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Nicola Brandt, born in Namibia, 
is a multimedia artist who weaves togeth-
er divergent genres including landscape, 
documentary realism, scripted and found 
stories that explore legacies of colonialism 
and potential futures. Brandt’s works are 
also characterized by their enquiry into 
memory, temporality, chance, and issues 
of representations.

On	the	rocky,	southern	coastline	
of	Namibia,	Illuminated, Unrecounted 
was	taken	at	Diaz	Point	at	sunrise,	where	
a	dilapidated	structure	is	lit	in	a	halo	of	
tangerine,	yellow,	and	red	light.	Against	
a	grey	sky,	the	building	stands	on	the	
barren,	desert	shoreline	where	once	Por-
tuguese,	and	later,	German	colonialists,	
first	set	foot.	It	is	an	image	that	recalls	the	
strange	beauty	of	a	haunted	space.	The	
remains	of	a	more	recent	past	are	embed-
ded	in	the	veneer	of	the	structure,	yet	the	
intricacies	of	a	site’s	lived	experiences	are	
hidden	and	unheard.	The	artist,	keenly	
aware	of	the	limitations	of	a	traditional	
documentary	mode,	emphasizes	the	gaps	
and	silences	in	both	the	landscapes	and	
in	her	photography	and	video	work,	which	
cannot	make	visible	the	experiences	of	
the	past.	Nevertheless,	the	viewer	can	
imagine	the	absences	of	a	time	forgot-
ten.	Not	too	far	away	from	this	stretch	of	
coastline,	a	peninsula,	infamously	known	
as	‘Shark	Island’,	German	colonial	author-
ities	used	the	land	as	a	prisoner-of-war	
camp	for	the	Herero	and	Nama	people.	
The	suffocating	silence	recalls	the	death	
of	those	unjustly	discarded.	The	juxtapo-
sition	of	the	structure	with	the	lighthouse	
against	an	otherwise	sublime	landscape	
challenges	the	viewer	to	look	underneath	
the	traumatized	surface.	

Nicola	Brandt	(b.	1983)	considers	points	
of	articulation	between	and	among	scales	
of	violence	in	landscapes	of	trauma	in	her	
home	country,	Namibia.	Her	work	exam-
ines	the	legacy	of	German	colonial	oc-
cupation	in	the	late	nineteenth	and	early	
twentieth	centuries.	Overlaying	the	stories	
of	Herero,	Nama,	and	German	Namib-
ians,	Nicola’s	images	are	iconotexts.	Her	
images	emphasize	the	need	for	intertextu-
al	and	cross-cultural	conversations	about	
the	legacies	of	colonialism	and	potential	
futures.	We	are	made	aware	of	the	ways	
in	which	the	past	continues	to	erupt	the	
present.	In	certain	instances,	Brandt’s	work	
takes	on	an	Afro-futuristic	turn.	In	some	
images,	female	figures	inhabit	mysterious,	

unsettling	landscapes	of	what	could	ap-
pear	to	be	in	some	future	time.	They	are	
left	to	roam	in	spaces,	where	abjection,	vi-
olation,	and	invisibility	seem	to	no	longer	
be	in	question,	and	yet,	the	land	appears	
haunted.	As	they	move	defiantly	through	
these	hostile	territories,	the	experience	is	
a	fragmented	one,	caught	between	trau-
matic	pasts	and	uncertain	futures.

Brandt’s	images	demonstrate	the	central-
ity	and	endurance	of	violence	in	debates	
about	power,	politics,	and	the	postcolony	
throughout	Africa.	Though	Nicola	admits	
herself	that	the	burdens	of	history	are	
not	easily	overcome,	her	images	are	an	
offering	of	reconciliation.	Her	work	is	
an	attempt	to	facilitate	critical	dialogue	
about	the	ways	in	which	suffering	is	
experienced	collectively.	As	a	Namibian	
of	German	heritage,	her	engagement	
with	the	question	of	who	constitutes	the	
‘we’	in	postcolonial	Namibia	is	an	effort	to	
acknowledge	the	contrapuntal	nature	of	
Namibian	identity.	The	histories	of	Ger-
mans,	Herero,	or	the	Nama	are	not	visu-
alized	in	terms	of	separate	development,	
but	of	entangled	co-constitution	that	be-
speaks	the	complex	nature	of	identity.	The	
willed	amnesia	of	many	in	Namibia	bear	

traces	in	the	landscapes	Nicola	captures.	

Inspired	by	the	works	of	David	Goldblatt,	
Santu	Mofokeng,	the	Black	Audio	Film	
Collective,	Arthur	Jafa,	Zarina	Bhimji,	and	
Ursula	Biemann,	among	others,	Nicola	
adds	to	the	rich	canon	of	lens-based	doc-
umentary	practices.	Her	images	are	not	
simply	produced	for	the	viewer’s	aesthetic	
pleasure;	they	make	visible	the	complex	
social	and	political	worlds	of	people,	
places,	and	things.	Nicola’s	engagement	
with	the	Namibian	landscape	is	a	way	to	
honor	alternative	stories	that	nationalist	
history	fails	to	remember.	
Her	work	takes	seriously	the	legacies	of	
trauma	and	the	demands	it	places	on	vul-
nerable	communities.	Invited	to	wear	the	
Herero	dress	by	one	of	her	interlocutors	
Uakondjisa	Kakuekuee	Mbari,	the	dress	
was	first	introduced	to	Namibia	by	Euro-
pean	missionaries	and	is	still	worn	by	Her-
ero	women	today,	particularly	on	special	
occasions.	By	acknowledging	the	asym-
metrical	relationship	between	colonized	
and	colonizer,	Nicola’s	work	attempts	to	
make	legible	gaps	in	history.	Her	current	
multiscreen	video	installation Indifference 
(2015)	continues	to	be	a	deep	meditation	
on	racial	violence	and	memory	and	will	be	

screened	at	the	MAXXI	Museum	in	Rome	
later	this	year.	Nicola’s	work	has	been	
shown	alongside	the	late	German	artist	
Christoph	Schlingensief	in	a	fringe	exhi-
bition	during	the	2015	Venice	Biennale.	
Nicola	has	exhibited	in	group	exhibitions	
in	several	countries	including	Namibia,	
Germany,	Italy,	the	United	States,	and	the	
United	Kingdom.	In	2017	she	has	her	sec-
ond	solo	show	at	the	National	Art	Gallery	
of	Namibia.	
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