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THE  HEALERS
Reb i r t h  –  Hea l i n g  –  R i t u a l  –  T r a nce  –  Dea t h  
Background
As the worldʼs attention focuses on Africa in 2005 in an international effort to accelerate progress for the 
continent, the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine (LSHTM) is joining in the initiative by 
celebrating its rich and diverse cultural heritage through a series of art events. Providing an unusual 
venue within the Africa 2005 season (www.bbc.co.uk/africa05), the renowned research-led postgraduate 
medical school specialising in international public health and tropical medicine is hosting a season of arts
 events. The Healers Season reflects on and respond to the scientific and sociological work of the School
 to forge new perspectives on healing and medicine in Africa.

Exhibition & Artists in Residence
Originally conceived by LSHTM staff, The Healers  season begins with an exhibition that evolved in 
dialogue with Nana Oforiata Ayim, who selected the artists for the show. The exhibition is a prestigious 
one for the School since it includes two world premiers (works by Mthethwa and Rose) and profiles six 
contemporary African artists whose acknowledged reputations have led them to be shown around the
world at major international exhibitions including the Venice Biennials. The Healers includes video work, 
paintings and photography that provide other facets of the work of the artists who all appear in the 
acclaimed Africa Remix exhibition at the Hayward Gallery.

We take visitors on a journey beginning with death and rebirth (Loulou Cherinet); then on to look at a 
traditional use of art for healing (Gera), representations of an African cosmology that encompasses life, 
wellbeing and healing (Cyprien Tokoudagba); depictions of those who administer indigenous healing 
and their – often contested – place in urban society (Zwelethu Mthethwa); on to the transcending nature 
of ritual and trance (Tracey Rose), coming back full cycle to death and legacy (Abdoulaye Konate). 

Two artists-in-residence, Tracey Rose and Abdoulaye Konate, , will explore the work of the school through 
interaction with the Schoolʼs staff and students to explore issues of health and healing. Rose completed a 
new video work exploring religion and spiritual wellbeing which was premiered at the Exhibition Opening 
Night. Konateʼs residency work will be unveiled at the Festival.

Festival
The Healers Season culminates in a two-day festival organized by cultural consultants Dudu Sarr and 
Sarah Castle. The symposium will bring together academics and artists in a reciprocal exchange and 
mutual learning. The presentations will challenge conventional public health specialists' approaches to art 
and also artists' perspectives on science. Academics will comment on culture as a means to facilitating 
and impeding improvements to health in Africa. Artistic presentations (including film, live music from the 
Gnawa and Ndepp traditions of Africa, and other creative performance) will explore cultural expressions of 
the body and images of disease together with physical and spiritual well-being. Exchange and dialogue 
between artists, musicians, craftsmen and researchers will catalyse new and dynamic perspectives and po-
tentials for collaboration between the medical profession and artists both in Africa and within the diaspora. 

The School has developed an exhibitions and commissions programme over the last 5 years, seeking to 
create opportunities for artists to respond to and engage with specific aspects of research currently taking 
place at the School.  These included many new works tailor-made to the unusual curatorial spaces in the 
School's art deco building. Past exhibitions have included "Smog", "Hygiene" and "Foreign Bodies" 
organised in collaboration with Central Saint Martins College of Art & Design. Site specific commissions at 
the school are works by Susan Brind, Martina Kramer, Richard Layzell, Julian Walker, Gary Perkins and 
Grenville Davey.



THE  HEALERS
Ent r ance  Ha l l :  
B l e ed i n g  Men  -  v i d e o  l o op  o n  p l a sma  s c r e en  
LOULOU CHERINET
Ethiopia/Sweden, b.1970

Born of an Ethiopian father and Swedish mother, Loulou Cherinet worked at the Goteborg 
Konstmuseum in Sweden before dedicating herself to painting for two years in Indonesia. 
In 1996, she enrolled at the University School of Fine Arts and Design in Addis Ababa later 
returning to Sweden to study at the art academy. She maintains a vibrant engagement with the 
world through her work, constantly discovering fresh views onto it. One of an emerging 
generation of young, women, African artists, Cherinet works primarily with the video medium. 
She has taken part in exhibitions internationally, including the Sydney Biennale and the 4th 
Rencontres de la Photographie Africaine in Bamako. 

The work featured in the show ʻBleeding Men  ̓was shown in the original Africa Remix Exhibition in 
Dusseldorf in 2004. Shot in Alexsandria, it explores the fundamental notions of death and rebirth. 
We view men bleeding to death in a white room, their dark human blood starkly contrasting with 
the whiteness of their clothes and surrounds. When they eventually rise they have become new 
beings, shrouded in virgin white but stained with the blood of experience, to begin a new life with 
a new wisdom. Community and individuality are here too: an individualʼs vision – or ʻmadness  ̓– 
is sanctified by the inclusion of others. To the viewer, the blood may raise a host of associations 
from the terror of violence in a world of conflict, to the terror of AIDS – spread through blood. Yet 
from the draining of the life-liquid can come new beginnings … this is the ultimate role of the 
healers explored on the other works in the exhibition. 

Lou lou Cher inet



THE  HEALERS
Basemen t

F o u r  p ho t o g r aph s  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  h ea l e r s  i n  J o hanne sbu r g  ( 2004 /5 )
ZWELETHU MTHETHWA
South Africa, b. 1960

Zwelethu Mthethwa began his studies with an interest in medicine but turned to art when his 
unmistakable talent became evident. He has trained in South Africa and the US, collecting a 
string of awards, and has exhibited around the world and will be shown at the Venice Biennale 
later this year. 

Mthethwa started using paint and has more recently moved into the photographic medium. His 
work blends African and Western cultures, exploring issues of marriage, ageing, initiation and 
dowry practice. 

The photographs displayed in the exhibition are being shown for the first time and echo 
Zwelethuʼs early interests in the healing profession. His photographic works are largely concerned 
with people in South Africa who immigrated into urban centres in the 1980s. For this exhibition he 
has photographed traditional healers with the tools of their trade in urban settings in Durban and 
Johannesburg. The Sangoma are healers originally from the Ngumi-speaking peoples of Southern 
Africa. Clients consult the Sangoma for physical, psychological and social complaints. Their 
treatment is a combination of herbs and divination. The photographs challenge the viewer to 
consider the juxtaposition of rural and urban, traditional and modern. 
 

Zwelethu Mthethwa



THE  HEALERS
Fi r s t  F l o o r

T h r e e  Voudou  pa i n t i n g s  
CYPRIEN TOKOUDAGBA
Benin, b. 1939

Cyprien Tokoudagbaʼs work was originally for commissions received from urban and rural 
community leaders to restore and decorate Voudou Temples to honour their deities. It was not 
until after his inclusion in the Paris exhibition 'Magiciens de la Terre' in 1989, that he began to 
paint on canvas. 

His work is strongly associated with the social and religious history of Aborney, the former capital
of the kingdom of Fon, now Southern Benin. His themes are largely derived from the Vodun 
(gods) of the Fon Voudou Pantheon and mythology. The presence of the Vodun is manifest in 
spirit possession, in the form of ritualized trance. 

The three paintings included in the show are on loan from the October Gallery. They explore a 
religious cosmology that defines life and life-events including pro-creation and ritual healing. 
In a holistic approach to healing, Voudou medicine uses herbs with the idea of establishing and 
maintaining equilibrium between human vital energy, family/community obligations and the 
spiritual world. Tokoudagbaʼs striking work is far more than mere decoration: it carries a powerful 
symbolism that has been described as ʻideogramsʼ. In paintings made for the Vodou rituals each 
element that goes into them must be seen as a ʻforce-sign  ̓symbolic of a god. Each force-sign – 
or ʻideogram  ̓– indicates a particular quality, such as sexuality, and also designates the 
conjunction of the physical and spiritual power.

The rainbow serpent, pictured in one of the paintings on show (and above), is an incarnation of 
the Vodun god Da whose body encompasses the earth – physical and spiritual – and whose 
colours each speak of a sexual meaning; for example red is the male pole, blue the female.

Cypr ien Tokoudagba



THE  HEALERS
Fi r s t  F l o o r  ( g l a s s  d i s p l a y  ca se  t h r o ugh  doo r s  o n  l e f t )  &  Ha l f  L a nd i n g  b e tween  f i r s t  a nd  s e cond  f l o o r s

Ta l i smans :  e a r l y  manusc r i p t s  a nd  l a t e r  pa i n t i n g s  ( 1 988 )
GERA
Ethiopia, b. 1941 d. 2000

Gera is perhaps, the artist who embodies the spirit of this exhibition most completely since he was 
a traditional Ethiopian doctor who used a medicine based on the ancient idea of talismanic charms 
that held healing powers. Gera made talismanic paintings that he used to heal the patients who 
consulted him. The paintings or drawings are made according to different rules inherited from the 
traditional knowledge and connected with the Old Testament (in the Coptic tradition of ancient 
Ethiopia). Each healer uses them with a personal input and style. According to the diseases or 
disorders described by the patient, they make a disease- and person-specific drawing that is 
supposed to help the patient to bring order again to physical and spiritual afflictions.

Geraʼs paintings have extraordinary colour and density. The works in this exhibition illustrate his 
progression over the past 30 years. All paintings exhibited have been generously loaned by 
Jacques Mercier, a former professor at the Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique in Paris 
who can be credited with having discovered Geraʼs talent in the 1970s. Jacques Mercier recognized 
the artistic value of Geraʼs talismanic drawings and as a result of the encounter, Gera decided to 
become an artist as well as a healer. Since then his work has been shown worldwide including at 
the Biennale in Lyon, the Museum for African Art in 
New York and the Musee National des Art d'Afrique et 
d'Oceanie in Paris. 

Jacques Mercier says of Geraʼs talismanic art:
‘The Ethiopian religious authorities always looked at medi-
cine with suspicion, accusing it of being mistrustful of God. 
Gera nonetheless practiced it, more or less in secret, apart 
from his religious studies. He communicated with the spirits; 
he treated the sick with plants, prayers and talismans. He 
learnt from a monk that the talismanic art is a secret from 
Heaven, revealed by angels and demons to a few ‘sages’: 
Enoch, Solomon, or again Alexander the Great. The proto-
type of the talismans is the seal of God the Father. As a form 
of writing before the invention of writing as such, they are the 
origin, no longer understood, of all known forms of writing. 
The Ethiopian talismanic art reveals a body of ‘wisdom’ 
which, historically, draws on the same sources as the Jewish 
Cabbala and Arabic Alchemy. (…) It owes its extraordinary 
development to the local cultural context, in which the image 
has become emancipated from the Christian dialectic, and 
where possession is a favoured interpretation of sickness. 
Talismans are not illustrations of prayer, but act by themsel-
ves on the spirit through the eyes of the possessed person.’

Cited by Jean-Hubert Martin (2002) in the Exhibition Guide 'Art that Heals', Apexart Gallery, New York City.'

Gera



THE  HEALERS
Second  F l o o r

Wa i t i n g  f o r  God  ( 2005 ) :  V i d eo  l o op
TRACEY ROSE
South Africa, b. 1974

Tracey Rose completed her studies in fine art at Witwatersrand, Johannesburg in 1996. In much of 
her work, she investigates questions of gender, sexuality and race, reflecting on the rapidly 
evolving society in South Africa and beyond.  Like Cherinet, Rose explores the body as a locus of 
artistic representation and of gendered constructions of identity, often through the visual motifs of 
her own body. Rose is of mixed race, exposed to different sets of culturally conditioned gender 
and racial identities which are defiantly explored through the vulnerability of her own body.
Tracey has presented performances at the 2nd Johannesburg Biennale, the 49th Biennale in Venice. 

The video work on show here is something of a departure from Roseʼs previous work. Completed 
during Roseʼs residency at the LSHTM, the video reflects on different traditions of religion as 
mediums of spiritual – and often physical – healing. The piece is characteristically political as well 
as contemplative.

The video ʻWaiting for God  ̓was shot on the Mount of Olives, a place sacred to Jews, Christians 
and Muslims. The viewer watches a character climb up the hill and sit, waiting between the domes 
of a Christian church and a Mosque, at one point taking on the form of a third pillar or dome. This 
meditative piece containing references from Beckett to Sunra, is particularly poignant when the 
sound of the prayers of the mosque is succeeded by the chimes of the church. 

A second work, also completed during the residency, was shown for the Opening Night. The video 
is called ʻSan Pedro IV – The Hope I Hopeʼ.  The character San Pedro has made appearances in 
Roseʼs previous work. In trademark fishnet tights, tiara and pink skin, she makes allusions to 
St. Peter, ʻideals  ̓of beauty and masquerade. San Pedro is seen playing the Haticva, the Israeli 
national anthem, against the backdrop of the wall dividing Israel and Palestine – the ʻApartheid 
Wallʼ.  This wall can be seen to present a form of political hygiene; a symbolic barrier to chaos, to 
the pollution of the one side by another.
 

Tracey Rose



THE  HEALERS
Th i r d  F l o o r  
Wa l l  h a ng i n g  a nd  c he s t .
ABDOULAYE KONATE
Mali, b. 1953

Abdoulaye Konate studied painting at the 
Institut National des Arts in Bamako and 
completed his education at the Instituto 
Seperior de Arte in Havanna, Cuba. He worked 
as a graphic designer at the Musee National in 
Bamako and in 1998, he was appointed 
Director of the Palais de la Culture. He was also 
Director of the 'Rencontres de la Photographie 
Africaine' in Bamako. He has received several 
awards and his works are to be found in many 
private and public collections. In 2002, 
he received the Chevalier d'Ordre National du 
Mali and Chevalier de l'Ordre des Arts et des 
Lettres de France. 

Konate started as a painter but later combined 
these skills with installation work, moving from 
individual to collective agency, powerfully 
commentating on political and environmental 
affairs. In the 1990s he took up one great 
scourge of West Africa – the encroachment of 
the Sahel. Ten years on his work depicts 
another: AIDS. His questioning of the political, 
social and economic scene of contemporary 
Mali is now a discourse on how AIDS affects all these aspects of life.

The work showing in the exhibition is on loan from the Revue Noir whose Director, Simon Njami, 
curated the original Africa Remix exhibition where this work first appeared. Inspired by a form of 
womenʼs weaving in Mali, it deals with issues of HIV/AIDS. The four-metre high wall-hanging 
represents a larger than life painting of a man walking away from the viewer – and life – leaving 
behind him a ʻmemory box  ̓containing various paraphernalia of life which represent a kind of 
legacy. This memory box is reminiscent of the ancestral boxes historically used in many parts of 
Africa. Today, memory boxes are created by parents who are HIV+ as a legacy, a means of passing 
down history to those they leave behind.

Abdoulaye Konate
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For further information on the Festival contact Dudu Sarr and Sarah Castle at:
sarrcastle@yahoo.com 

For further information on the Africa 2005 Season visit the BBC website:
http://www.bbc.co.uk/Africa05 

For information on forthcoming events see the LSHTM website:
http://www.lshtm.ac.uk/art/africa2005/ 


