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Makebal (ongoing) - are all profoundly significant in
and of themselves, it is the prism through which the
artist has seen them that is of equal interest. It forms
the meta-narrative of Allen's odyssey how the artist's
psycho-geographic separation from the source of his
subject matter leads to consideration of how much
of this work is, at its core, an investigation into the
concept of identity-formation through displacement.
Of course the concept of distance lending a clearer
perspective - the old "wood from the trees" aphorism
- is nothing revelatory After all, neither Isaac Asimov
nor Arthur C Clarke had to leave their armchairs to
travel into the furthest reaches of space Yet this
is pure fiction whereas Allen is attempting to fuse
the narrative arcs of experience, history and the
distortions lent to these by the manner in which they
are mediated Distortions such as time, distance,
cultural re-appropriation of received information and
all manner of more buried psychological tremors.
There is no shortage of South Africans living abroad
who can't wait to erase all traces of their origin
just as there are plenty who distil their heritage
into an absurdly idealised shrine bedecked with
biltong, boerewors, veldskoen and vetkoek Yet
Allen's painstaking and nuanced reconfiguration
of his identity - and that of his country's from the
perspective of the patch of the planet he currently
occupies - marks him as a far more intriguing
conundrum, the reluctant expatriate who implicitly
recognises the veracity of that line in The Cowboy
Junkies song where she sings "Escape is so simple
in a world where sunsets can be raced/ But distance
only loses the knife/ The pattern of its scars can
always be traced"
Indeed music is one of Allen's more fundamental
focal points: from his very early installations of his
own modest CD collection (the box was sealed and

contained only the covers as he couldn't bear to
part with the music), to his audio installations, to the
immensely ambitious Makeba l project, music - the
sound itself and its cultural impact - presents the
artist with an irresistible opportunity to combine
sheer appreciation with his relentless quest to
collect. Makeba l in particular is redolent with Allen's
overarching desire to reconcile his interests in
the world of the political with the language of the
aesthetic. Part of the Imaging South Africa series, it is
both a work of staggering physical accomplishment
as well as another groundbreaking foray by Allen
into his all-consuming interest in how psycho­
geographical displacement and the altered contexts
of cultural information-reception forms tantalising
new tropes of identity
The roots of the Makebal project go back to an
instance years ago when Allen discovered a 1965 LP
in a thrift store entitled An evening with Belafonte/
Makeba Reading the liner notes on the back, he
was struck by the highly political nature of the text.
Given the date of the album's pressing, Allen began
to wonder about how this record cover operated
in the dissemination of the anti-apartheid message
How did these commodities, mass-produced in North
America and Europe operate in creating awareness
about apartheid in South Africa? Thus began Allen's
epic quest to collect. document and archive Makeba's
prodigious output over three years of rigorous
sifting through internet auctions, the recordings were
collected from allover the world in formats ranging
from reel-to-reel to mp3 In the process the project
has thus far encompassed Turkey, Japan, Sweden,
Israel, New Zealand and Brazil, are all linked by a
common interest in the music of Miriam Makeba.
On one level, the project pays homage to Makeba's
prolific career; on another, it is a profound meditation
upon the role played by the means of production
and transmission of information in identity formation.
Looking back now at the long years of apartheid rule,
it's more than a little surreal to picture the chasm
of difference between how we saw ourselves in this
benighted. government-approved way and how
anyone in the rest of the world - who merely had to
buy a Makeba record - saw us in a radically different
light. One of the true strengths of Allen's work is that
it allows us to peer down a wormhole back in time
to reconcile these perspectives and develop a more
robust understanding of who we were, who we are
and who we are becoming
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Three bodies ofwork from Allen's Imaging South Africa project are on show
In Durban: Makebal is at Bank Gallery, Milrch 3 - April 16, and Stamps and
Newspapers are at Durban Art Gallery, March 8 - April 26


