
 

Private Domain 155 They've always been there. Yinka Shonibare (1962 London-

British  Nigerian artist) 

 

A disabled artist who has freed himself and, flying above the colonial landscape 

of yesteryear, transforms painful events into chic works of art.  

                                                                                                                             

Yinka is not the first artist and his life story is very rewarding. He is a British-Nigerian 

artist born in London but moved to Lagos in Nigeria at the age of 3. At the age of 18 he 

gets a virus in his spinal cord, which initially paralyzes him completely, but luckily 

afterwards unilaterally. In the 1980s he returned to London and attended the Byam Shaw 

School (1984-1989) and the famous Goldsmiths College (1989-1991) 

 

   
 

As an African artist he is challenged by one of his teachers to deal with his African roots. 

From that moment on, Shonibare put the concept of "authenticity" at the center of his 

life. 

During his studies he became aware of the complex relationship between the Western 

and the African world. Yinka is concerned with the consequences of the conquest, 

exploitation, destruction of the individuality - authenticity of black population groups and 

how to shape this without falling into the trap of frustration. Yinka starts browsing art 

books and is mainly designed by female artists such as Barbara Kruger (1945), Nancy 

Spero (1926) and Janny Holzer (1950). It was not always automatic that women can 

make "art". So there is a parallel with the black artist who, after all, could not make art 

either. See how even Thierry Baudet thinks about the intelligence of black people today. 

Yinka is interested in artists who look critically at the world. 

 

 Jenny Holzer       Nancy Spero 
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Victorian Era                                                                                                            

Shonibare revives the Victorian British Kingdom (1837-1901) by connecting the use of 

Victorian clothing with the Vlisco fabrics. He is referring to British colonialism that was at 

its peak during that period, while at the end of that period the Vlisco fabrics became 

popular in Africa, the standard forms of the wealthy in Africa. 

Dandy OSCAR WILDE                                                                                                

Shonibare mainly identifies with the famous writer and gay man Oscar Wilde (1826-

1896). Wilde pays a lot of attention to his appearance, clothing and has an affected way 

of speaking. Oscar lives in the Victorian era, likes to be part of the establishment but at 

the same time it is ironic. Wilde is a self-assured figure and opposes mediocrity and 

uniformity. You could see Wilde as a Pim Fortuyn. Dandies often manage to attract a 

large audience. Shonibare sees himself as a dandy figure, who, like Oscar Wilde of Irish 

descent, is not an Englishman, but uses that style himself. 

Dutch Wax 

In 1989, more or less by accident, Shonibare discovered a batik fabric booth at a street 

market in Brixton. These batik fabrics are actually of Indonesian origin, but were 

produced in the 19th century by, among others, the Dutch company Vlisco (Vlis & Co) as 

the "Dutch wax". Vlisco was founded in 1846 by Pieter Fentener van Vlissingen from 

Helmond.                                                                                                                  

In Africa, these substances become a culture as a sign of prosperity and self-awareness. 

The African women make their own outfit from the fabrics, sometimes up to 5 meters 

long, by cutting it into three parts such as a skirt, a top and a headscarf or baby wrap. 

The designs tell stories about the training followed, knowledge, but also as a warning to 

the man. A design with birds flying out of a cage wants to warn the man in case he 

cheats: 'Watch out, if you drive a skate skate I will also fly out of my cage.' 'Si tu sors, je 

sors'' You leave I leave '. This design has been especially popular in Togo since 1983. In 

the 1990s, the design was removed from the file, but reinstated in 2007. 

 

 Dessin Noud Jeurgens 1983 voor Vlisco 
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Yinka Shonibare "paints" with fabrics from "Vlisco" from Helmond.                                     

In the late 1960s a number of artists banned painting, it is seen as an old and rotten 

medium. Photography, installations and performance, the more conceptual art, are the 

new media with which artists want to express themselves. Much later, in the 1980s when 

painting flourished again, Yinka Shonibare realized during his academic years that he did 

not have to paint to become an artist - painting is so historically charged and also a sign 

of white male dominance. 

Yinka Shonibare's work is characterized by a critical attitude towards 

oppression, the colonial past, climate change, xenophobia, the refugee problem 

and love. Inka is regularly inspired by artists from the past such as Lucas 

Cranach, Jheronimus Bosch, Honoré Fragonard or Eugène Delacroix. 

Revolution Kids (Fox) (2012)    

                                              
Dessin Teun van de Wittenboer Vlisco ‘Silent Empire’ trouser and tie for Revolution (Calf) Yinka Shonibare Right 

collection museum Beelden aan Zee (www. 

 

The Arab Spring with the aim of overthrowing the dictators, who themselves became 

rulers after the colonial rule, but also the "London Riots" with young people rebelling 

against the violent death of "Mark Duggan" by the London police. 

Expensive Victorian attire, a fox head (a fox stands for deceiving) and a golden pistol (a 

replica of a golden pistol found on the body of Muammar Gaddafi). Yinka also uses the 

head of a calf that represents youthful hubris, rashness and immaturity. 

The history is manifold for Yinka Shonibare. Good and evil alternate. 
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VICTORIAN CLOTHES 

The Victorian dress has a feminine accent, the silhouette in the shape of an hourglass 

where a corset became a necessity, a thin, tight waist and wide skirts. To balance the 

upper part with the lower half, soft voluminous sleeves and stand-up collar are used. 

Heavy and massive expensive fabrics are used with many details such as bows and lace 

collar.  

                                                                                                                                 
Queen Victoria  - Victorian clothes       

VERSATILE ARTIST                                                                                                           

Yinka Shonibare is a painter, sculptor, photographer, collage maker, draftsman and 

installation maker, always using FABRICS VAN VLISCO from Helmond. Shonibare carries 

out its work with a team of specialists. His works share a range of human empathy. 

Books, heads and heads, astronauts and foreign beings are all covered in Victorian 

fabrics. Critical empathy, irony and a sense of humor go hand in hand with lavishness, 

pomp and circumstance and a certain decadence that can proliferate everywhere.           

I personally experience a detachment in his work, perhaps that is precisely the 

decadence, his works display an inaccessibility, are introverted, they are not outbursts of 

pent-up anger. His artworks are bursting with beauty, frozen beauty, as if all the evil 

done to the black people didn't hurt Yinka, he's way above it. Yes, he is a wise owl. 

 

September 25, 2010 Shonibare manages to capture the British Empire power (past glory) 

in a transparent bottle with a stopper. Horatio Nelson, on October 25, 1805, managed to 

defeat Napoleon's French Empire with his flagship "HMS Victory" who co-operated with 

the Spaniards at Cape Trafalgar (Spain northwest of Gibraltar), thereby securing control 

of the waves for the British. This created the British Empire that included India, Canada, 

Hong Kong and Singapore. 
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The statue has temporarily stood opposite the Nelson Column in Trafalgar Square and 

now stands in Greenwich Park in front of the National Maritime Museum. The entire ship 

is constructed with a mixture of diverse materials and decorated by Vlisco design fabrics 

and expresses colonialism, industrialization, emigration, cultural appropriation and the 

power of the British Empire. 

Yinka Shonibare receives the title of MBA (RA)                                                      

Already in 2001 Yinka participated in the Venice Biennale In 2004 he was nominated for 

the prestigious Turner Price and in 2005 he received the honorary title 'Member of the 

Most Excellent Order of the British Empire '(MBE). 

I looked it up once, but I cannot find any artist with this title who is so emphatically 

advertised with it. However, from the background of black artists, I can imagine this of 

this artist. 

In 2013 Shonibare is awarded the title RA - Royal Academician. 

The important poet, art historian and art organizer "Okwie Enwezar" (1963-2019), last 

director of the famous and infamous Haus der Kunst in Berlin, organizer of Documenta 

11 in Kassel from 1988-2002, included Yinka Shonibare in this exhibition. The Haus der 

Kunst was the first major Nazi architecture museum to open on July 18, 1937, and was a 

propaganda for what the Nazis considered important German art. (see, among others, Pr. Do. 

122) 

The long list of impressive exhibitions that Yinka gets to this day is impressive 

(www.yinkashonibare.com) 

In 2004, Jaap Guldemond and Gabriele Mackert were the first Dutch museum to 

organize the Yinka Shonibare 'Double Dutch' exhibition for Museum Boymans. 
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The Swing after Jean Honoré Fragonard (1732-1806)    The swing Fragonard 1767-1768 

Yinka's beautiful sculpture / installation was on display in the Boymans Museum. Inspired 

by Honoré Fragonard, the work displays the same refinement, sensitivity, atmosphere, 

elegance and evokes a romantic desire. Boymans should have bought this swing. 

You could also see "The Swing" - as the spirit of the times that reflects the unruliness 

of life, we go up and down, forward up and back down to make another attempt. A snag 

lurks in the bushes of life.                                                                                                           

A man in the undergrowth peers at the swinging skirts of this beauty. May be a modern 

version of the Book of Daniel from the Hebrew Bible. Two lawless judges, sick with 

longing, lie in wait for the chaste Susanna and make dishonorable proposals to her under 

pain of death. Susanna is sentenced to death but Daniel refutes the story and the judges 

are sentenced to death. In the end, the lie never wins. 

Yinka Shonibare always knows how to reflect in a refined way, dazzling in splendor, what 

was wrong with colonialism. 

 

Men and women without heads.                                                                          

Men and women in beautiful Victorian Vlisco cloth suits, none of them have a head. They 

not only lost their heads but also their hearts in the colonial era. Wealth for the colonizer 

and exploitation of the black population. Everything looks perfect on the outside, but we 

Westerners did not want to see what we were doing. Without a head there is no identity.  

A good example of this is shown in the LAM. LAM - LISSER ART MUSEUM at 

Keukenhof Estate, van VANDEN BROEK FOUNDATION - Van Jan van den Broek 

supermarket entrepreneur, where all artworks are related to food, such as "The Last 

Supper" by Yinka Shonibare.  
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Museum The Hague, Museum Beelden aan Zee, Museum Helmond and the LAM museum 

in Lisse are museums in the Netherlands that own an important work of art by Yinka 

Shonibare. 

Museum Helmond                                                                                                        

From September 22 to February 12, 2017, a large solo exhibition by Yinka Shonibare 

took place in the Boscotondohal of Museum Helmond. 

Vlisco has been in Helmond since 1846 and is celebrating its 170th anniversary. All 

reasons to invite Yinka Shonibare. An overwhelming exhibition that also demonstrates 

the enormous growing self-awareness of a city, where Jan Bongaarts and the 

undersigned spent many years making that consciousness shine. It proves once again 

where there is a will, possibilities are found and implemented. 

"Cannonball Heaven" from 2011 will be purchased for 150.00 euros, of which the 

Mondriaan Fund has 50,000 euros, Friends of the Museum 50,000 and the municipal 

museum itself 50,000 euros.                                                                                                                                        
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Cannon Heaven 2011 Museum Helmond 2016 

Helmond has a castle, cannons belong to a castle, Helmond has Vlisco, so for that reason 

alone it is clear that this work should be in Museum Helmond's collection. 

The cannon bullets may have caused deaths in the past, these Cannon Heaven bullets 

are completely harmless. Men without heads, who do not think and do not let their 

feelings speak, perform a phantom, the bullets have become harmless, they are made of 

Vlisco fabrics and even plop down like decorated turd. 

Cannon Heaven refers to Helmond history, but especially to the power of the British 

Empire. In fact, wars don't make any sense, history is outdated. Someday it will get 

better. One day paradise will be reclaimed, one day everything will shine.                  

Paradise Beyound ! 

 Adam and Eve 2013                                                               
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I think Shonibare also makes fun of himself when he makes a sculpture in which he plays 

a part in a world that has so many faces and where the relationship between history and 

your personal role is very complicated. Whether we like it or not, we are all fortunes, 

carrying the burdens and guilt of the past. 

 Yinka 

Shonibare’s world - Kufa Makwavara, Robert Mugabe ‘Kiss the Ring’- Simphiwe Ndzube, The Spirit of People 

 

After the expulsion of the whites from South Africa, black leaders also become dictators 

such as Kufa Makwavara (Zimbabwe - formerly Southern Rhodesia) Robert Mugabe 

(1924-2017). (See Pr.Do. 152. p. 6 ff.) 

The big differences between Yinka Shonibare and Simphiwe Ndzube. 

Yinka Shonibare knows how to depict with humor painful histories of the past and 

present on a chic material from Vlisco, elaborated with the utmost refinement, that it 

takes no effort to find a place in every house. 

Simphiwe Ndzube (1990), born 28 years later than Yinka (1962), you would say has 

many more mental problems with his history. He paints an insane world that goes far 

beyond the label of magical realism that is forced upon him. His work is raw and bulges 

like a runaway volcano from his subconscious. (Pr. Do. 154) 

Yet Simphiwe is inspired by Shonibare's work. He also paints headless people and uses 

the umbrella, for example, as protection and as a wind catcher. 

 Simphiwe Ndzube, In Search of the Sacred Stone 2018  Yinka 

Shonibare, Air Kid, 2020                                                  

I received a letter from the artist David Lindberg, who lived in the Netherlands 

for many years and moved back to America last year.  

Yes, your Pr. Do's are well appreciated here.  Thank you for sharing them.  I enjoyed the 

last one, 154...these artworks are heavy--but beautiful! 

Yes, what is beauty, what is truth and what is a lie, in our time 

everything is mixed up like a mishmash. 
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