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Alzire of Bayreuth
Kitso Lynn Lelliott

In conversation with Katharina Fink



Installation: Video, Sound, Architecture of New Castle, Bayreuth, 
2015

Kitso Lynn Lelliott’s work in the Neues Schloss resembles an 
artistic ghost-story. By means of images and sounds, the artist 
evokes the presence of Alzire, a young woman who worked and 
lived at the court of Wilhelmine of Bayreuth. There are few traces 
of the young woman. Not even her real name is recorded. “Alzire” 
is the name given to her by Margravine Wilhelmine, based on 
the tragedy by the same name, “Alzire, ou les Américains”. It 
was written by French philosopher Voltaire, who the Margravi-
ne adored. All we know of Alzire, the human being, is based on a 
burial script by Hofprediger Schmidt. Not even 25 years of age, 
she died in Bayreuth on May 22nd, 1751. 

Alzire of Bayreuth
Kitso Lynn Lelliott

In conversation with Katharina Fink 



She had come a long way. As her country of birth, Surinam in 
South America is mentioned. At the time under Dutch colonialism 
Surinam was a place of slavery with many of its enslaved people 
being of West African ancestry. It had terrible conditions for 
people working on the sugar plantations and was a place of re-
bellion with people refusing the bondage they were placed under. 
The installation in the castle enacts, through this recalling of the 
disremembered Alzire, its own rebellion against the desolation of 
erasure. Her ghostly presence is recalled to fill a space and the 
narrative of a place she was otherwise forgotten from.
  
Alzire‘s story leaves many questions: What brought a woman from 
the Americas to the court of Wilhelmine of Bayreuth? What were 
the conditions of her journey? Did she act as a servant in Bay-
reuth, performing not only the duties of a servant but also being 
perceived through to the popular ‘exoticism’ of the time, when 
it was fashionable to have people from Africa and the Americas 
work at the European courts? Was she solely subject to being 
gazed upon? How did she look back? And did the eyes of the two 
women, Wilhelmine and Alzire, meet: seeing as both their migra-
tions to Bayreuth were, most likely, not willful ones?

Almost as a foreshadowing, 22 years before Alzire’s death, in 1729, 
Anton Wilhelm Amo, Black intellectual at the University of Halle, 
had held his first disputation under the title De iure Maurorum in 
Europa (On the rights of Moors in Europe). Both Amo’s and Alzire’s 
lives in Germany insist on a shift in perspective on the well-
rehearsed narrative of European “enlightenment”. Lelliott’s work 
imagines through an audio-visual fiction the ‘visions of future’ of 
a global woman whose story, as one of millions of others, has not 
been recorded.
 
We thank all staff members at Neues Schloss Bayreuth, particu-
larly Christine Maget and Heike Schulte, for the cooperation; as 
well as Dr. Rainer-Maria Kiel for the link to the story of Alzire.



In this project I am preoccupied with narratives and processes 
of narrativising in my exploration of the ways in which historical 
narratives shape our contemporary social world. I am interested 
in the tension between Historical narratives and narratives that 
are omitted and erased by such Histories. In my video work and 
installations I aim to capture and re-member the omitted, mis-
sing, ghostly and unspoken parts of narratives, or allude to them 
so that their absence might become presence. I use the language 
of the spectral to allude to a sense of a simultaneous absence and 
presence. This language of the spectral is integral to my engage-
ment with the illusive slippages in time, space, ‘reality’, hegemony 
and absences in relation to enunciations from spaces of elision. 
I speak to, nearby and around such narratives in order to point to 
absence in the process of taking form.

South Atlantic Hauntings
Kitso Lynn Lelliott

You who understand the dehumanization of forced removal-relocation-reeduca-
tion-redefinition, the humiliation of having to falsify your own reality, your voice 
– you know. And often cannot say it.  You try and keep on trying to unsay it, for if 

you don’t, they will not fail to fill in the blanks on your behalf, and you will be said 
(Trinh Minh-Ha, 1989;  80).

It is no longer acceptable merely to imagine for us. 
We have always been imagining ourselves. 

(Toni Morrison).

 How do we remember ghostly histories and their traces in our lives and in our 
ideas when our memories are conspirators, collaborative agents and traitors; 

when too many important books (in both the literal and metaphoric sense of the 
term) have been set aside… What does it mean to conceive of oneself as a giver 

of shape to ghosts. 
(Gordon, 1999; 93)



South Atlantic Hauntings is an ongoing creative project in which I 
engage with and trace the ‘spectres’ of subjugated subjectivities 
across a number of spaces of historical import in relation to a 
time of trading in enslaved Africans. In it, there is a preoccupation 
with articulations from positions beyond epistemic power towards 
opening up spaces where silenced subjectivities that have been 
written out can re-emerge. The project lives through multiple 
iterations building a network of relations through a series of ins-
tallations where there’s a re-membering of subsumed narratives 
of marginalised subjectivities. The project moves between Africa, 
the Americas and Europe passing through multiple times and 
places marked by the subjugation of human beings with the midd-
le passage over the Atlantic becoming a central thematic. The 
ghostly becomes a visual and thematic strategy to reclaim elided 
narratives of history for the present and the future. I am interested 
in the narratives wherein the elided humanity of subjugated peop-
les lie and rely on ‘othered‘ modes or recollection, on memories 
and ancestralities alongside histories and archive - to re-member 
them. 

The relation across the Atlantic connects the lives of people who 
were literally subsumed and ways in which the humanity of those 
like them became subsumed by the waters and capital flowing 
between these spaces. It alludes to the ways in which their expe-
riences gave form to narratives that have come to shape human 
hierarchies right to the contemporary moment. I am interes-
ted in the idea that marginalised subjects are implicated in one 
another’s stories as they share a denial of self through the invali-
dation of their humanity.



The slippages between [H]istory and memory in the articulation 
of these narratives serves as a strategy to express this simulta-
neity of singular and plural which the ghost represents. Recoll-
ections informed by the experiential reality of being defined as 
hegemony‘s ‘other’ re-call, through individual memory, a re-emer-
gence of communal subsumed perspectives that re-member an 
altered image of [H]istory. This image of the ghost is at once that 
of an individual person as well as an image of elisions much broa-
der than her body. She is constituted by the processes of silen-
cing and elision that produce her social subjectivity as phantom 
while at the same time haunting the world that constitutes her as 
such.  They have in common a voicelessness when speaking from 
the parts of themselves that are not contained or constituted by 
enunciations within the parameters and sanctioned language 
of hegemonic legitimacy. Theirs are enunciations that challenge 
hegemony.

The installation presented at the Neues Schloss Bayreuth takes 
the form of an immersive audio visual experience. The show will 
articulate, through poetic and essayistic visual language, the 
imagined experience of one such subject; Alzire, a woman whose 
life here in Bayreuth is layered with the ‘hauntings’ from memo-
ries of her past lives in Africa and South America. She has a con-
versational relationship through time with forbearers and former 
selves. She is a young woman who can walk through her past 
lives, encountering her previous incarnations as both herself, her 
ancestors and her descendant. There is an overlapping of her pre-
sent with her past as a strategy to capture and articulate things 
beyond the narrative reach of documented history.



Alzire lived during the time of Wilhelmine Margravine of Bayreuth. 
She was a ‘servant’ of the Margravine who was brought to Amster-
dam from the Dutch colony of Surinam. Alzire was given as a gift 
to Wilhelmine who then brought her to Bayreuth. She is almost 
invisible in the narrative of Bayreuth and appears momentarily in 
the memoirs of Wilhelmine, her name being mentioned only twice 
in the two volume memoir. By making her visible I implicate the 
place and the present built on that history in the life and subjuga-
tion of this particular woman. Alzire’s ghost haunts the place she 
was moved to as a servant and status symbol for her owner. As 
she is both absent and present, singular and plural functioning in 
this space beyond the logic and conscriptive reach of hegemonic 
discursive control, I employ a strategy of imaginative speculation 
to reclaim her through imaginative recall.

In thinking about Alzire I made pictures of ghosts, of a slave wo-
man embodying her own subjugation as well as parts of other 
people that have been suppressed in the wake of her experience. 
Her ghost articulates the elided parts of a ‘single’ subjectivity’s 
character, fleshing out the nuance and complexities that consti-
tute a fully human subject while simultaneously speaking across 
subjectivities who have in common an elision of their humanity 
through a denial of experiential narratives of self-determination. 
In doing so, she denies the objectification that elides her huma-
nity. She moves around suspended as both singular and plural in 
different times and places and the different realities of people 
that her experience is implicated in.



My preoccupation is with articulating and telling stories from the 
perspective of marginalised people, their world views and onto-
logical realities. I want to explore the multiplicity and plurality 
of narratives that shaped the life of this young woman who was 
black and living in a time that was very hostile to her and those 
like her. There is a shift in regime of thought which is enacted by 
Alzier re-emerging from the nearby. In her closeness as ghostly 
or ancestral presence there is a turn away from the coloniality of 
linear progressive time. Its a move beyond western epistemolo-
gical bounds challenging epistemic hierarchies which coloniality 
is contingent on. She is a reminder of the  reckoning needed with 
what keeps coming back to haunt a lived experience shaped by 
legacies of the slave trade. Her enunciations from a position of 
subjugation destabilises the structural denial of her equal place 
in the human world.

I play with the aesthetics of opacity and layering to evoke ghostly 
hauntings to ‘visualise’ or enunciate the elided stories the instal-
lation functions to bring back. There is a political potential in the 
aesthetics of opacity in driving this preoccupation with margi-
nality because it gestures towards something uncontainable by 
languages that serve power. I consider opacity and omission as 
polemical in that they undermine the authority to know and thus 
define. I am interested in the gaps, the silences in the images 
where ghostly subjectivities refuse to take an externally defined 
form constituted through discursive traditions which negate their 
humanity and silence (her)story. The ghost in the video work does 
not follow the rules of hegemony that would silence her. She is 
always emerging in the shifting slippages of a geo-bio-historically 
situated body in conversation with herself and her world, an iden-
tity that is never fixed, crystallised, static or singular. “Shedding 
the weight of ones being” allows her to be at at once singular and 
collective and denies the over determination of essentializing 
discourse of difference as discrete and oppositional (Glissant as 
cited in Dash, 1995; 42). 



I work through the idea of fragmentation and memory articulated 
through a series of multiple vignettes to capture the tension bet-
ween the multitude of narratives elided by History and a remem-
bering of such multiplicity and difference. While on the one hand 
fragmentation points to the dismemberment of people from their 
humanity through the violence of denial by hegemonic discourse, 
there is, on the other hand, fragmentation in terms of the langua-
ge of plurality and simultaneity.

This fragmentation is important as it is in their plurality that the 
disremembered narratives that have been subsumed must be re-
membered and returned to the surface to fragment those overar-
ching Histories that elide difference. I use the idea of ghosts and 
haunting to engage what it is to be marginalised or have subsu-
med parts of a fractured self because ghosts not only articulate 
the presence of something missing but also embody the violence 
in processes of eliding that produces them. I follow the thread 
that links fragmented, plural stories towards reclaiming the lost 
contours and nuance of subjugated persons in order to deny the 
erasure of their humanity. Ghosts are precisely disobedient of, or 
rather, are unrestricted by and do not need or seek the permissi-
on of hegemony but appear how and when they must. When they 
do appear they engender a disruption to the ‘reality’ that would 
deny them. This installation is a proposition for and an underta-
king to change the hegemonic amnesia to include narratives from 
the perspective of marginalised people. I articulate these broa-
der ideas around oppressed subjectivities redefining themselves 
while remaining within the scope of an intimate portrait of a young 
woman re-emerging from the elided.



Kitso Lynn Lelliott is a filmma-
ker and artist based in Johan-
nesburg South Africa. She has 
Bachelors degree in Fine Art 

and a Masters in Film and Television from The University of 
the Witwatersrand. Her work is preoccupied with articulati-
ons from positions beyond epistemic power and opening up 
spaces where the huge silences of subjectivities that have 
been written out can come into view. She is interested in ways 
that narratives and histories become privileged, those that 
proliferate being those that reflect and reinstate the power 
structures of globalisation as it has emerged from a colonial 
and imperial past. Her preoccupation lies in ways historical 
narratives shape our contemporary world and processes of 
revisionist re-membering of histories as a way of engaging 
memories, traumas and ghosts of the past.

Her work has shown at film festivals and exhibited in galle-
ries and museum shows around the world including Africa in 
Motion, Cine Sud, Cap au Sud, Tri-Continental FF, Next Reel 
FF, the Uganda Museum, Galerija101 Lithuania, the Goethe on 
Main, Nubuke Foundation gallery in Accra and Johannesburg 
Art Gallery. She participated in the Durban Talent Campus and 
the Berlinale Talents. Kitso is alumna of the CCA Lagos Asiko 
art school residency at the 2014 Dak’Art Biennale. She was 
named as one of the Mail and Guardian’s 2014 leading 200 
young South Africans, is laureate of the 2015 Visas pour la 
création Grant awarded by the French Institute and will exhibit 
in the Bamako Encounters 2015. 

Kitso Lynn 
Lelliott 



She is currently working through video and installation dealing 
with socio-cultural formations that took shape over the At-
lantic during the African slave trade, a project initiated during 
a two-month artist’s residency in Brazil supported by the 
UNESCO Aschberg Bursaries program and the Sacatar Found-
ation. 

She is pursuing her PhD, which is concerned with narratives of 
and enunciations form spaces of elision and the imaginative 
relationship between the African Diaspora in Brazil and the 
west coast of Africa.

Katharina 
Fink 

Katharina Fink works 
as researcher, writer 
and cultural organizer. 
She holds a Magister 
in Cultural Studies from University of Tübingen and a PhD from 
BIGSAS/University of Bayreuth. She is engaged in various pro-
jects ranging from all cultural areas to research and teaching. 
Her particular interest is to combine theoretical and practical 
aspects of aesthetics with societal issues:  What can ‘beautiful’ 
mean? 



Currently she holds the position of a Post-Doc-researcher at the 
Bayreuth Academy of Advanced African Studies, where she is part 
of the sub-project TP 5, Revolution 3.0. She not only was essential 
in developing a new method, used in this sub-project, called the 
Icon Lab. Keeping in touch with her second home university, she’s 
affiliated researcher at the Department of Historical Studies, Uni-
versity of Johannesburg.

She has curated a number of exhibitions, such as „virtual/materi-
al: logbuch mode“ (2013, with Group Show with Emeka Alams and 
Zohra Opoku and others), „Vierzehn Dinge“ (2014) and „(In) A Way 
Back Home: Bloke Modisane“ (2014, 2015 tbc). 

Among her publications are, from 2015:  Fink (2015): Un/doing So-
phiatown. Contemporary reverberations of a myth and in a suburb 
(Monography); Fink, K: Close-up Sophiatown: Transnational Per-
spectives on Past, Present and Future of an Iconic Suburb. In: 
African Studies, Volume 74, Issue 1, 2015. 



All images in this booklet: Stills from Lelliott‘s video work  “Alzire of Bayreuth“, 2015.







Can you briefly explain your project/ research and your approach 
to this?

KLL: My project has to do with narratives, histories and the con-
struction of these with particular emphasis on what is left out or 
omitted in processes of narrativising. I think through (hi)story as 
narrative that constructs social realities and produce hegemo-
ny. In my work I privilege narratives that are elided by hegemonic 
structures. I endeavour to depict and enunciate from the space 
that hegemony would elide in order to destabilise it and its capa-
city to marginalise and subjugate. My preoccupation with narrati-
ves and enunciating from the elided is thus about a transgression 
of oppressive mechanisms of power towards denying them the 
capacity to subjugate and oppress difference. 

KF: The story of Alzire has captured my attention ever since I 
heard of her existence, her life and death in Bayreuth by a Dr.  Kiel, 
who then worked for the university library. When moving to Bay-
reuth I was surprised by the richness of untold stories. You can 
feel it in the streets. Many stories, particularly of women, have 
not been acknowledged, perhaps because in popular historiogra-
phy they are difficult to tell. To try to call the story of people back 
into being is simultaneously a scientific, an artistic and nearly a 
spiritual act; it has to do with respect as well. A conscious act of 
paying homage, as also there is no clearcut right and wrong in this, 
particularly if sources are scarce or scattered. That’s why I think 
that Kitso is the right person to do so. The sensuality and res-
pectfulness of her works have captured me since I saw her “The 
Tailored Suit”, a video work as reflection on Can Themba’s “The 
Suit”.

In conversation with
Kitso Lynn Lelliott and Katharina Fink



In conversation with
Kitso Lynn Lelliott and Katharina Fink

Which format/ method did you choose as the way of researching/ 
communicating your findings or questions?

KLL: I work with the audio-visual as my medium of communicating 
my ideas. I produce video based explorations of the conceptual 
question I engage with alongside theoretical and creative text. I 
understand these modes and processes of thinking through and 
articulating my concerns as closely linked as they feed into, com-
pliment and challenge each others limitations. The texts I write 
often find their way into the videos as much as the videos inform 
the writing.

KF: I’m layering different texts in order to get a polyphonic mixtape 
from the time at Alzire’s working place. In writing, I like to work 
with the surroundings and the atmosphere in which a story might 
have taken place. It’s moving to try to imagine a life of these two 
women, who are considered ‘different’. I am astonished of how 
little is known about the richness of narratives. Thinking of the 
burial of the young woman at this place, in May 1751, makes me 
imagine: Was it a warm day, hint of spring? How will people have 
performed this ritual which was so loaded, so Christian? Was 
there any kind of recognition for her life, her before, her imagined 
after?  To me, this couple, these two women moved across oceans 
and countries, by the want of other people, is a emblem of what’s 
called ‘enlightenment’, with all its deceitfulness due. I see both 
women, particularly as a couple, as ‘key figures’, as Ottar Ette 
wrote of Anton Wilhelm Amo, to understand the so-called enligh-
tenment with all its complications. What Wilhelmine did: Layering 
this young woman with a title from literature is such a strong me-
taphor for this period. I wonder if they shared something. I wonder 



how they interacted. Was there something they might have had 
in common? What kind of agency was there, in this woman called 
Alzire’s, journeys? My means are limited in doing so, but the co-
operation with Kitso, and also with Christine Maget and Heike 
Schulte and all the interested staff at Neues Schloss is revealing.

Can you explain how the term „Future“ is reflected in your 
project? How do you relate to the topic Future Africa and Visions 
in Time and did your idea of the terms change?

KLL: As much as my project is about histories and pasts and the 
narratives that produce our lived social realities, altering those 
narrative pasts is as much about the futures they will and have 
produced. By composing on history I am composing on and pro-
ducing different futures which emerge from those altered pasts. I 
understand these temporalities as intimately linked and simulta-
neous with each other in a weird uncanny way. This fluid sense of 
the temporal has been an ongoing interest of mine, the way ‘past’ 
and ‘futures’ crash into and interrupt each other is a way I think 
my work is entangled with the idea of futures as they are intimate-
ly linked to pasts.

KF: It’s stimulating to look for future visions in a past which first of 
all is: stories  - overtly told ones, hardly told ones. In Wilhelmine’s 
conceptualization, future emerges as an enacted vision, with ma-
terial consequences for her surroundings. Other futures from this 
time are more difficult to grasp. In my understanding, much as 
memory, future is a relation. It’s therefore a question of position as 
well, to all sides. And it’s not fixed. the future one imagines, wants, 
lives, will be changing. Susan Arndt brought the “critical category” 

In conversation with
Kitso Lynn Lelliott and Katharina Fink



into our discussion, which I consider a very useful framing. The 
performative element then is relevant - the positioning, also to the 
past. Other projects in the exhibition talk about that vividly, like 
the conversation of Ingrid LaFleur and Nadine Siegert, in which 
strong points about the inability to imagine freely and responsi-
bility are made. The terms agency and freedom keep coming into 
our conversation at the Neues Schloss again and again, and how 
going back to narratives of the past and intervening into them can 
unlock the futures which have been there., or might have been 
there. Kitso’s ways of making this visible is beautiful, in a compre-
hensive way.

How did the cooperation with your partner influence you in your 
thinking about your project?

KLL: The relationship I’ve had has been engaging and generative. 
I find there has been a really generous spirit around the whole in-
teraction, not only in terms of intellectual input and research ma-
terial but also in the ethos of really privileging and valuing creative 
work as a mode of producing knowledge. Through this collabora-
tion I have the opportunity to work with material that is opening 
up and exciting and I feel important ‘node’ in my broader project 
which brings into close conceptual proximity the slave castles on 
the West African coast to the luxury of a Bavarian palace. 

In conversation with
Kitso Lynn Lelliott and Katharina Fink



How did the cooperation with your partner influence you in your 
thinking about your project?

KLL: The relationship I’ve had has been engaging and generative. 
I find there has been a really generous spirit around the whole in-
teraction, not only in terms of intellectual input and research ma-
terial but also in the ethos of really privileging and valuing creative 
work as a mode of producing knowledge. Through this collabora-
tion I have the opportunity to work with material that is opening 
up and exciting and I feel important ‘node’ in my broader project 
which brings into close conceptual proximity the slave castles on 
the west African coast to the luxury of a Bavarian palace. 

KF: I couldn’t think of anyone else who’d have the kind of open-
heartedness for a story which in strict terms is not there. There’s 
a power in making things visible, in trying how it looks like in order 
to see. Like sending an image as an invitation to an individual in 
another time who is perhaps there. I cherish the respectfulness 
of Kitso’s ways of doing her thing; and also her courage to always 
connect points to create an assemblage of fragments which lea-
ves space. Like the songline goes, ‘we’re creatures of the wind’; 
in these ways of telling histories and futures voids are important. 
Her ways of creatively enduring absence; to turn it into an image, a 
movement, inspires many thoughts.

How do you think an interdisciplinary approach (Science and 
Arts) like this can create new knowledge?

KLL: I think interdisciplinarity is important because of what dif-
ference brings to the limits of any one way for perceiving and 

In conversation with
Kitso Lynn Lelliott and Katharina Fink



KF: Talking with, listening to and working with people from dif-
ferent fields is always inspiring and helpful. In this project as 
a whole, so many things came up which we have to use in an 
appropriate, honest way; all of which show the productive force 
of such an endeavour. But if taken serious, it takes its time. It is 
therefore also a comment on the average system of knowledge 
production in academia, in which process, failing, stepping back, 
re-considering and also being silent in order to listen or to look 
at something does not pay. I find it most encouraging and some-
what assuring in cooperations like this one that we practice the 
freedom of doing this; exactly because it can also not work out, 
turn out as not what we had in mind etc. Really engaging each 
other has that option as well; it’s very, very important that we try. 
And besides that, I think there are reasons why we chose our 
ways of working and we will travel together, connecting then and 
there, not necessarily framed as ‘cooperation’ or ‘approach’, but 
in a matter-of-fact way.

In conversation with
Kitso Lynn Lelliott and Katharina Fink








