
“About time 
you get out of 
a     computer and 
paint” said one   par-
ticipant turning to the 
other. The Art Slam is a 
celebration of 2D 
illustration disguised as a 
competition between 
interdisciplinary artists. Yes, disguised 
because if it were merely a competition then 
one will be bogged down by a genre and a jury 
sans the celebration for all. This article addresses 
the Art Slam as an event in general, looks at it as 
part of value addition within the local creative 
economy, and invites reflection upon how 
supporting future Art Slam events may appear. 
The inaugural Art Slam was hosted at Morija Art 
Centre on 3 August 2019. Three artists based in 
Maseru and three in Morija participated in the 
theme based Art Slam. Artist, as a word, can 
be a cliche with multiple meanings including a 
somewhat creative career  which is not quite 
clear to families so let us put names and clarity 
through their biographies.

TeReo, Nthabiseng Mohanela, is an all round 
artist and craftsman who explores a range of 
materials including found objects, then develop 
them into functional and aesthetically pleasing 
works. “What draws me to the arts is the ability 
to transform every situation, and problem solv-
ing through peaceful and creative ways. It’s a 
way of life” says TeReo. Being a professional artist 
in Lesotho, for TeReo, is fraught with many chal-
lenges associated with an industry that is still in 
its formative stages. These include the dilemma 
of little to no recognition, challenges in being a 
viable and sustainable income generation that 
families and or individuals can rely on. TeReo’s 
first paying creative gig was as a hairstylist back 

in high school.
Patrick Rorke is an 
animator whose      

artistic career is a 
gradual but relentless 

stripping away of 
anything superfluous. The 

feel and textures of mate-
rials used in art marking is a 

constant draw to the arts for 
Patrick. He describes Lesotho as a 

great place to be an artist, as long as one is pre-
pared to teach and interact. Patrick sold his first 
artwork, a landscape oil on wood, to his broth-
er-in-law marking his    career as a professional 
artist.
Doops, Molupe Mots’oehli, is a steadily devel-
oping digital illustrator drawn to professional arts 
by the lack of it within the Lesotho context. “I 
want to be part of the people who contribute 
towards the growth of the professional Lesotho 
arts industry”, say Doops. Doops describes a                       
professional career in the Lesotho arts industries 
as fascinating and challenging. The challenging 
part is intricately connected to lack of audience 
development making this first Art Slam a huge 
contribution to the local arts ecosystem. Doops 
first got paid for a musician’s artwork design in 
2013, one year after starting his digital illustration 
career. 
Jennie Kay, a female painter and illustrator, born 
Keneunoe Nkuebe started drawing as a child 
before formal training. It is important to 
mention Jennie’s sex because as a female artist, 
she sees her practice as inspiring other talented 
and skilled females to take up professional 
careers in the arts.  On what it is like being an 
artist in Lesotho, Jennie says “I sometimes feel like 
a lot of people don’t realise or notice how real 
art is... the Art Slam motivates artists and helps 
them be recognised”. Her first selling artworks, 
two photorealism portraits in coloured pencils, 
where in 2017.
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Mdali, Dalitso Kagwa, 
is a fashion designer who    
acknowledges that his talents 
naturally place his career within the 
arts, “I like it because I understand it better 
than written words” says Mdali. Mdali describes 
being an artist in Lesotho as an extreme sport 
based on the lack of greater appreciation of the 
art by society at large yet talent and joy make 
one soldier on. This is not to say the society lacks 
arts appreciation, but their attitude is based on 
observing an environment where there are little 
to no rewards in arts-culture careers. Mdali adds 
that the local audience would rather spend on 
motor cars than arts-culture because the       com-
plex context results in less value being placed on 
artistic works. Over five years ago is when Mdali 
was first paid for a bucket hat he designed and 
made for a client.
Karabo Mohapeloa is a sculptor best known for 
his wire sculptures made from reused wires.

These succinct biographies bring clarity to the 
diverse practice and backgrounds of the six 
participating artists. It is this diversity that makes 
Art Slam more of a celebration than a contest. 
Art Slam proved to be a draw card of a diverse 
audience also. Apart from art lovers, the event 
tapped into values that arts-culture create 
yet are often ignored. This is part of the much    
needed value proposition and local audience 
development. One of these values is economic 
impact.

Economic Impact, although briefly captured 
in each participating artist’s biography, there 
are economic activities warranting to say there 
are creative arts industries in Lesotho. Howev-
er, more needs to be done for their growth and 
it is an all stakeholders’ approach instead of 
only looking at one player. Of interest is how no      

participating artist 
makes mention of 

what the government 
can do for them, instead a 

deep sense of ownership drives 
their practice. The role of governments 

cannot be wished away as they are the policy-
makers. Here, we see a young generation of pro-
fessional artists coming together through the Art 
Slam. This is part of  playing into a greater role 
beyond 2D art before a live audience. The Art 
Slam, in part, addresses providing a platform 
where artists are inspired and celebrated for 
their artistic works. Having a live audience also 
contributed towards the on-going process of 
cultivating an art appreciation among members 
of the public. One hopes that with the growing 
art appreciation comes a willingness to spend 
money on artworks and 
creative services.  

On the day, the local Mojo Café ran a mobile 
food market braaing sausages and burger patty 
for meat lovers. If you are wondering what 
braaing is, it is what some know as a barbeque. 
Yes; vegetarians were catered for too. Members 
of the Morija Arts Centre ran a beverage stall 
with their craft sangrita a sangria turning out to 
be a favourite. One may argue for the touch of 
botanicals in gin creating harmony with sliced 
granny smith apples. A local artist based in 
Morija got an opportunity to sell their hand 
painted bookmarks. This was outside the normal 
Maeder House Gallery and craft shop. 

The money across all these activities might be 
nothing to write home about. Nevertheless it is 
important to note that these economic activities 
were a direct result of the Art Slam as the main 
draw event. A social impact economic 
assessment may reveal that shops and other 
businesses around the Makhoarane area had 
sales directly linked to visitors to the Art Slam. Yes, 
it might be a sale, from one person who might 
not have been in Morija if it were not for the Art 
Slam. This means that while the Art Slam has its 
own core objectives, its success had and has an 
economic impact to local communities.



Supporting arts-culture initiatives goes beyond 
trying to change the fortunes of struggling art-
ists. There is need for a mind shift towards values 
that a nation gains through flourishing creative 
industries. The creative industries, arts, are rooted 
within a people’s culture and if not for economic 
reasons then support the arts for cultural, herit-
age and celebration of nation’s identities. 

Looking ahead, the Art Slam presents a number 
of value propositions for different stakeholders. 
This is not about putting out a begging bowl 
but merely stating the obvious that usually goes     
unnoticed. Pun intended. The Art Slam is a youth 
initiative, by youths and for everyone. Here I will 
mention the social benefits in passing and dwell 
a little on the aforementioned economic 
benefits. 

At a time when countries seem to be faced with 
a toxic kind of nationalism and anti-immigrants 
banter, the Art Slam provides a platform for       
social cohesion. The cultural diversity and the 
shaping of cooperation around a uniting event 
can provide insights for policymakers and the             
governance of cultural diversity and the shaping 
of national unity. This is a succinct way of 
pointing at the potential values that art can 
create through supporting initiatives like the Art 
Slam. Over four countries across three continents 
and a range of cultures were represented at 
the inaugural Art Slam. Yes, six Basotho artists; 
three based in Maseru and the others in Morija,         
participated.

This article draws more attention to economic 
benefits and values. Take note; economic 
benefits does not only mean money rather a 
range of symbiotic value based exchanges, 
both tangible and intangible. Indeed, econom-
ic value is subjective and contextual in the same 
way recognition for an artist in Zimbabwe may 
mean a set of different symbols to those in 
Angola. 

The Art Slam has potential to be of 
greater economic value to       
participants, the Seriti sa

Makhoarane and partner stakeholders. How 
so? Going forward, participating artists have an 
opportunity to sell their works, while the paint is 
still fresh, to a live audience. Then there is brand 
development, not forgetting how reputation is a 
form of economic currency. Audiences drawn to 
Makhoarane by the Art Slam will bring with them 
an economic impact based on every cent they 
spend during their visit. The greater the audience 
pull the Art Slam generates, the greater the eco-
nomic impact. As for partner stakeholders, the 
Art Slam is a place to consider spending part of 
future marketing budgets instead of the 
dwindling social corporate responsibility. 
Every good marketing executive knows that                    
money has to be spent in order to realise return 
on investment. This is where I advise marketing 
team leads to find out when the next Art Slam is 
and go with part of their budget to position their 
organisations. Go and grow with the Art Slam for 
a tailored partnership because once it is big, rest 
assured there will not be space at the high table. 
These current times of business existence require 
constantly rethinking and reshaping how life is 
done; something the Art Slam is doing.

You will notice that this write up does not attempt 
to guilt you with how Lesotho is doing economi-
cally or the need to invest in youth employment 
or replacing bad habits with the Art Slam. This 
is because while the Art Slam addresses in part 
most of these and the aforementioned, it is at its 
core a celebration. May I invite you to be on the 
lookout for the next one. Creatives and artists, be 
sure to apply to participate once dates are out 
regardless of your preferred discipline. Everyone 
else is welcome to come and be a part of the 
audience. Asante sana!
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and or Instragram him @mtraverfolio 

Winning open brush round art-
work by AirHeart.

All photographs by 
Karabo Makatse


