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A lack of clothing among colonized individuals has connoted primitiveness and savagery since at least the seventeenth century. 
While the sculptures and the statuaries of ancient Greece that celebrated the heroic, naked male body were, and often continue 
to be, read as the pinnacle of civilized aesthetic, the unclothed African, Australian, Aboriginal, Pacific Islander signified 
rather an absence of civilization. This seeming paradox is worth our attention for what it tells us about colonial perspectives. 
The vexed and ambivalent state of nineteenth-century attitudes to the unclothed body makes the Victorian era particularly 
interesting for the study of nudity (Levine 2008, 190).

Historian Phillipa Levine espouses this notion in States of Undress: Nakedness and the Colonial Imagination, discussing the 
complex aesthetic politics surrounding the clothed and unclothed body during the nineteenth century. By pulling from multiple 
discourses within fine art, anthropology and science, Levine maintains that colonial obsessions with the African body and 
indigenous garb provoked on-going discussions about human difference, evolution, and the nature of civilization, defining each of 
her inquiries as instances or states of undress (Levine 2008, 191). 

Levine states that definitions of what qualify as clothing or the clothed from the unclothed varies from culture to culture 
and from era to era and that these clashes in values had ramifications for the colonies of the British Empire, influencing both 
cultures and traditions through missionary interventions (Levine 2008). Fine art often promoted and praised images of the 



‘European nude’ through sculpture and paintings whilst the nude body of the 
colonial other was represented through scientific photography , often in an 
inhumane manner (Morell 2005, Levine2008). Levine concludes that the naked body 
(which forms part of a theory she classifies as a state of undress) became a 
useful tool against colonial rule, citing Mohandas Gandhi’s “wearing nothing 
but a loincloth amongst colonial diplomats in Western suits” as a moving 
political display  (Levine 2008, 211). 

This intervention titled (Re) Institute is built on a growing body of work 
and theories on Performing Methods of Undress towards a Re-Imagined African 
Masculine Identity. The title was explored previously in part for an MA 
dissertation in Theatre and Performance (UCT) under the guidance of the 
Institute for Creative Arts (ICA) as a performance titled ‘Black Tie – An 
alternative Store Opening’ (2017). The performance, in collaboration with 
Godfrey De Silva, Michael, Jacobs, Sizo Mahlangu and Abdul Dube was presented 
in a traditional theatrical sense looking at how colonial scars are reopened in 
the contradictions of modern forms of black, male, masculine representations. 
The suit was deconstructed and displayed as a costume in the theatrical setting 
of the ‘fashion show’. The suit became the catalyst to illuminate the violence 
behind its perceived image of affluence and power. 

(Re) Institute is a performative intervention into how the use of drapery 
(serving as both non-functional and functional aesthetic distinctions in the 
appearance and construction of male and female garments), is also defined as 
undress. The vocation of constructing particular garments via tailoring is 
gendered, and mimics Butler’s reflections on gender as a construct. The design 
of a stiff, structured aesthetic is mostly associated with the construction of 
suits, the institutions which they represent (multi-national corporations, 
houses of parliament, the army et al.) and a type of masculine performance 
characterised as – Eurocentric, heterosexual, power-laden, at times violent, 
and often militaristic. 

In this performance intervention I explore how the performance of African 
institutionalism could alter if there was an ideological and conceptual shift 
in how suits are designed, constructed and therefore presented. I have visited 
examples in the archive of fashion design to derive this question, particularly 
Bonnie English’s Japanese Fashion Designers: The Work and Influence of Issey 
Miyake, Yojhi Yamamoto and Rei Kawakubo (2011) and their influence on Western 
clothing traditions and silhouettes in the 1980s. In order to understand the 
complexities and entanglement of the above provocations, I decided to construct 
alternative suits made with the exact same materials traditionally associated 
with suits. These alternative garments are however, non-form fitting, heavily 
draped, and worn in the everyday as acts of sartorial resistance. 
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To get a better understanding of how ‘material’ is presented on 
male bodies, and how this is ideologically charged, one would 
have to look into the history of drapery in European history. 
These ideological characteristics of the design of the modern 
suit, also influenced the amount of fabric cast away as off-
cuts.  In order to make a three-dimensional garment from a flat 
rectangular piece of fabric, one would have to cut out jigsaw-
like pattern pieces from the desired cloth (See fig. 10). If 
one had to remove those pieces, then what would remain behind 
is the negative space in between the cut-out pattern pieces. 
If it were not for these pattern pieces that contain shaping 
mechanisms to assist garments to cling to the contours of the 
body, we would have to drape the piece of cloth in its entirety 
around our bodies, tucking and tying ends where necessary, so 
that it eventually stays on the body. The way in which a kanga 
is worn, as tied over one shoulder, offers an example of this. 



Chinua Achebe makes reference to this in his book titled 
Things Fall Apart (1959):

The next day, the men returned with a pot of wine. They 
were all fully dressed as if they were going to a big 
clan meeting or to pay a visit to a neighbouring village. 
They passed their cloths under the right arm-pit, and hung 
their goatskin bags and sheathed machetes over their left 
shoulders (Achebe, 1959, 41).
 
Achebe draws us to understand that there is more than one 
aesthetic influence to male representation. The general fit 
of the garments and feeling on the body creates interesting 
bodily experiences that in some form or manner could be 

philosophically interpreted from a Western lens too. Hollander 
draws our attention to European history and art where we 
find associations to vulnerability and divinity, as well as 
victimisation if we look at undressed bodies and the use of 
drapery (1975, 158 - 159). Drapery in European art found it’s 
routes in late Roman sculpture ironically around the very 
same body which would eventually influence the tailored suit 
(Hollander 1975, 2). It is through the arts, where it is 
suggested that drapery or voluminous clothing came to represent 
the religious and mythical divinity, which also played an 
inspirational role in Neo-Classical ideology (Hollander 1975, 
2; Berger 1972).



 Bel inda Tamukede
Events Assistant, Zeits MOCAA

Japanese designer Miyake describes the ancient Japanese 
concept, Má, which he claims “is the central concept of 
space between the body and the cloth” (English 2011, 
Nii 2005). The concept of Má derives its technique and 
influence from sixteenth century Chinese art, where 
much greater compositional emphasis was placed on 
negative spaces and the implied beauty of the natural 
world (English 2011, Yoshida et al. 1980, 17-18). In 
a seemingly subversive or disruptive approach, Miyake 
translates this ethos into clothing, introducing 
concepts such as A Piece of Cloth (A-POC), which is 
achieved through creating a garment from one piece of 
minimally cut fabric that creates an interesting Má or 
space between the body and cloth (Nii 2005). Because 
each person’s figure is different, the Má is unique in 
each instance, creating an individual form (Nii 2005). 



Whilst the suit is usually created for one person 
and tailored to their specific body type, the 
concept of Má allows for a democratization of 
dress, where one fit applies to many body types 
that can be worn in many different ways. This 
concept also speaks to the ‘undress’ that Sénghor 
advocates , namely drapery and flexibility, here 
translated into political freedom and a break from 
ideas of hierarchy (See fig. 11). Performative 
acts of undress, in these ways explored as either 
fashionable, political or religious, are both defiant 
and symbolic. American historian Anne Hollander 
suggests that the more significant clothing is, the 
more meaning is attached to its absence and the more 
aware we become of the generated relations between 
the two states (Hollander 1972).
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Absence can also be observed around the body’s memory. For instance, it is the notions we 
take for granted, of symmetry, comfort, confidence and safety that could be translated as 
conservative or rather, safe. For many these characteristics stabilise the definitions of 

masculinity, as Hollander points out,

In general, men of all ages do not want to give up the habit of fixing on a suitable self-
image and then carefully tending it, instead of taking up all the new options. [...] 

the fear of the wrong associations was the strongest male emotion about clothes, not the 
smallest part being fear of association with the wrong sex (Anne Hollander 2015, 5).

Hollander highlights the difficulties in removing or ‘undressing’ the suit and its masculine 
underpinnings. This could be translated into a sort of Stockholm syndrome  which becomes 

an impediment to the dream of reform and decoloniality. In other words, even if the 
African continent is theoretically free from colonial rule, African forms of masculine 

representation, on current observations, are even more deeply shackled to the Eurocentric 
idea of masculinity than originally thought (Butler 1988, 530). The reluctance to change 
highlights the conditioned and continued stereotypes that need to be challenged. This 
construction furthermore lends itself to how one perceives another, and how one is 

perceived in turn. Said gives us an insight into this understanding via the construct of 
cultural imperialism. 
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