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Phokela's mutated doppelgangers of Dutch and Flemish Old Masters query illusions of 
aesthetic purity and notions of cultural authenticity. His beautifully painted manipulations of 
iconic images by the likes of Old Masters such as Rubens, Van Dyck and others, weave a 
personal history into this historical canon. Characters of key protagonists are often altered 
from their Northern European settings, resulting in unsettling images that challenge 
Eurocentric narratives around contemporary and historical art. Phokela is best known for his 
polemical use of iconography as a resource base from which to transcend the burden of 
cultural myths. The Baroque images of the 17th century, as well as old Flemish painting 
particularly fascinate him. He takes on what he perceives as being Europe's "grandiose" 
history of art as a medium to convey values and ideals represented within a global context of 
cultural elitism, an approach primarily chosen as a diversion. 
 
 “I grew up thinking that the so-called Old Masters only existed as religious or iconic knick-
knack prints, particularly those by the likes of Leonardo da Vinci or William Blake. They were 
or still are very popular and are often used domestically in Soweto. I have always been 
curious about what these prints were actually made for, apart from making money. Besides 
their religious or popular value, what possible effect can they have on those who own them? 
As for Dutch genre painting, they portrayed a certain European lifestyle coinciding with a 
period in history that saw the arrival of Europeans in South Africa. This was the only visual 
reference available, utopian in many ways, the harsh realities of war and famine left out. The 
subsequent cultural collusion is significant and becomes an essential source for my ideas“. 
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