viewer. 

One drawing in this manner is reproduced on page 3 of  Congo: a woman 
with naked torso is shown balancing bananas on her head, combining the 
ideas of  fruitfulness and womanhood that obviously intrigued her over the 
years (see Ch. 7). And a similar sense of  fecundity is forced on the viewer 
in the extreme close-up and cropping of  a mother-and-child image on 
page 16 and in an independent gouache (ISC 907). Two further drawings, 
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5: 12. Seated Women, s & d 1942, pen on 
brown paper, 47 x 62.5cms. ISC 97.



that might depict the same young Mangbetu woman, one reproduced in 
Congo page 30, and the other preserved in the Irma Stern Museum [Fig. 5: 
14], render her face almost mask-like, pressed against the picture surface 
in an extraordinary assertion of  physical proximity. Stern was clearly im-
pressed by the freedom with which these young women inhabited their 
bodies, a freedom that seems to have included a sexual dimension: at one 
point in her narrative, Stern comments that the monk from a mission 
station who was showing her around was ‘somewhat embarrassed by the 
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5: 14. Woman’s Head and Torso, s & d 1942, 
charcoal on paper, 44 x 35.5cms. ISC 832.



erotic subject-matter’ of  Mangbetu art. Stern’s appreciation of  the phys-
ical power of  Mangbetu women – and, in a different way, the aristocratic 
demeanour of  Watussi women – is significant. In their very forcefulness, 
many of  her drawings anticipate the paintings of  nudes that she was to 
embark on soon after her return to her studio in Cape Town (see Chs 1 
and 2).

Irma Stern made relatively few drawings of  African people after she had 
turned to the subject of  the nude in the studio around 1943. She travelled 
little in southern Africa from this time and focussed increasingly on visits 
to Madeira, Spain and the beaches of  southern France. As noted, she 
expressed disappointment at her second trip to the Congo in 1946, and 
she found little to detain her on her third trip in 1955.27 In 1951, after 
a trip to Natal and the Transkei, she complained to The Cape Argus that 
hotel keepers in the Valley of  a Thousand Hills, in order to attract tourists, 
‘make certain by keeping natives in full regalia always on the spot, and 
where there are not authentic kraals handy, they have them built’.28 In 
1956, she described a rare visit to Swaziland as ‘a wash out’ clearly disap-
pointed at not being able to re-live her earlier experiences.29 And in 1953, 
she confided to The Cape Argus, a new sense of  unease:

Now I no longer feel at ease among primitive people. On my 
painting tour in the Transkei a few months ago I found things 
had changed since my earlier visits – perhaps the change lay 
in the natives, perhaps in myself. But the old ease of  commu-
nication had gone.30

Political developments in South Africa likely contributed to this sense of  
unease during this decade. In 1952 the African National Congress launched 
the ‘Defiance Campaign’ in response to the extension of  the Pass Laws; 
and in 1955 the National Congress of  the People adopted the ‘Freedom 
Charter’. In a letter of  16 February 1955, Stern wrote to Richard Feldman, 
seemingly in response to a now lost comment he had made about the 
element of  abstraction in her work:  

I am by no means abstract but of  course one grows up bit by 
bit and so the work changes – the lovely fairy tale outlook on 
native life – which my early work had – can hardly continue 
– when I see the most lovely people acting not like children 
but devilles incarnate to the white people up in Kyenja – Of  
course – I understand their sudden awakening and finding 
their land full of  white raced people – who have their foot 
on their necks – but still I cannot say – I am looking happy 
& peacefully into the future of  ‘our’ South Africa. We are 
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just passionately awaiting a huge blood bath. Stoking it on 
dayly – hourly – given with the left hand only taking with the 
right. Any how – I am wondering where to go.31

Feldman had likely been reacting to Stern’s new style evident in works like 
Ndebele Woman of  1955 (ISC 1934). The change was radical and difficult 
to understand but Stern herself  gave some explanation in the article, ‘My 
Aim in Art’, that she published in November 1954. She summarises her 
early search for ‘the pure and unspoiled races of  our natives’ culminating 
in her encounter with the Watussi: ‘here I had found, as I thought, the 
quintessence of  beauty’:

But it appeared to me like an iron veil – no deeper could I 
penetrate. I could only stand in awe in front of  them, myself  
a slave to their beauty. 
I wanted to be free to create. In search of  this, I found a 
new truth in the laws of  composition, the laws of  colour 
harmonizing dating back to early times, the laws of  measure-
ment which Greece and China had known but had buried 
for centuries. This was a new world for me – the relativity of  
truth – and a total new work commenced for me.32

Her inspiration was an old Arab man she had come across in Zanzibar, 
absorbed in prayer in the midst of  the chaos of  daily life. This encounter 
ignited ‘a desire to work amongst people who have a definite philosophy 
of  life’; and there followed, around 1950, a need to depict spiritual and 
religious subjects – ‘Maria’, ‘Mother and Child, ‘The Annunciation’, etc.  
The visual language that Stern elaborated to depict this new ‘worship of  
spiritual forces’ involved ‘laws of  composition, and laws of  colour harmo-
nizing’ that she clearly felt were archaic and universally true. Such works as 
the Zulu Girl (who, from her hairstyle may be identified as Cele from the 
Natal/Pondoland border region) of  1959 in the Irma Stern Museum, is 
abstract in both form and expression [Fig. 5: 15].33 Like the Ndebele Woman 
of 1955, the figure that is presented in the static posture of  full face, has 
been simplified not as a consequence of  spontaneity but, seemingly, to 
give it a sense of  sculptural stillness: internal lines and contours are thick 
and unbroken; the rendering of  skin surfaces is barely modulated; and de-
tails of  features and adornment are generalised and unspecific. The figure 
invites comparison with Stern’s sculptures of  twenty years before (see Ch. 
6). But where those succeeded in suggesting an interior emotional life, the 
presumed sacred geometry of  Stern’s late paintings of  African people, and 
others, renders them stiff  and inanimate.
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The Zulu Girl was composed in the studio soon after a rare excursion to the 
Eastern Cape and Southern Natal in 1959. It appears to have been com-
posed from a number of  drawings that are still in the Irma Stern Museum, 
for example [Figs 5: 16, 18]. A comparison between these drawings and 
the painting shows the extent of  Stern’s abstraction in the painting but 
does little to explain her purpose. Some of  this may be gleaned from her 
explanation of  the painting Intrigue, a product of  this same trip to the 
Eastern Cape, which she claimed was ‘symbolic of  the unrest I felt in the 
countryside’.34 

The drawings Stern used for the Zulu Girl, and others – of  turban-clad, 
pipe-smoking and other women characteristic of  the region – while in 
themselves somewhat simplified, share the same freshness of  observation 
of  the field notes she had made throughout her life. But a significant 

5: 15. Zulu Girl, s & d 1959, oil on canvas, 
87 x 69cms. ISC 37.

5: 16. Young Cele Woman, s & d 1959, 
pastel on paper, 48 x 32cms. ISC 1149.
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difference at this time is that she seems to have been markedly less di-
rectorial; previously, she had clearly required her models to assume, or 
hold different postures, but now she seems to have recorded them as she 
found them. In fact, the drawings suggest a certain distance, a reluctance 
to come too close or even, in their seeming rapidity of  execution, to spend 
too much time with her subjects. This apparent respect for her sitters also 
characterises Stern’s few drawings of  nudes made during this trip [Figs 5: 
17, 18]. 

In contrast to the vigour of  even her earliest drawings in Natal and 
Swaziland, an energy that was only to increase during later visits and es-
pecially during her trips to the Congo, these drawings exhibit an abstract 
quality which, in its stillness and simplification, suggests that the subjects 
are somewhat removed from life. This distance most likely reflects Stern’s 
acknowledged lack of  ‘ease’ on an earlier trip to the Transkei and, at some 
level, her fear of  the ‘huge blood bath’ cited above. But it is nonetheless 
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5: 17. Woman’s Head and Torso, s & d 
1959, red crayon on paper, 48 x 32cms. 
ISC 88.

5: 18. Woman’s Head and Torso, s & d 
1959, red crayon on paper, 42 x 31cms. 
ISC 1152.



remarkable that, having acknowledged European responsibility for ‘spoiling’ 
African culture, Stern chose to create a somewhat passive image of  Africa at a 
time when she knew that resistance was in the air. Irma Stern was clearly ‘won-
dering where to go’ in relation to her African subjects as her ‘fairy tale’ of  Africa 
gradually turned into a nightmare. The docility of  these drawings is made the 
more obvious in comparison with the extreme vitality and experimentation of  
nudes and other works of  the 1950s in various media. It is a significant irony 
that Africa, having inspired Irma Stern and a generation of  artists who embraced 
primitivism, was represented without life force at the very moment it was assert-
ing itself  politically.
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