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This essay explores some of the dialogical journeys that the 

Another Time, Another Place exhibition prompted me to address 

37 years after I started studying at the University of Pretoria (UP). 

These journeys include confronting uncomfortable questions, 

re-evaluating historical contexts, and exploring elusive answers 

regarding the seeking, shaping and evolution of identity. It also 

serves as an introduction to the essays written by a spectrum of 

authors. Some have direct links to the exhibiting group and the 

institution, while others share personal accounts of experiences 

of the city of Pretoria. 

At the outset, when I designed the exhibition’s visual identity, I 

realised that the project required a metaphorical signifier that 

represents “connecting” all kinds of links and dots, since it is a 

reunion of a group of people whose lives converged, diverged, and 

reconverged over a period spanning more than three decades. 

I looked for common denominators in the title – Another Time, 

Another Place – and noticed that the ‘E’ was the only letter that 

repeated in every word. This gave me the visual cue to symbolise 

the connections since the uppercase sigma Σ (the 18th letter in the 

Modern Greek alphabet) means “to sum up” and acts as summa-

tion notation in mathematics. Σ also represents the co-variance 

matrix (random variables) in statistics, and represents a class of 

baryons, and self-energy in physics, among others. For me, all of 

these signifiers reflect the essence of the exhibition (see cover).

My role as editor of this exhibition catalogue also took me on a 

journey where I perused collections of press clippings and his-

torical documents; revisited institutional and personal archives, 

photo albums and other ephemera; read many journal essays; 

theses and articles related to the era; UP’s history; the ever- 

changing arts landscape; and re-familiarised myself with the 

lives and careers of the participating artists who were my peers 

in the 1980s and early 1990s. 

The research primarily reminded me of how the institution and 

city (place or locus) where we received our undergraduate edu-

cation during the time when it happened, shaped our identity 

associations, and flagged how these impacted, both positively 

and negatively, on our views of the world, professional prac-

tice and private lives. It also prompted me to revisit questions 

related to politicised privilege, guilt and other issues that our 

generation often prefer to avoid talking about (our past or time) 

because it has become uncomfortable in our present. It further 

reminded me of the paucity of records and lean body of scholarly 

research about the UP DVA as a respected visual arts school, 

and the specific group of talented artists who studied between 

1986 and 1992. Selective members are highlighted in the dis-

course for individual achievements and contributions to the arts 

ecology but the group largely remains unrecognised. I hope 

that that this exhibition, catalogue and collection of essays con-

tribute to addressing the gap in the discourse and spark further 

investigation by others in the future. 

In the context of the Another Time, Another Place exhibition and 

this essay, I refer to the exhibiting artists (and the ones who 

are not featured) as the “UP Group”. The acronym obviously 

refers to the University of Pretoria, but I also take the liberty of 

borrowing reference from the iconic 1980s pop/rock song Under 

Pressure, composed by the legendary band Queen and musician 

David Bowie. The title and lyrics make apt metaphoric refer-

ences of the pressing contexts, experiences, era, achievements 

and challenges related to the UP Group over the past three 

plus decades. I highlight certain parts of the lyrics in bold since 
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Department of Education, while three (possibly more) were 

responsible for funding their own tuition and relied on student 

loans and part-time jobs – the UP Group cannot be labelled a 

homogeneously financially privileged group. 

During their undergraduate studies, 25 specialised in Fine Arts 

(Painting, Sculpture, Printmaking), eight in Information Design, 

and seven in Art Education. Eighteen pursued further studies, 13 

completed Master’s studies and three completed PhDs, while 

some have incomplete Master’s degrees or are currently pursu-

ing postgraduate studies.

It is also relevant to note that the graduation years (1986-1992) 

of the participants serve as historical bookends for this exhibition: 

The declaration of the second State of Emergency in mid 1986 

following P.W. Botha’s infamous Rubicon speech of 1985; and the 

referendum that ended apartheid in 1992. These bookends de-

marcate a history, state of society, and state of mind (and per-

haps a state of grace) that the participants represent and had to 

deal with. Kelo Kubu (p.37) aptly states in her essay in this cata-

logue that: “[i]n 2022 it is difficult to explain to a young South 

African what really happened” at that time.

“THE TERROR OF KNOWING WHAT 

THIS WORLD IS ABOUT”

In 1986 the National Party had been in power for 38 years, con-

tinuing to enforce its discriminatory, segregationist apartheid 

policies based on racial classification determined at birth. These 

policies restricted and deprived most non-white citizens of basic 

liberties, respect, freedoms, choice of relationships and associa-

tion, social engagement and movement, and equal access to 

services, education, employment and settlement opportunities in 

all spheres of society. 

P.W. Botha served as prime minister from 1978 to 1984, and then 

as state president of the Republic of South Africa until 1989 when 

F.W. de Klerk took over the leadership of the National Party and 

government. Under Botha’s guard, the National Party perpetuated 

and expanded oppressive policies, indoctrination, censorship, and 

state control of most aspects of citizens’ lives and imposed author-

itarian fear by harshly punishing anyone who dared to question, 

oppose or protest government’s authority. Dissidence was im-

mediately quelled and/or harshly punished. The ANC and most 

liberation struggle organisations were banned and leaders were 

either incarcerated for political crimes from 1961 (a few years 

before the births of the majority of the UP Group) or were under 

some form of house arrest or banning order to limit their impact 

and access to the world outside of their confines.

Education was racially segregated at most public institutions and 

educational departments administered curricula according to 

race and different levels of outcomes. English and Afrikaans were 

the only official languages recognised by the country’s consti-

tution and mother tongue education of other languages (spe-

cifically indigenous African languages) were only offered as 

elective subject options at all-white high schools.

By the 1980s when the UP Group was at high school, Jeugweer- 

baarheid (youth awareness and cadets) formed part of whites- 

only public high school curriculum. Young men were required to 

wear “browns” (a form of military dress, normally worn on Wed- 

nesdays), and had to engage in a lite form of military training, 

which entailed formation marching, environmental and survival 

orientation and rifle handling, among others, as a way to prepare 

I unpack the metaphoric relevance in various sections below. 

An abridged version of the lyrics reads as follows: 

[…] Pressure pushing down on me

Pressing down on you, no man ask for

Under pressure that burns a building down

Splits a family in two

Puts people on streets

[…]  Ee day da – that’s okay

It’s the terror of knowing what this world is about

Watching some good friends screaming, “Let me out!”

Pray tomorrow gets me higher

Pressure on people, people on streets

[…] Okay

Chipping around, kick my brains around the floor

These are the days it never rains but it pours

[…] People on streets

[…] Turned away from it all like a blind man

Sat on a fence but it don’t work

Keep coming up with love but it’s so slashed and torn

Why, why, why?

Love, love, love, love, love

Insanity laughs under pressure we’re breaking

Can’t we give ourselves one more chance?

Why can’t we give love that one more chance?

[…] Give love, give love, give love, give love, give love?

[…] Because love’s such an old-fashioned word

And love dares you to care for

The people on the (People on streets) edge of the night

And love […] dares you to change our way of

Caring about ourselves

This is our last dance […] 

This is ourselves under pressure

Under pressure …

Pressure

(Lyrics sourced from https://genius.com/Queen-and-david-

bowie-under-pressure-lyrics)

“THAT’S OK”

To understand the social, political and economic backgrounds 

and context of the UP Group and the demographic representa-

tion in the Another Time, Another Place exhibition, it is germane 

to unpack the backgrounds of the artists’ early lives since it 

contextualises their place within the South African arts landscape. 

They were certainly not a homogeneous group by the time they 

arrived at UP. All 40 participating artists received their under-

graduate education at UP, which at the time, prohibited regis-

tration for non-white people. Of the 40, 17 are male and 23 are 

female, even though the number of enrolled female students 

were much larger during the years under discussion.

Seventeen of the artists were born between 1961 and 1966 (they 

are now over 55), ten were born in 1967 (the largest cluster in a 

single year), and 13 between 1968 and 1970. Thirty-four grew 

up with Afrikaans as their primary home language and six with 

English or dual languages. Eighteen grew up and matriculated 

in Pretoria; some matriculated in the city but resided elsewhere; 

while 13 came from distant, mostly rural places such as Aliwal 

North, Bela-Bela, Bethal, Barberton, Bloemfontein, Cullinan, Kim-

berly, Makhado, Mokopane, Middleburg, Ottosdal, Vereeniging, 

Viljoenskoon, Vryburg and Windhoek. Only one attended a pri-

vate college, though just for a brief period in matric.

The majority received funding for their tuition from their (mostly 

middle class) families. Seven received bursaries from the then 
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Volume 1 of the Another Time, Another Place catalogue contains 

the biographies of the participants in the exhibition. It collec-

tively serves as testimony of quality of tuition that these alumni 

received at UP. It however also shows the importance of the 

quality and talent of students that the institution attracts, since 

its track record is determined by the achievements of its alumni 

(and obviously also those of the teaching staff). The participating 

artists in this exhibition can be described as a particularly talented 

group and their career achievements are evidently impressive. 

This can be attributed to many factors, including the rigorous 

selection process to study at UP DVA (very small numbers were 

admitted back then); the demanding academic and practice cur-

ricula; the high-level of work ethic that was required; and the fact 

that the institution fostered a competitive environment that was 

driven by excellence. The latter is particularly evident when one 

looks at the large number of national awards that UP Group 

received during their years of study.

The essays included in Volume 2 of this catalogue explore many 

of the alma mater’s selection factors mentioned above and are 

structured according to five themes: ‘Time and locus’, ‘Contex-

tual responses’, ‘Made for the screen’, ‘Teaching and learning’, 

and ‘Revisiting history’.

“PRESSURE ON PEOPLE, 

PEOPLE ON STREETS”

The first essay under the theme ‘Time and Locus’, titled Visual Arts 

at the University of Pretoria (pp.18-21), provides a summary history 

of what is today called the UP School of Arts: Visual Arts. It 

presents the 90-year history of the academic discipline at UP and 

provides some context of its evolution since its humble origins 

in 1932 when it was introduced into the curriculum of Depart-

ment of Afrikaans Art and Culture, and continues to describe 

seminal events that are unpacked in later essays. It also provides 

a summary that highlights seven historical milestones that un-

cannily – and by pure coincidence or destiny – coincides with 

the timely staging of the Another Time, Another Place reunion 

exhibition in 2022.

The next three essays under this theme explore the links between 

time and locus. The term “locus” does not only describe a place or 

geographic position, but also the role of a locality in a “situation” 

or “area of interest” – thus a collision of time, circumstances, and 

place. In her essay titled Another Time, Another Place: Creating 

space for remembering and forgetting, Jennie Fourie (pp.22-

25) briefly explores the origins of the overall exhibition title and 

then interrogates its meaning against the backdrop of her lived 

experiences as a white woman during the 1980s and early 1990s. 

She does this through the introspective lenses of the themes 

of remembering, forgetting, mourning and melancholy. 

In his essay Revealing time and place through architecture, Pieter 

Mathews (pp.26-33) explores two (of several) architectural spaces 

that the UP DVA historically occupied, and then provides context 

of the new spaces – the Student and Link Galleries – which form 

part of The Javett Art Centre at UP where the Another Time, 

Another Place exhibition is hosted. He aptly states that “Visual 

Arts has pulled on the short end historically when it comes to 

facilities”, which is also amplified in Mike Edwards’s essay in the 

section that deals with ‘Revisiting history’. The older alumni in the 

UP Group entered their first year of studies via the imposing ex-

terior staircase, then through the majestic doors of the Old Meren- 

sky Library building, and then into its voluminous interior. The 

architectural space was awe-inspiring and the building inherently 

them for compulsory military conscription immediately after grad-

uating from high school at ages 16- to 18-year-old, or immediately 

after completing undergraduate studies. 

Jeugweerbaarheid also included ideological indoctrination that 

focussed on sustaining the National Party’s apartheid-based 

political principles and included education on the threat of com-

munism; the dangers of liberal thinking; and challenges to the 

apartheid system by the Swart gevaar (Black danger). It also in-

cluded orientation on other “subversive” cultural influences such 

as rock music, VHS recordings of foreign-produced movies and 

television programmes that were not vetted by governmental 

control boards; disdain of interracial interaction and mixing with-

out official permission; viewing of (white) nudity and pornog-

raphy; practice and acceptance of homosexuality; and much more. 

This generation was primarily groomed to perpetuate racist, seg-

regationist, conservative, Calvinist principles and the indoctrina-

tion was relentless. These are the things that many of the UP 

Group’s generation of liberal thinking white South Africans prefer 

not to speak about today, because by implication, we are guilty 

of supporting the cabal that enforced it upon us and we were not 

“brave enough” to oppose it in the same way that the black youth 

did during the 1976 student uprising, and as some students did 

at the country’s most liberal education institutions at the time such 

as the universities of the Witwatersrand, Cape Town and Rhodes.

In addition, the South African Defence Force (mostly staffed by 

white conscripts) engaged in cross-border wars (grensoorlog) in 

Angola, Namibia, Zimbabwe and Mozambique, as well as dubious 

political and military interventions in Botswana, Lesotho and 

Swaziland. These engagements and interventions resulted in a 

traumatic legacy of injuries, deaths and psychological traumas 

that scarred the minds and lives of everyone directly or indirectly 

involved in it. Many of the UP Group were exposed to the impact 

of this via the experiences of their families, family friends and/or 

domestic helpers in some way or another.

Yet more profoundly, in the mid and late 1980s, the South African 

Defence Force was deployed to curtail civil unrest in cities and 

towns, mostly in black and brown townships where disenfran-

chised citizens mobilised against the government’s discriminatory 

policies and decrees of oppression. Some of the liberation move-

ments used urban warfare tactics such as detonating bombs in 

public spaces. Fast-food restaurants were specifically targeted to 

destabilise the government and to inflict harm to those who sup-

ported government policies. It was a time of great fear and anger.

This brief summary of the era reads like a dystopian script, but 

it was an unfortunate reality for all who lived in these bizarre 

contexts and it undoubtedly impacted the lives and careers of 

the UP Group. 

“PRESSURE: PUSHING DOWN ON ME, 

PRESSING DOWN ON YOU”

Selecting a South African institution at which to study visual arts 

in the 1980s and early 1990s was complicated for students and 

parents. Decisions were based on the level and status of the qual-

ification; the reputation and track record of the institution; its 

geographic location; quality of tuition; quality of students that 

it attracted; available infrastructure; affordability; for some, the 

“stable and safe” political and intellectual environment that it 

provided; and to a lesser degree, language policies. 
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on their peers and went on to become major names in the South 

African art scene. They had a passion for landscapes but treated 

the subject in very different ways – Vosser often explored the 

genre in the context of mythology while Meyer purely captured 

it in its raw form, completely stripped of conceptual narrative. 

In their essay, Walter Meyer, an enigma? (pp.58-71), Anton Karstel 

and Amanda Botha share a conversation about the artist, his work 

and influence on his contemporaries. During his student years 

Meyer worked in abstraction but soon made a switch to figura-

tion and became what many claim to be South Africa’s most im-

portant contemporary landscape painter. Karstel and Botha quote 

Liese van der Watt who writes “[Meyer’s] works retreat from 

narrative – they carry no promise for a brighter future nor are 

they nostalgic for a better past. Suspended in the ‘now’, his works 

proclaim not ownership and authority, but transience and tempo-

rary residence”. This is an continuation of Jenni Lauwrens’s argu-

ment as both essays speak about the role of ideology, cultural 

politics and the liberation from it as an alternative way of looking 

at the landscape genre. 

In contrast, Lelani Nicolaisen in her essay Making the seemingly 

ordinary narratives extraordinary, (pp. 72-85) argues that contem-

porary art creates the opportunity to question and challenge 

different aspects of life for the purpose of reaching audiences, 

using artwork to communicate, question, and elicit effect and 

affect through their narrative. She specifically looks at what makes 

the seemingly ordinary narratives of certain artists’ works extra- 

ordinary and what makes the audience want to look closer at 

artworks and then extract meaning from them. 

“SAT ON A FENCE, BUT IT DON’T WORK”

During the 1980s, Pretoria, the capital city and seat of govern-

ment, was generally considered by liberals as the bastion of con-

servatism – a city of verkrampte (insular thinking) Afrikaners with 

its Jacarandas and grey shoe civil servants. The same applies to 

UP as an academic institution. Lize Kriel (p.12) in her foreword to 

this catalogue volume notes that “UP was [back then] proudly 

identifying as the Voortrekker university”. However, the UP DVA 

under Prof. Nico Roos’s leadership was an “island” that allowed 

challenges to the laager mentality and fostered free and liberal 

thinking and creative expression. He however had a dislike for 

what he often articulated as “senseless, superficial, sensationalist, 

and cheap provocation” of politics or anything else for that mat-

ter. He advocated for students to show substance and intelligent 

engagement whenever they worked with sensitive social and 

political subject matter. 

Gordon Froud (pp.86-103), in his essay Articulations of power in 

selective works of Jacques Coetzer, Anton Karstel and Johann van 

der Schijff, notes that that several artists included in the Another 

Time, Another Place exhibition created work that engaged with 

issues of power in the lead up to the establishment of a new South 

Africa in the early 1990s. Some of these artists continue to make 

work that engages, reflects on, or challenges notions of power 

(and state-imposed aggression and authority) to this day. Froud 

explores early, middle and current works of three male artists fea-

tured in the Another Time, Another Place exhibition – which stand 

in contrast to Nicolaisen’s essay that focusses on women artists. 

The contrast in interpretations is evident: the men tend to con-

front the brutality of social and political themes of the past while 

the women mainly deal with its current implications. (This might, 

however, be a contestable generalisation on my part).

inspired creative excellence. It is located along the main pedes-

trian artery of the Hatfield campus and provided the DVA the 

opportunity to be centrally positioned within the UP’s campus 

life – few could avoid it and art was often on display and “in the 

face” of the larger UP community. 

When the DVA moved to its current location in 1986-87, the phys-

ical environment and its influence changed, and lecturers had to 

work hard to convince students that the new location would 

benefit them. Yes, the new building provided more space and 

better infrastructure but the location isolated them from the rest 

of campus life since it is located in a part that few other students 

visit (the Lynnwood Road side of the campus). The building was 

really “dreary” and did not provide the inspiration that that the 

Old Merensky Library building did. The new DVA building became 

a house but never a home for those who started their studies in 

the Old Merensky. In addition, the building did not have a per-

manent and adequately equipped gallery space, which is unusual 

for a respectable art school. However, things changed in 2019 

with the construction of new The Javett Art Centre at UP when 

Visual Arts were allocated the spacious Student Gallery which 

forms part of the impressive and large arts complex. 

Kelo Kubu (pp.34-41), in her essay In the absence of a nation, 

whose capital is it?, explores locus from a black woman’s perspec-

tive as an alternative view to what her white contemporaries 

experienced in the early 1990s. She writes about the importance 

of land and places (specifically Pretoria/Tshwane – one of the 

things that binds the UP Group and essayists), and how these 

carry meaning and foster a sense of belonging and identity in an 

ever evolving South Africa.

“TURNED AWAY FROM IT ALL LIKE A 

BLIND MAN”

Kubu’s interest in locus and land provides an apt bridge to the 

second thematic section titled ‘Contextual responses’ which ex-

plores and interprets the work of selective artists against the 

topics: landscapes, narrativity, power, conscription and monu-

ments. Jenni Lauwrens (pp.42-57) in her essay New horizons: 

(Re)visiting views on the landscape in South African art, interro-

gates how landscape is a troublesome subject (a text that can be 

read) and how it was historically used as an ideological (and 

heroic) construct at various points in time in South African art 

– particularly by artists like Pierneef. She argues that “landscape 

is not only something to be seen, but also a particular ‘way of 

seeing’ that is closely tied to authority, control and ownership”. 

Several lecturers at the UP DVA, in the 1980s and 1990s, are known 

as accomplished landscape artists who had/have diverse ways 

of dealing with the subject and played a profound role in fos-

tering an interest for the genre among students. This is evident 

in some of the works by alumni in the Another Time, Another 

Place exhibition. Their works are not heroic representations of 

nature burdened by ideology, but rather non-representational 

personal narratives of individual interactions with landscape 

– whether real or invented. Lauwrens argues for a new way of 

reading landscape art where tension is created between cultural-

ist reading and a non-representational understanding to reveal 

a new way of looking at the production and critical writing about 

landscapes. 

The UP DVA produced two exceptionally talented artists in the 

late 1980s: Rudolph Vosser and Walter Meyer – both who are now 

sadly departed. Vosser and Meyer imparted decisive influences 
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Summarily, Ludwig Wagner (pp.132-141), in his essay How do 

photography and other popular West African practices manifest 

in Abderrahmane Sissako’s Films?, celebrates the work of one of 

the continent’s most significant contemporary film makers. He 

explains that exposure to contemporary African creativity was 

beyond reach while studying at UP in the 1980s because imaginary 

ideological borders forcibly detached him (and the UP Group) 

from their African contemporaries. Wagner surmises that cinema 

transcends borders, and like Sissako’s films, bears witness to untold 

life stories. He also contends that the Another Time, Another Place 

exhibition is an opportunity to reconnect our common interests 

and histories.

“GIVE LOVE”: EDUCATION SHAPES IDENTITY

One of the consistent strengths the UP DVA had and still has, is 

to foster a culture of nurturing visual arts educators. A common 

thread that runs through the biographies of the artists partici-

pating in the Another Time, Another Place exhibition is a passion 

for teaching (see Volume 1). 

In the second to last thematic section ‘Learning and teaching’, 

three authors present divergent experiences and views on art 

education. In his essay titled Three transformative lessons I learned 

(between 1986 and 1992) on my atypical journey to becoming a 

creative arts professional. Or how I came to see that everything 

is made up, Ithateng Mogoro’s (pp.142-147), eloquently sum-

marises his contribution to this thematic discussion. Celeste Higgs 

(pp.148-157) then explores the importance of how Teaching art 

as self-discovery is vital to ensure a healthy community in the cur-

rent environment of social media and how it feeds into art educa-

tion. Daniel Mosako’s (pp.158-165) essay Retrospective made 

easy: factors influencing artistic innovation and productivity of 

the 1986 to 1992 art cohort iterates the importance of the creative 

output that producers and consumers of art explored over a 

period of seven years in Pretoria under contentious and influential 

political, social and economic circumstances. He further contends 

that the 1986–1992 group were adopted as role models and 

change agents by the post-1992 generation who was inspired 

by their symbolic, metaphoric and stylistic influences. 

“THESE ARE THE DAYS IT NEVER RAINS”

In the final section of this catalogue themed ‘Revisiting history’ 

two former and revered lecturers – Alex Duffey and Mike Edwards 

share their personal experiences while teaching at the UP DVA 

going back to the 1970s. These often-humorous anecdotes belie 

the tumultuous and complicated circumstances under which both 

theoretical and practical subjects were conducted. As was said in 

the beginning of this essay, this serves as testimony of the quality 

of tuition that the Another Time, Another Place exhibitors re-

ceived at UP and highlights the calibre of the teaching staff.

This brings us to the long list of full-time and part-time staff and 

visiting artists included in the final page of this publication. While 

lecturing staff are not always revered by students while they are 

studying, the truth is that they are often fondly remembered as 

mentors and strong, positive influences by alumni. The group 

participating in the Another Time, Another Place exhibition is 

no different and they are the artists, designers, teachers, cura-

tors and creative thinkers they are today because of the UP DVA 

and those who taught there. 

“This is ourselves under pressure ... Pressure”.

In the next essay under the theme ‘Contextual responses’, Rory 

du Plessis (pp.104-109) in his essay A call to expand the canon and 

consciousness of conscription, addresses the contentious topic of 

compulsory military conscription. Conscription was a dark cloud 

that hung over the heads of all male artists in the UP Group. Some 

had no choice but to comply (even though they wished to resist it) 

while others had windows of opportunity to avoid it. Du Plessis’s 

however does not deal with the acceptance or avoidance of this 

fate and rather asks why is it is mostly invisible in the visual arts 

canon, while in literature and drama for instance, it became 

serious arts genres.

Kurt Campbell (pp.110-115) in his essay A one-out-of-a-hundred 

artist and his object lesson in democratic equality: Johann van der 

Schijff and his public sculpture continues the discussion of “power” 

(and state oppression) against the backdrop of Van der Schijff’s 

highly charged political yet personal artistic journey. Campbell 

discusses a specific work that is quite different to the rest of the 

artist’s oeuvre. Instead of featuring military references stemming 

from his upbringing during the apartheid years, the public sculp-

ture has a decidedly didactic and utilitarian function. Campbell 

argues that Arm-Wrestling Podium (2007) “offers an object lesson 

in democratic discourse – a path of flight that may be sought 

between two individuals who disagree about any matter facil-

itated by the mechanics of the sculpture itself that ensures an 

equal footing (literally) for a one-to-one encounter” without 

violence or force.

“LET ME OUT!”

The next thematic section titled “Made for screen” consists of 

three essays addressing art animation, video art and cinematog-

raphy. It is worth mentioning that the UP Group did not receive 

any practical training in these disciplines during their student years 

but it did form part of the Visual Communication theory curricu-

lum. It is also relevant to mention that 11 of the Another Time, 

Another Place exhibitors worked in the film, broadcast and ani-

mation industries at some point in time, and five currently use 

these media in their art making.

Diek Globler (pp.116-123) in his essay, Animation in the art gallery, 

writes about auteur animation and video art as serious art me-

diums and argues that these are at a loss in South Africa for its 

lack of a safe space. He explains that its processes are misunder-

stood by both the art world and the commercial animation indus-

try, the two chairs on which it is forced to sit. He further posits that 

the positioning of animation within the visual arts field is impor-

tant, as it impacts on how such artwork are read. However, the 

format of displaying animation often challenges the technological 

infrastructure of such venues and the burden of supplying appro-

priate equipment is often placed on the artist. This is a challenge 

that became evident with the hosting of the Another Time, 

Another Place exhibition at UP Student and Link Galleries since 

the spaces (albeit new) lack the appropriate infrastructure to 

display such artworks. 

In her essay Chimera and a little chisel (pp.124-131), Minnette Vári 

illustrates the complex nature of video art and its power as a fine 

art medium because it entails visual, audio and kinaesthetic 

dimensions which all contribute to the overall narrative expe-

rience. She unpacks the conceptual complexities and processes 

that she followed to create one of her acclaimed video instal-

lation artworks Chimera (2007). Vári, through this artwork and 

essay, provides insight into how her upbringing, education, life- 

experiences during the 1980s and 1990s, socio-political awareness, 

and quest for dealing with her and the country’s past, shaped 

her worldview as a successful contemporary artist.
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MOMENTS AWAY1 

LIZE KRIEL
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When teaching in an academic institution,2 the semester, the year 

group, the course, the project – in short, the moment – can often 

feel quite overwhelming. Of course, the moment is also exhila-

rating, but all the preparation, marking, critting, correspondence, 

reporting and keeping abreast with developments in the field 

tend to be a bit engulfing. And so, while lecturers (in as far as I 

can speak on behalf of anyone but myself) move in time, we also 

tend to operate in the moment. After all, the large majority of 

our “customers” remain in their late teens and early twenties year 

after year after year. Working with youth is so rejuvenating that 

it is easy to carry on for some time foolishly forgetting that we do 

move on in years as students move on in life. Sporadic, awaken-

ing reminders are (needless to say) almost always rude in nature. 

Perhaps there is a bit of hubris (no, let’s call it hamartia) about this 

tendency to allow the moment to become so all-encompassing. 

A sure result of this quixotic energy among academic agents is 

that the histories of academic endeavours do not write them-

selves.3 It is not as if we (and here, I know, it is not only I) do not 

appreciate collegial camaraderie. We cherish present and former 

colleagues. We fondly remember and sometimes revere the men-

tors of our youth – all those who had left a legacy while working, 

similarly to us in our now, within equally all-encompassing previ-

ous moments. The same applies to students. Lecturers owe an 

enormous debt to students for what they teach us before they go 

into the world and do amazing things out there. Every year their 

names get replaced by new future-alumni on our class lists. It is 

for and because of students that our moment-to-moment endeav-

ours make sense, so much so that we would like to think of them 

as momentous – important, significant, meaningful, historic.

When former students then take the initiative to contribute to 

the history of their alma mater, it is a rich and generous gift, espe-

cially when it is constructed in the very media that they are so 

capable of as artists, designers, curators and thinkers. Another 

Time, Another Place is a historical account through making. It is 

an honest endeavour of self-reflection by a specific cohort about 

their moment as students in the Visual Arts at the University of 

Pretoria (UP). There is no pretence in this contemplative reunion. 

The maturing reverberation of their UP moment into the present 

is assessed in all its multi-perspectival complexity. In the first in-

stance, it should matter for those whose stories it tells: their 

careers, their accomplishments, their challenges, their awaken-

ings, their memories, their anger, their pain, their mea culpa, their 

creativity, their joys, their legacy. 

Would current students in their moment care about now-middle- 

aged white people who had once been the sole group entitled 

to study art and design at the University of Pretoria? That was, 

after all, another time and another place, and we are in a new 

moment which should be made to matter for the generation of 

the moment. Another Time, Another Place does not portend 

to impose itself on the current or future generations of UP staff 

and students. But somehow, it affirms the porousness of present 

moments and the way they are affected by the echoes of pre- 

ceding ones. 

Earlier this year I received an email from the sister of the artist John 

F.C. Clarke, who succumbed to cancer in January 2021. Clarke had 

taught at UP and completed his master’s degree here. There were 

some things, his sister wrote, which he explicitly stated, should be 
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donated to Visual Arts at UP. I spent an unforgettable afternoon 

with Berenice and her husband when they came to deliver the 

objects to the Visual Arts building. They reminisced about their 

own connections with UP that runs over three generations. Be-

sides a colour drawing of what we now call the Old Arts Building 

(Figure 1), we were also gifted a pencil sketch of the same build-

ing, made by the artist’s mother when she was studying and later 

working at UP in the 1930s (Figure 2). A large folder of works 

created by UP art and design staff members for a UP birthday was 

also left in my care, in case our university archive does not have 

copies.4 Clarke’s beautiful book of Nukain Mabuza’s painted rocks 

published by his Leopardstone Press was generously included. 

We also received packets of old photographs taken by Clarke’s 

mother: of rag processions in town and female students dressed 

up for the centenary of the Great Trek in 1938. 

For several days these delectable visual portals into another time 

lay on my desk. We were fresh out of lockdown and students and 

colleagues came in and out of my office. The objects became con-

versation pieces. The crowd of young women in their long white 

dresses and bonnets drew a lot of attention. I had to tell the story 

of the Commemorative Ox Wagon Trek of 1938; several former 

students-turned colleagues had to remind themselves that UP 

used to be Afrikaans.5 I, in turn, reminded them that it had been 

English before it officially became Afrikaans in 1980. No one 

seemed to be aware that there was a time that UP was proudly 

identifying as the Voortrekker university. We giggled at the fash-

ionable handbags placed behind the stairs, not supposed to be 

included in the photograph featuring the women in their histor-

ical costume. One colleague started talking about an exhibition. 

How about juxtaposing different historical periods, different ways 

Figure 1: Pastel drawing of the Old Arts Building by 

Prof. A.R. Pullen, circa 1935.

Figure 2: Pencil sketch of the Old Arts 

Building by B. Clarke, circa 1937. 
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of embracing tradition? Another young colleague was intrigued 

by the strange forlornness of buildings in open fields. We know 

them now as skirted by tarred roads; their majesty checked in by 

towering parking garages. This colleague too, brought up the 

possibility of an exhibition. 

Another Time, Another Place, may just be a departure point for 

further trans-generational conversation. It is a UP history with 

the university as merely a beginning, emphasising the agency of 

a graduate. As lecturers we humbly need to be reminded of that 

– and of our responsibility to teach well. 

A heartfelt thank you to Thea van Schalkwyk, Jacques Lange, 

Jonathan Edwards and Jennie Fourie for involving the Visual Arts 

at UP in the showcasing of their generation’s arduous journey 

with their UP moment in their backpacks.

ENDNOTES

1    Title of a song on the Mango Groove album Hometalk, released 

in 1990 by Tusk Music. It is a love song with lyrics by Kevin 

Botha, Claire Johnston, Alan Lazar, and John Leyden. 

2    … to me, at least, I should say, and to add insult to injury, I am 

trained in the historical method … hence, this inclination to 

add footnotes.

3    As scholars we do invest a lot in a history of a specific kind: 

the autobiography in the form of the Curriculum Vitae. Our 

respectability – and perhaps even our scholarly survival – hinges 

on meticulously manicuring this genre. What we do, write, 

make, teach and deliver must preferably, as often as possible, 

be something that can be accounted for, or packaged, as: cur-

riculum development, teaching, research, academic adminis-

tration, or community engagement. But still, a CV only tells 

a very thin sliver of a story.

4    I still have to check. For a while I just want to revel in the trend-

iness of the designs. I want to pry for specks of dissidence in 

the non-conformism – dissidence against what … not con-

forming with whom? Modernism as escapism or as hubris …. 

Or both.

5    UP became an exclusively Afrikaans university in 1932. In 1992 

the UP Council instituted a flexible language policy which al-

lowed tuition in both Afrikaans and English. Further changes 

to the institution’s language policies for tuition and admin-

istration commenced in 2001 and has evolved since then, 

specifically in the School of the Arts.
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VISUAL ARTS AT THE 
UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA 

– A BRIEF HISTORY

1932 (90 YEARS):  The Department of Afrikaans Art and Culture starts its first lectures.

1955 (31 YEARS):  Art practice is first taught in 1955. The 1986 cohort of artists included 

in the Another Time, Another Place exhibition graduate 31 years later.

1972 (50 YEARS):  The Department of Fine Arts moves from the grounds of the Pretoria 

Technical College to the University of Pretoria’s Hatfield campus.

1972 (50 YEARS):  Information Design is introduced as a specialisation of the Fine 

Arts course.

1982 (40 YEARS):  Visual Communication is included as a subject, providing students 

with grounding in theoretical issues that are germane to the visual 

arts study.

1987 (35 YEARS):  The Department of Fine Arts moves to the old Human Movement 

Sciences building – a former gym becomes a hub of visual arts.

1987 (35 YEARS):  The Department of Fine Arts develops the corporate identity for 

the University of Pretoria (UP) and thereby establishes its status as 

a reputable design school nationally.

SIGNIFICANT MILESTONES IN 2022
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The University of Pretoria (UP) has long encouraged the growth 

and development of the study and practice of the visual arts. The 

journey of the Department of Visual Arts has been one of great 

diversity and evolution and has undergone a number of name 

changes over the years, often reflecting a change in focus at vari-

ous points in time.

It all started when the Department of Afrikaans Art and Culture 

was formed in 1930 to stimulate interest in culture and placed 

under the headship of Prof. Martin du Toit. He was determined 

to make this department, the only one of its kind in South Africa 

at the time, a success. To this end, he undertook an extended study 

tour to Europe in 1931 to observe recent artistic trends, and lec-

tures only started in 1932. Prof. Du Toit died in 1938 and was suc-

ceeded by Dr H.M. van der Westhuysen.

The department was renamed Afrikaans Cultural History (Afri-

kaanse Kultuurgeskiedenis), but the history of art continued to 

constitute an important part of the syllabus. Art History was taught 

for the first time as an independent subject in 1954. At that time, 

practical Fine Art was not possible owing to a shortage of suitable 

lecturers. However, this was rectified in 1955, because Prof. van 

der Westhuysen disapproved of the lack of art training available 

to the serious student of art. From 1955 art practice was taught at 

the Pretoria Art Centre (and later at the Pretoria Technical Col-

lege), and 20 first-year students enrolled for training. It was only 

in 1960 that the partnership between visual theory and visual 

practice was established when the Department of Art History 

amalgamated with the Department of Fine Arts to form the 

Department of Art History and Fine Arts.

In 1972 the Fine Arts division moved from the grounds of the 

Pretoria Technical College to the grounds of the University of 

Pretoria, first accommodated in temporary structures and later 

(1975) into the historic Old Merensky Library building (a national 

monument since 1990). Also in 1972 the discipline of Information 

Design was introduced as a specialisation of the Fine Arts course. 

In 1978 the Department of Art History and Fine Arts’ two disci-

plines were split into two independent departments. Prof. Nico 

Roos became the head of the Department of Fine Arts and under 

his leadership the department gained recognition for its academic 

and creative excellence and became one of the leading visual 

arts departments in South Africa.

In 1982 the subject Visual Communication was included in the 

curriculum, providing the Fine Art and Information Design stu-

dents with grounding in theoretical issues that are germane to 

the study of the visual arts. Visual Communication was given full 

accreditation as a BA subject in 1996 and was opened to any stu-

dent who wished to further their knowledge of visual culture. 

In the early 1980s the BA(Ed)(Arts) programme was also intro-

duced as a specialisation degree in arts education but was phased 

out in the early 2000s as part of the restructuring of secondary 

school-level arts education.

In 1987 the Department of Fine Arts moved to what was then the 

Human Movement Sciences building, and so a former gymnasium 

was turned into a hub of creative learning and application. Around 

the same time, the corporate identity of the University of Pretoria 

was developed by the department. This helped the department to 

gain fame throughout South Africa as a reputable design school.
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In May 1989 there was a re-merger of the traditional practice 

and history disciplines and the name was changed to the Depart-

ment of Fine Arts and Art History.

At the beginning of 2000 Prof. Marian Sauthoff succeeded Prof. 

Roos and the name was changed to the Department of Visual 

Arts as a response to current international trends. Also in 2000 

the study of Information Design came into its own, no longer 

falling under the banner of Fine Arts. The BA Visual Studies pro-

gramme was introduced in 2002 incorporating art history, visual 

culture studies and elective humanities subjects.

At the end of 2006 Prof. Jeanne van Eeden was appointed head 

of the Department of Visual Arts. In 2008 she oversaw the stag-

ing of two milestone exhibitions which formed part of the of 

UP’s centenary celebrations. Visuality/Commentary, curated by 

Elfriede Dreyer, included the works of more than 80 alumni and 

fine artists who have been associated with the Department of 

Visual Arts since 1955. X-ings: Shaping culture through design 

(X-ings pronounced “crossings”), curated by Jacques Lange, fea-

tured career profiles of more than 100 Information Design alumni 

and part-time lecturers, and around 2 000 design projects. Many 

of the artists included in the Another Time, Another Place exhi-

bition also participated in the two UP centenary exhibitions.

Prof. van Eeden retired in 2017 and was succeeded by Prof. Raimi 

Gbadamosi, who was with UP until 2018. In 2019 the Department 

of Visual Arts joined the Music, Drama, Museum and Conser-

vation programmes to form the University of Pretoria School of 

the Arts under the leadership of Prof. Alexander Johnson. Prof. 

Lize Kriel is currently deputy head of the school and chair of 

Visual Arts.

Visual Arts at UP is the largest of its kind in South Africa and 

offers undergraduate degrees, postgraduate degrees and mod-

ules in Fine Arts, Information Design and Visual Culture Studies. 

In the years of its existence, the department has produced not 

only outstanding fine arts and design practitioners, but also in-

fluential theoreticians.

Compiled by Jacques Lange
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ANOTHER TIME, 
ANOTHER PLACE: 

CREATING SPACE FOR 
REMEMBERING AND 

FORGETTING 

JENNIE FOURIE
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The Another Time, Another Place (2022) exhibition is a reunion 

of artists who graduated at the University of Pretoria between 

1986 and 1992. A cursory internet search of the title reveals that 

this exact phrase has been used across various genres over the 

years, ranging from the 1958 British melodrama film directed by 

Lewis Allen starring Lana Turner, Barry Sullivan and Sean Connery, 

another British drama film released in 1983, directed by Michael 

Radford to songs by Jerry Lee Lewis and Engelbert Humperdinck, 

to mention a few. These titles represent different genres in popular 

culture but they loosely share themes of loss, mourning and nos-

talgia, perhaps melancholia for what was and cannot be any more. 

Before touching on the concepts of loss, mourning and nostalgia 

and creating links to the Another Time, Another Place exhibition, 

it might serve this argument to consider the meaning of the word 

”another”. There are two meanings that come to mind. The first 

is that another means one more or additional, whereas the sec-

ond meaning denotes something different or not the same. I 

want to argue that the title of this exhibition could be inter-

preted on two different levels. When the participating artists 

studied at the University of Pretoria, the world, South Africa and 

their place of learning were quite different from what they are 

today. But in saying that, I also wish to suggest that the specific 

time and place were just one of many eras, many places that 

make up our conscious and unconscious world. What we are 

and have today would be another time and another place for 

people looking back 30-odd years from now.

REMEMBERING 

It is easy to remember the time from 1986 to 1992, I think at first. 

But as I dwell on it, I realise that there is a very thin divide between 

remembering and forgetting and that both are tainted with 

nostalgia and melancholy – false friends when trying to focus 

on an era more than 30 years ago.

 One of the most suggestive examples of remembering other times 

comes into play in Denis Hirson’s book I Remember King Kong 

(The Boxer) published by Jacana in 2004. Lombard (2016:43:19-41) 

describes the book, with its vivid graphic of a Chappies bubble- 

gum wrapper on the cover, as an “evocative literary archive of 

white childhood and youth in South Africa between the 1950s 

and 1970s”.

For the purposes of her article, Lombard (2016:43:19-41) distin-

guishes between three forms of nostalgia: Affective nostalgia 

that is involuntary, triggered by sensory stimulation and that is 

transient in nature, narrative nostalgia that is directed towards 

a return to what was and represented nostalgia where affective 

or narrative nostalgia serves a further purpose. What would 

trigger nostalgia for this period? Could it be artworks created 

at this time, snatches of songs, smells or other sensory stimula-

tion? And what purpose does these nostalgic feelings serve?

Hirson’s book reads like poetry and consists of 130 pages of brief 

statements, all starting with the words, “I remember …”. His 

memories cover personal experiences, as well as incidents of na-

tional interest like the Sharpeville massacre. According to Lombard 

(2016) “[t]he litany form of the text draws direct inspiration from 

the French writer Georges Perec’s Je me souviens (I Remember) 

(1978), a book that documents life in France in the years follow-

ing the Second World War using the same format. Perec was him-

self inspired by Joe Brainard’s I Remember series, the first of which 

appeared in 1970, which pioneered the “I remember” form to 

describe Brainard’s childhood and youth in 1950s America”. So, 

I too remember.

I remember walking to The Grapevine in Sunnyside (Pretoria) 

on a Sunday morning for breakfast to counter the excesses of 

Saturday night.
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I remember buying a Gregoire Boonzaaier pen sketch for R80 at 

an exhibition at the University of Pretoria.

I remember wearing brightly coloured stockings to match my 

outfits – blue with a blue dress, red with a red skirt, yellow with 

yellow culottes.

I remember listening to P.W. Botha’s Rubicon speech and despair-

ing that nothing would ever change in South Africa.

I remember watching a banned video of the Nelson Mandela: 

International Tribute for a Free South Africa music concert that 

took place on 16 April 1990 in London and realising that things 

might eventually change in South Africa.

I remember being scared that the security police would bust us 

that night.

I remember going to Europe on a Contiki tour in 1986 and say-

ing that I was Australian, when people asked.

I remember listening to Johannes Kerkorrel en die Gerefor- 

meerde Blues Band’s Eet Kreef on an audio cassette that we re-

wound with a pencil when it got stuck.

I remember that it was another time, another place.

FORGETTING

When contemplating forgetting, it serves the nostalgist to read 

Ivan Vladislavic’s most recent book, The Distance, published in 

2020. The story’s protagonist, Joe, grows up in suburban Pretoria 

in the 1970s and falls in love with Muhammad Ali. He keeps a 

scrapbook with clippings about the famous boxer. Years later Joe 

writes a memoir and involves his brother Branko to help trigger 

his memory. Joe is anxious that he might forget and this leads 

to sparring between the two brothers in Joe’s attempt to stop 

himself from forgetting.

In the introduction to an online conversation with Dominic Jaeckle 

in Hotel,1 the interviewer describes The Distance as a “collision of 

memories, patching the gulf between past and present. Mean-

ing arises in the gaps between fact and imagination, and words 

themselves become markers of the past, charting an era of racism 

into the turbulent present”. He calls it an “inventive, fragmented 

novel, [in which] Vladislavic evokes the beauty, and the strange-

ness, of remembering and forgetting, exploring the various forms 

of violence and rebellion, and what it means to be at odds with 

one’s surroundings”. 

To help me not to forget, I visit the online resource SA History2  

so that I would remember what happened in 1986 and onwards 

and never forget again. It is as if this time in my own history and 

the history of our country has caused selective amnesia, as if I 

want to forget, rather than remember.

In June 1986 a (second) national State of Emergency was an-

nounced in South Africa that lasted until 1990. On 8 January 1987 

at the ANC’s 75th anniversary, Oliver Tambo ruled out negotia-

tions with the South African government and declared 1987 

“the year of advance to people’s power”. In 1988 fierce fighting 

erupted between Angolan and South African forces for control 

of the strategic town of Cuito Cuanavale in Angola. In 1989 Dr 

David Webster, a social anthropologist at the University of the 

Witwatersrand and a leading anti-apartheid activist, was shot 

dead outside his home. In 1990 Nelson Mandela was released 

from prison. The rest is history.

I forget that security guards searched our bags for bombs or 

weapons at shopping centres.
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I forget that there was a full page, colour photo on the front 

page of Rapport newspaper of the mutilated body of the bomb 

planter taken at the Sterland cinema complex.

I forget that the people of South Africa looked at each other 

with suspicion.

I forget that we never watched concerts or viewed exhibitions 

of international artists.

I forget that we didn’t know what sushi was.

I forget that the severe hail storms in Pretoria at that time left 

us driving cars that were pock-marked like golf balls.

MOURNING AND MELANCHOLY

Revisiting that time elicits feelings of mourning for a time that 

was so broken and could never be fixed. In his 1918 essay Mourn-

ing and Melancholia, Freud distinguishes between mourning 

and melancholia, both different responses to loss.3  Freud posits 

that mourning is a process of grieving for the loss of a person, a 

thing or a time, whereas melancholia is a process of grieving for 

a loss that cannot be fully identified. Melancholia takes place in 

the unconscious mind, while mourning is a conscious process. 

Freud considers mourning to be healthy and natural but melan-

cholia, on the other hand, is considered pathological and is 

created by an ongoing relationship with that which was lost. 

Thinking about Another Time, Another Place and the art works 

exhibited at the Student and Link Galleries of the University of 

Pretoria in 2022 has created a space for remembering and for-

getting. I remember, and I forget.

ENDNOTES

1    https://partisanhotel.co.uk/The-Solera-Process

2    https://www.sahistory.org.za/article/general-south-african- 

history-timeline-1980s

3    Thanks to Juliana M. Pistorius for drawing my attention to 

the link between melancholy and memory in Freud’s work.
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Much has changed in the 30-odd years that the group of art-

ists participating in the Another Time, Another Place exhibition 

were students at the University of Pretoria (UP). A reunion exhi-

bition such as this tends to uncover old stories and memories 

and makes us aware of the richness of the patina of the past.

The location of the present day Student and Link Gallery, in which 

this exhibition is displayed, was originally the campus’s south 

entrance. Tukkie Lane formed the main cross axis of the campus 

layout and passed in front of the Old Arts building, and later, the 

Old Merensky Library, both previous homes to the Department 

of Visual Arts, albeit in different forms and under different names. 

From a master plan of the campus from the 1930s (Figure 1), it 

is evident that this southern portion of the campus was origi-

nally the university’s sports complex, and indeed, the building 

which houses the Department of Visual Arts today was origi-

nally the Human Movement Science building (formerly known 

as Physical Education). Construction on this building commenced 

during World War II, a period of economic distress for many, in-

cluding Pretoria’s architects (Janse van Rensburg & Läuferts 2008 

[O]). The project was seen as a lifeline for many and, as such, a 

number of firms worked together to design and construct the 

building. The design architect was Basil South, a lecturer at the 

then newly established School of Architecture (today housed 

in the Boukunde/Building Sciences building to the east of the 

current Department of Visual Arts). The design was never fully 

realised and the building is characteristic of the “restraint that 

goes with the war years, although finely detailed” (Fisher 2010).

Figure 1: University of Pretoria campus master plan in 1930. 

(Wikiwand).

 It was roughly adapted to house the Department of Fine Arts 

and Art History in 1987 after the Department of Human Move-

ment Science was moved to the L.C. de Villiers precinct in 1983. 

The Department of Visual Arts has pulled on the short end his-

torically when it comes to facilities.

I have been involved in various planning schemes to extend the 

department’s facilities prior to The Javett Art Centre at UP com-

mission. One of the major advocates to better the facilities was 

Margaret Gradwell, who headed the Fine Arts division from 1999 

to 2012. I also made a proposal for an addition to the building 

with the input of Karel Bakker from the Department of Architec-

ture, when Jeanne van Eeden was head of Visual Arts. Over the 

years there have been many people who have lobbied to place 

art high up on the agenda of the university and today The Javett 
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Art Centre at UP pushes art at the university into the public realm 

and gives it a legitimate space.

The University of Pretoria had three potential sites available for 

a new arts complex. When we (Mathews + Associates Architects) 

were appointed to design The Javett Art Centre at UP, I was asked 

to choose a site and motivate my choice. The first option was an 

isolated parking lot further up Lynnwood Road, the second a 

prominent corner on the western boundary of the university’s 

South campus across from the Administration building (collo-

quially known as Die Skip – the ship), and the site that we even-

tually chose. The site of The Javett Art Centre at UP is a conglom-

erate of ‘left over’ and ‘in-between’ spaces on two parts of the UP 

Hatfield campus divided by Lynnwood Road, which is a primary 

traffic artery in Pretoria (Figure 2). 

I selected this specific site because I thought that this location 

offered an opportunity to stitch the campus together, expose 

the university community to the arts, and be visually prominent 

for the entire city. The bridge would better connect the main 

building of the Department of Visual Arts and its sculpture studio 

located on the opposite side of Lynnwood Road. It had the add-

ed benefit of being close to the Visual Arts, Architecture and 

Music Departments, as well as the Edoardo Villa Museum and 

Sculpture Gallery (Old Merensky Library), and the historical 

collections that are housed in the Old Arts building, thereby 

establishing an arts hub or cultural route on campus. This cultural 

lane terminates in the new Arts Square (previously a parking area) 

which is situated above the Student and Link Galleries.

A central theme in the design of The Javett Art Centre at UP is 

the provision for multiple spill-out and social spaces: spaces to 

gather and others to contemplate individually. These spaces 

were treated as a series of different experiences with often uncon-

ventional focal points to enhance the cinematic and sculptural 

aspect of the architecture.

The approach to the new bridge from Hatfield Campus needed 

special consideration. Touching down between the Architecture 

and Visual Arts buildings, the bridge (Figure 3a & b) and student 

entrance to The Javett Art Centre at UP (Figure 3b & c) face the 

Figure 2: Diagram of The Javett Art Centre at UP showing its 

location and structure. (Mathews + Associates Architects ©)
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Arts Square forecourt (Figure 4). To minimise the impact of a 

singular seven metre flight of stairs, we decided to incorporate 

a landscape design and raise the square’s platform. This had the 

added benefit of being able to accommodate galleries below 

the surface of Arts Square. Landscaped steps (Figure 4) along-

side the university’s internal Ring Road lead to the raised plat-

form of Arts Square. From this platform students, staff and 

visitors have the opportunity to take the staircase up towards 

the bridge or descend a few steps to the Department of Visual 

Arts and its well- established sculpture ‘forest’ (Figure 5a & b), 

which had been planted over the years by alumni, staff and prom-

inent artists. One of these trees was planted by Prof. Mike Edwards 

(one of this catalogue’s essayists), whose son Jonathan Edwards’s 

work is included in the Another Time, Another Place exhibition. 

From the square one can also look down into the sunken court-

yard of the Link Gallery with its rammed earth feature wall 

(Figure 7a & b). 

During the final phases of the construction of The Javett Art Cen-

tre at UP, we held a guerrilla exhibition in the basement, inviting 

Figure 3a: Bridge over Lynnwood Road. Figure 3b: View of the bridge and 

student entrance to The Javett Art 

Centre at UP. 

Figure 3c: Arts Square forecourt viewed 

from the Ring Road. 

Figure 4: Landscaped steps alongside 

the university’s internal Ring Road. 

Figure 5a & b: Views of the well-established sculpture garden at the Visual Arts 

building. Photographs by the author.
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various artists to do installations in a fully functioning construc-

tion site (Figure 6a, b & c). Some of the works can still be seen 

on the basement walls and include work by artists and former 

and current lecturers associated with the department such as 

André Naudé, Carl Jeppe, Annette Pretorius, Lynette ten Kroo- 

den and Carla Crafford. These artists laid the pedagogical founda-

tions of some of the participants of the Another Time, Another 

Place exhibition. This guerrilla installation paved the way for 

other basement exhibits, such as the drive-by sculpture show 

Shaping the Grain curated by Gerard de Kamper during the 

Covid-19 pandemic in September and October 2020 when the 

main gallery could not receive visitors.

The first exhibition held in the Student Gallery was similarly an 

“underground” event. Curatorial dialogues: A strange thing mate-

rialised on the way, curated by Gerhard de Kamper, the gallery’s 

inaugural exhibition delved into the weird and wonderful items 

in the university’s numerous archives, exposing the lesser known 

stories of the campus’s history. The construction of this under-

ground gallery also revealed artefacts from the Department 

Figure 6a, b, & c: Views of the guerrilla exhibition in the basement of The Javett Art Centre at UP during the final phases 

of construction. Artists Carla Crafford and André Naudé. Photographs 6a & b by the author; 6c by Carla Crafford.

Figure 7a & b: Views of the sunken courtyard of the Link Gallery with its rammed earth feature wall. Photographs by Abre Crafford.

Visual Arts’s history: during the excavations we unearthed bell-

bottom jeans and old coke bottles worthy of archival status! 

The notion of “underground” movements and exhibitions in art 

are predominantly a means to give a voice to lesser known artists 

and to challenge the predominant formal systems of galleries 

and auction houses. Given this connotation of the underground, 

it seemed fitting that the students of Fine Arts, Information 

Design, Visual Studies and Architecture should have preferential 

access to this underground space. 

The Link Gallery, true to its name, links the Visual Arts’ Student 

Gallery with the Department of Architecture’s basement, strength-

ening the bond between these two creative departments. The 

Student and Link Galleries can function as one space. A gener-

ous spill out space in the form of a sunken courtyard provides 

ample natural light and makes for great events, especially dur-

ing Pretoria’s lovely summer evenings (Figures 7a & b and 8).

The Student Gallery was designed to face the Visual Arts build-

ing and provide a different vantage point of the forest garden 

from a lower perspective. This view focuses the attention on the 

details of the existing Visual Arts building and filters soft light 

into the exhibition space (Figures 9 and 8).

I believe this link between architecture, art and design has the 

potential to foster more interactions between students of archi-

tecture, art and design. During my student years at Boukunde 

(I am a contemporary alumni of the artists participating in the 

Another Time, Another Place exhibition), lecturers of the two 

Figure 8: Interior view of the Link Gallery. 

Photograph by the author.

Figure 9: View of the Visual Arts building’s forest garden 

through the windows of the Student Gallery. 

Photograph by the author.
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departments would switch to give guest lectures at the other 

department and share their expertise. Jacques Lange (editor of 

this catalogue) also recalls this fraternity between our two de-

partments: “Visual Arts and Architecture students had close 

fraternal relationships and we had our own ‘little community’ 

which was kind of geographically isolated from the rest of the 

campus buzz because we were located at the end of Tukkie 

Lane. In addition, we shared some lecturers for drawing classes 

– Karel Bakker taught perspective and spatial drawing at Visual 

Arts and vice versa Suzette Snyman and Margaret Gradwell 

taught anatomy and figure drawing at Architecture” (Lange 

18/05/2021).

This cross-over or contamination provides a richness to creative 

disciplines, which is a theme I am investigating in my current 

PhD research. With the design of The Javett Art Centre at UP it 

was important to foster this cross-disciplinary interaction to 

broaden students’ understanding of the arts and design in gen-

eral and to encourage friendships and collaboration. My own 

friendships with artists have greatly impacted my architectural 

work and practice, and I have works from many of the artists 

participating in the Another Time, Another Place exhibition in 

my personal collection. One of my first artworks was a water-

colour by Margaret Gradwell that I purchased from the Guild 

Gallery, under curatorship of Frieda van Schalkwyk. The gal-

lery was in the same block as the offices where I first worked 

as a candidate architect and Frieda taught me much about art 

and introduced me to many artists, including her daughter, Thea 

van Schalkwyk, who convened the Another Time, Another 

Place exhibition.

Figure 5c: View of the well-established sculpture garden 

at the Visual Arts building. Photograph by the author.
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What is interesting about the artists participating in this reunion 

exhibition is that the majority of them dabble in this cross-over 

between disciplines: they are full-time painters, sculptors, gal-

lery owners, curators, teachers and lecturers, researchers, com-

munication designers, illustrators, animators and glass artists. 

Others are avid gardeners, magazine editors and furniture de-

signers. There are also textile artists, jewellers, decor stylists and 

chefs. I believe that for their various interests, their visual art 

output is so much richer.
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When I travel outside the borders of South Africa, a frequent 

question I encounter is “Where are you from? Wait, let me guess, 

East Africa.” I am always intrigued by the different countries that 

the people choose who ask: Ethiopia, Somalia and once in a while 

Kenya. When I say I’m from South Africa, the next comment is 

usually “Were you born there?”

I sometimes wish it could be possible to wind back the clock. Go 

back and rediscover my ancestors’ migration journeys. How far 

did they travel? What made them move? Why did they stop?

The invitation to contribute an essay for the Another Time, An-

other Place exhibition catalogue could not have come at a more 

perfect time. COVID-19 gave us an opportunity to pause, reflect 

and contemplate. Writing this essay gave me an opportunity to 

reflect on origins, belonging and my place in this beautiful country 

I call home, specifically on Tshwane/Pretoria, the nation’s capital. 

Capital cities are important. They not only house the seats of 

government but they also tell a story: A story of people, their 

origins, their history and now and again a showcase of the best 

that a country has to offer. Architecture plays a crucial role in 

deciding where and what to build. Tshwane/Pretoria is no dif-

ferent. The buildings tell a story. My particular fascination is with 

the Union Buildings, the most important building in the coun-

try and the areas surrounding what is today called Tshwane.

My story of Tshwane (the name my ancestors used) was for the 

longest time told through the lens of my ancestors. It is a story 

of land, power, identity and pain.

As a descendant of farmers, home is where the land is. That idea 

becomes difficult when the ability to hold on to the land is not 

possible. To understand the idea of home, I have to traverse mul-

tiple timelines – 1800, 1900, and 2000. For my generation, these 

are the years that give us some context in what it means to be-

long. Each one is so different from the other that it perfectly fits 

the theme Another Time, Another Place.

For the curators of the exhibition, the theme covered a seven- 

year period which for most of the country was a kind of a tran-

sition period. For me, those years only became possible because 

of what happened a 100 or so years ago. 

I used this opportunity to map the journey that my family and I 

took to get to PW Botha’s infamous Rubicon speech in 1985, but 

more importantly reflect on my relationship to the city of Pretoria.

Growing up, I listened to stories of migration, wars, foreign oc-

cupation, gold, diamonds, independence and land. These were 

stories that defined the people I called family and the places I 

called home. Anthropologists tell us that, to understand civiliza-

tions you have to understand the mineral deposits and their 

influence on the people who live on the land above them. The 

stories that I grew up with were mainly around agriculture 
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and land. Minerals were a sideshow. Going to work in the dia-

mond and gold mines was not something to aspire to. It was a 

temporary solution to finance land, agriculture, and later on, 

education. Unbeknown to them, it was indeed the mineral de-

posits under the Witwatersrand Basin that would define their 

place in South Africa.

My ancestors, a subgroup of Batswana people, settled along what 

became known as the Magaliesberg mountain range. Originally 

it was called Dithaba tsa MaMogale, named after the Tswana 

king Mogale. The area had great rivers and good land which 

made it suitable for agriculture. The stories they told, tell how 

in the mid to late 1800s, a group of Boer settlers arrived in the 

area. Their arrival was initially not a threat. They were friendly 

and found a way to co-exist with the locals. The two groups were 

both farmers. My great-grandmother would narrate stories of 

how the men picked up a few farming tricks from their new 

neighbours even though they found some of their techniques 

questionable. For the locals, the idea of mono-crops and tilling 

the land was the beginning and the end of agriculture. This is 

something that is only now becoming a conversation in the 

twenty-first century.

Land tenure was an important aspect of the community. There 

was a well-defined system of land allocation which was adminis-

tered by the chieftaincy. For each family unit, the chief would 

allocate land for residential purposes, livestock grazing land 

and arable agriculture. For as long as members of that family 

resided in the said area, the land allocated to them would be 

passed on from one generation to another, in most cases through 

the sons. Unfortunately, women were expected to be married 

and were regarded as beneficiaries of the husband. In the even-

tuality that a woman would not marry or had to come back home, 

the provision would be made with her father to allocate some 

land to her.

In 1899 a war broke out between Great Britain and the Boer 

Republics (Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek and Oranje Vrijstaat). 

Unbeknown to the locals, this would be the war that set the 

foundation for the South Africa we have today. Historians dif-

fer on the main reason for the war but what is clear is that the 

control of the Witwatersrand Basin was the primary source of 

conflict. South Africa held large gold reserves. This was at a time 

when the world was running on a gold standard, a system in which 

all countries fixed the value of their currency to a specific amount 

of gold that they held in reserve. Controlling the gold mines meant 

controlling sovereign wealth.

The war brought new dynamics to what it meant to ‘own land’. 

As part of their war strategy, the British burned farms belong-

ing to the Boers. This was a way of countering the guerrilla war-

fare tactics of the Boers but also as a way of diminishing food 

supplies to the Boer army. To counter this, some of the Boer farm-

ers entrusted their farms to their black neighbours and workers; 

something that I found quite intriguing but unfortunately not 

well documented.
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It was from these encounters that my generation inherited the 

land that my great-great-great-grandfather and a few other 

men clubbed in to buy from the Boers shortly after the war. As 

my great-grandmother would say, “it was all a game”. To stay 

in the game, you had to continue playing. If a title deed was 

what you had to show to prove that you own the land, that is 

what we had to do. A portion of what was called Farm Uitval-

grond officially became the property of 83 buyers – a stretch 

of land, just outside Brits, in the North West province (Figure 

1). In different formations, the small group of what is to this 

day referred to as “the buyers” would continue the practice of 

saving money, buying land and extending their property port-

folio mainly for farming purposes. To be initiated in our family 

tradition, was to be shown title deeds which were originally writ-

ten in Dutch and to go through the list of the 83 buyers and know 

their family names and what share of the title deed they owned. 

This is a practice that  still goes on to this day. These sessions 

usually come around in September/October in the beginning of 

the summer planting seasons. They also come with a trip to the 

grave yards to clean the tombstones and celebrate the ancestors 

who made this opportunity possible for us.

As the British marched to victory at the end of the South African 

War in 1902 and forged a new country with the former Boer 

Republics, the black population was left out of the agreement. 

For the thousands of African men who fought and died in the 

war, this according to my great-grandfather, was one more reason 

not to trust the new neighbours. To have a full appreciation of 

what this means, you have to revisit the laws that followed this 

Figure 1: Areal view of the land that includes the villages of 

Rabokala (1), Rankotea (2) and Vametco mine (3), located 

north-east of Brits (4), North West province. (Google Earth).

decision and understand what the implications for the locals 

were.1 In 2022 it is difficult to explain to a young South African 

what really happened.

Soon after the South African War, a new country was born – a  

country that needed a new capital. Up on the hills of Tshwane, a 

new project got underway; the construction of what was to 

1

2

3

4
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become The Nations’ Capital. As farmers, supplying food to the 

workers was one way of getting to go see this majestic structure. 

A trip just to go to Tshwane from Mumong, Garasai and Rabokala, 

which is where my family resided, to get a glimpse of the Union 

Buildings was something to look forward to (figure 2). The fas-

cination continued for generations to come. Trips that used to 

take days by ox wagon became shorter with time. First the ox 

wagon, then the train, then busses, and now cars. With time, 

you could even take pictures of the buildings in the nation’s 

capital and show the people back home. The place told a story. 

That is what capital cities do. They tell a story of a people: their 

culture, their wars, their victories, their biodiversity and so 

much more.

Whose story did Tshwane tell? When it was ‘founded’, the city 

was called Pretoria. To the locals, Pretoria was a foreign name. 

What happened to Tshwane? Who is Pretoria/Pretorius? 

The names disconnected the people from the land. The original 

names of their kings and ancestors were erased – from history, 

erased from maps and with time, from memories. 

Deep in the collective psyche, there was the unresolved issue 

of BELONGING. 

How is it that we are told that this land, that we call home and 

are so rooted in, its rivers and its mountains, a place that we 

named after our kings, is not home? If not Tshwane then where? 

Through twists and turns, the time provided an opportunity 

for a different path; a path not chosen by my people, but a path, 

nonetheless. The laws of the land would dictate that black people 

recede to only small sections of the country: Sections where they 

would not benefit in any form from the wealth that the minerals, 

the rich agricultural land and the beautiful coastlines have to 

offer. This narrow path was called INDEPENDENCE. Independ-

ence from what exactly? That was never really clear. An oppor-

tunity to reframe your narrative. A narrow narrative of Batswana 

people in South Africa. 

Bophuthatswana, the Batswana ‘homeland’ (one of ten bantu- 

stans) was created in 1961 as a territorial authority consisting of 

a scattered patchwork of small portions of land that did not 

border each other. South Africa declared it a self-governing state 

in 1972, and in 1977 the apartheid regime granted it indepen- 

dence as the Republic of Bophuthatswana, with Mmabatho as its 

capital. Bophuthatswana was reincorporated into South Africa 

in 1994 and Mmabatho is currently a suburb of Mahikeng, the 

capital of the North West province (figure 2).

For his children, my great-grandfather trained his sons to be 

farmers and got his daughters to go to school. The famous family 

story of education is how one day a man from Kimberley came 

to a meeting and he was wearing a gown. The only gown that 

my great-grandfather had seen was that worn by priests. He 

was fascinated by the man’s command of the English and Afri-

kaans languages and he was the scribe for the land negotiations 

(figure 1). This man would inspire generations of teachers. In 

the village, my grandmother and her two sisters would be the 
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first women to graduate high school and later obtain education 

diplomas that qualified all three of them to become teachers.

It was this vision that scattered my family across the breadth and 

width of Bophuthatswana as teachers. In three generations, I 

can comfortably count 20-plus teachers in the family.

Temporarily, in building this new country, the Batswana home-

land was created and a new narrative emerged – something to 

hold on to. As expected, a new capital was built: A capital to call 

my own – Mmabatho. So far, so foreign, yet so real. For a few 

years Mmabatho filled the void left by Pretoria. I straddled the 

two places, one being in close proximity to land and where I felt 

I truly belonged,  the other is a political construct presented to 

the Batswana people.

I called both my capital cities. In Mmabatho I could roam the 

streets freely and feel a sense of ownership and pride. In Pretoria 

I felt a sense of betrayal, deep-seated anger. Fear. I did however 

refuse to let go. Tshwane was and will always be part of me. 

Later in life, I would find my way to Pretoria. I settled in an apart-

ment across the majestic structure called the Union Buildings and 

would wake up to the tapestry of colour presented by its gar-

dens. I would walk twice a day up and down Church Street to my 

place of work, First National Bank. From my window working at 

the bank, I could see the South African Reserve Bank – another 

symbol of a country, its money and its reserves.

It was from working at First National Bank in Pretoria that I 

first interacted with the University of Pretoria. One of my re-

sponsibilities was to assess student loans. All the students who 

would come in, often accompanied by their fathers, were white 

and spoke Afrikaans. I dreaded those moments. I went to school 

in a homeland, not much Afrikaans spoken there, I went to 

4
3

1
2

Figure 2: Areal view showing the locations of Rabokala village (1), Brits (2), Pretoria/Tshwane (home to the Union Buildings) (3), 

and Mmabatho/Mahikeng (4). (Google Earth).
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university in Durban and started my career in Durban. No Afri-

kaans there either. Unfortunately for me, I was beginning to lose 

the bank some clients, and a day that I still remember vividly, was 

when the branch manager called me into his office to tell me 

that I might not be able to see most of the clients who came in 

because some important clients of the bank were not happy 

that I do not speak Afrikaans. Specifically, the complaints came 

mainly from The South African Reserve Bank and the University 

of Pretoria. These two institutions were important clients of 

the bank. The writing was on the wall. Shape up or ship out. 

This was 1993.

The CODESA negotiations were coming along but there was no 

telling what would happen. Pretoria was tense. The fact that my 

job depended on me having a working understanding of Afri-

kaans when Nelson Mandela was promising a new country, was 

really strange. I kept thinking of the Soweto protests of 1976, 

the specifics of the role that Afrikaans played in holding black 

people back. Do I bring this up, do I walk away? We were not 

allowed to discuss politics at work. This would definitely get 

me fired.

To distract me from the tension that reverberated from CODESA 

to our living rooms, I would take walks and admire the flowers 

in the city. Spring was the best time. The famous Jacaranda trees 

would paint the town purple. If I wake up early enough on a 

weekend before traffic started, it sometimes felt like I was on 

a movie set. 

Then 27 April 1994 happened. I got to watch Nelson Mandela’s 

inauguration from my window. South Africa became a democ-

racy. I was happy. Albeit briefly. I finally felt a sense of belonging. 

I could finally call Pretoria home. As the new government took 

office, I felt a sense of trepidation. A difficult road lay ahead. I did 

however feel that my relationship with Pretoria was done. It was 

time to move on. On 1 November 1995, I voted in the first local 

government elections and a few days later boarded a plane to 

Germany to start the next chapter in my life. For a brief moment 

(2 years), Germany became my new home. 

Years later, in 2013, I would come back to Pretoria/Tshwane, 

specifically the Department of Visual Arts at the University of 

Pretoria. This time it was to honour a man who was instrumental 

to where we are today, Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela. Co-founded 

by one of the Visual Arts alumni at the university, Jacques 

Lange, the Mandela Poster Project was a celebration of 95 years 

of Nelson Mandela’s life through the eyes of 95 designers from 

all over the world. The University of Pretoria would be the first 

host to this amazing work. A few months later the Mandela 

Poster Project 95 Collection was displayed at the Union Build-

ings to provide solace to thousands of South Africans who came 

to see Nelson Mandela’s body lying in state.

Pretoria/Tshwane, the Union Buildings told a completely differ-

ent story. A story of a nation united in grief and mourning – 

celebration of life. Once again, I felt a sense of peace. It was the 

peace that a piece of me was there to honour Nelson Mandela; 

to honour my ancestors in the land of their birth. 
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Being a South African is complicated. To be South African is to 

embrace diversity, complexity and space for healing.

Today, with one nation, the Pretoria metropole has been renamed 

Tshwane. I still ask whose capital is it? The fear that I used to 

feel is replaced by disdain. The flowers that used to line the streets 

are replaced by plastic litter. The racist regime is replaced by a 

corrupt regime. 

Did I ever belong? Was it ever my capital? Will it ever be? 

ENDNOTES

1   A brief timeline of the key pieces of legislation that informed 

this essay include:

 1909 – South Africa Act. Act of the British Parliament 

 1913 – Natives Land Act

 1920 – Natives Affairs Act

 1936 – Natives Trust and Land Act

 1950 – Group Areas Act

 1950 – Population Registration Act

 1951 – Bantu Authorities Act

 1953 – Bantu Education Act

 1959 – Extension of University Act

 1959 – Promotion of Bantu Self Government Act

 1970 – Bantu Homelands Citizens Act

 1977 – Bophuthatswana Independence

 1980s – Repealing of most of the apartheid laws

 1996 – South African Constitution
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NEW HORIZONS:
(RE)VISITING VIEWS ON 

THE LANDSCAPE
IN SOUTH AFRICAN ART
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My late father was an avid amateur photographer. In the 1970s 

and 1980s his medium of choice was photographic film that was 

processed to produce a positive transparent image that he care-

fully cut and set in a plastic frame to create a slide. My father 

bought all the gadgets and paraphernalia that were necessary 

to perform this hobby most efficiently. These included a small 

viewing device that can be held in the hand (with a small peep-

hole the size of a 50 cent coin) as well as a more bulky slide pro-

jector that enlarged the image on a white wall or screen, similar 

to those used by lecturers in art history classrooms before being 

replaced by the now ubiquitous PowerPoint presentation.

The photograph shown in Figure 1 was taken in the late 1970s 

and shows my mom and dad sitting on a rocky outcrop in the 

Northern Drakensberg in KwaZulu-Natal. My father, pretending 

to be calmly looking out over the picturesque landscape, has in 

fact taken this snapshot using the timer setting on his camera, 

which means that he had just sprinted and dived into this re-

laxed pose. Although probably out of breath, my dad gazes out 

over the landscape in the calm and contemplative manner that 

aligns with the romantic tourist gaze, a visual trope that was es-

pecially popular in the 1940s to 1970s in South Africa (Van Eeden 

2011:600). The purpose of such staged photographs and post-

cards was to represent “a personal, semi-spiritual relationship 

with the object of the gaze” (Urry 2005:1). In this case, the object 

of the gaze was the expansive Drakensberg Mountains devoid of 

any human presence other than my parents. If analysed through 

the lenses of ideology and myth, the composition of the photo-

graph – with the pristine mountains looming large in the back-

ground and two white figures, bulging rocks and leafy protea 

bushes in the middle-ground – reproduces a conventionalised 

scene of

white, middle-class tourists contemplating the supposedly empty 

South African landscape (Van Eeden 2011:607). Such a critique 

exposes how the photograph functions to ideologically construct 

the South African landscape as unspoilt, pristine and unbounded, 

and as a space for the consumption of leisure activities such as 

hiking and photography. It serves to reinforce a notion that was 

prevalent at the time of its making: South Africa is a “white man’s 

country” (Foster 2008:40-42).

A decade or so after the photograph was taken, having spent 

annual vacations hiking in the mountains depicted in the image, 

we scattered my father’s ashes at this very site. The slide currently 

resides in the top drawer of my desk, where it still sits safely in my 

father’s small viewing device. Years of research on the discursive 

construction of landscape has resulted in my uneasy relationship 

Figure 1: Photograph of a slide taken in the Northern 

Drakensberg, KwaZulu-Natal. Date unknown. 

Photograph by the author.
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with this image. For, although it is a personal, tangible, nostalgic 

reminder of my deceased father, can it ever escape being exem-

plary of a contested visual trope?

This essay begins by briefly reflecting on the status of landscape 

as the subject matter of art. The main purpose is to explore some 

of the different understandings and definitions of landscape in 

art with a specific focus on debates circulating in the 1980s and 

1990s when the artists who are participating in the Another Time, 

Another Place exhibition (2022) were studying Fine Art and Infor-

mation Design at the University of Pretoria (UP). These debates 

showed that landscape is especially susceptible to ideological 

(ab)use because it presents itself as ‘natural’. The critiques of J.H. 

Pierneef’s landscape paintings that emerged at that time are 

especially exemplary of this approach. But, if landscape is predis-

posed to the dreamwork of ideology, how can we reconcile the 

notion of landscape as a contested terrain with the prominent 

place it continues to occupy in art?

My main starting point is an observation that, like the slide I de-

scribed above, landscape never seems to move completely out of 

view. Although it has been condemned as a troubling and trouble-

some subject, landscape persists, as evidenced by the artworks 

produced by the UP graduates since completing their studies. In 

this essay, therefore, I think through some of the strategies that 

have served to expose – if not attack – landscape. Finally, I offer 

an alternative perspective – or perhaps a new horizon – for the 

possible futures of landscape as the subject of South African art.

THE STATUS OF LANDSCAPE

In western art, landscape has featured as a prominent genre in its 

own right at least since the seventeenth century when Dutch 

painters focused their attention on the accurate depiction of 

actual topography.1 Up until that time, landscape had generally 

provided a convenient backdrop for artistic representations of 

myths, allegories, religious scenes and historical narratives. Con-

sidered a lesser genre, the landscape served to give credibility to 

these supposedly more important subjects. From the seventeenth 

century onwards, conventional visual tropes emerged including 

the mythical arcadian landscape, the picturesque, the pastoral and 

the sublime.2 In the early nineteenth century landscape became 

the predominant aesthetic source in the work of the Romantic 

artists who were influenced by Jean Jacques Rousseau’s melan-

cholic attitude towards nature and the “divine revelations” that 

wild nature could elicit (Rosenblum 1975:10).3 

In the twentieth century, two main approaches to the landscape 

in art emerged (see Mitchell 1994:6-8). On the one hand, Kenneth 

Clark (1963) and Ernst Gombrich (1966) narrativised the history 

of landscape painting locating this tradition within the mod-

ernist ideal of purifying the visual field. On the other, semiotics 

and hermeneutics understood landscape as a text that could be 

decoded. Natural features in landscape were thus read in terms 

of their symbolic content. In cultural geography in the 1980s, the 

discourse on landscape took yet another turn. In The iconography 

of landscape, Denis Cosgrove and Stephen Daniels (1988:1) argued 

that landscape is “a cultural image, a pictorial way of representing 

or symbolising surroundings”. According to this view, landscape 

is not only something to be seen, but also a particular ‘way of 

seeing’ that is closely tied to authority, control and ownership.4

Following their definition of landscape, in the mid 1990s the 

literary theorist and one of the founders of visual culture stud-

ies, William Mitchell, argued in Landscape and power (1994) 

that, instead of asking what landscape is or means, the more 

pertinent question is: what does landscape do. Mitchell recom-

mends that landscape not only be considered as a noun, but also 

– more importantly – as a verb. As a noun, landscape is, of course, 

an object that can be seen and, equally, it is a specialised genre 

of painting. As a verb, landscape could refer to the practice of 

taming the environment. But, more importantly, landscape as a 

verb also refers to “a process by which social and subjective iden-

tities are formed” (Mitchell 2002:1).5  In this sense, landscape is a 

cultural medium and “an instrument of cultural power” (Mitchell 

2002: 2) in that it naturalises ideas that are socially and cultu- 

rally constructed. 

Mitchell (2002:5) takes the notion of landscape as a verb further 

by arguing that, besides being a genre of art, it is a medium of 

art. He argues that, like language or paint, landscape is embed-

ded in a particular tradition of cultural signification and commu-

nication. If landscape is a cultural practice, then it follows that 

landscape is “already artifice in the moment of its beholding, 

long before it becomes the subject of pictorial representation” 

(Mitchell 2002:14). Although it may be natural, so Mitchell argues, 

landscape is always already defined by culture. It naturalises a 

cultural and social construction by representing an artificial world 

as if it were natural and given. In other words, cultural meanings 

– or ideas in our minds – are projected onto the physical land-

scape at which we gaze from a detached vantage point. Our 

ideas about landscape inform and give shape to how we under-

stand what a landscape is, how we interact with it, and also how 

we treat it. Landscape is, thus, first and foremost an idea and 

a concept.

According to this perspective, which John Wylie (2007:155) refers 

to as a “culturalist”, or representational approach, landscapes do 

ideological work. They naturalise social relationships and are 

always already embedded in systems of cultural, political and 

economic power. Semiotics, hermeneutics, and iconography are 

among the methodologies that assist in making sense of land-

scape from this perspective. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, 

influenced by the cultural turn and poststructuralist discourse, 

landscape was no longer viewed as a neutral representation of 

a natural environment, but as a vehicle for “the dreamwork of 

ideology” (Mitchell 2002:7). In particular, the culturalist approach 

has exposed the ways in which the representation of landscape 

in art and visual culture has historically worked to popularise and 

naturalise colonial expansion and national identity (Mitchell 

2002:17, Bunn 2002:128). The colonial gaze established and legit-

imated colonial ownership of foreign land and “translat[ed] alien 

territory into a space for the self” (Delmont & Dubow 1995:11).6 

Exposing the imperial and nationalist foundations of the land-

scape art tradition in South Africa was high on the agenda of revi-

sionist arts practice and critical art history in the late 1980s and 

early 1990s. 

LANDSCAPE, IDEOLOGY AND PIERNEEF’S 

‘EMPTY’ LANDSCAPES

Landscape has been a popular genre of South African art and 

Esmé Berman (1970:3) ascribes this popularity to the “fascinating” 

and “varied landscapes to be found” in this country. “The pioneer 

professional painters of South Africa,” she argues, “were land-

scapists first and foremost” (Berman 1970:3). While there was 

initially some dispute over whether J.E.A. Volschenk (1853-1936) 

or Hugo Naudé (1869-1941) was the first South African-born pro-

fessional landscape painter (Berman 1970:3), J.H. Pierneef (1886-

1957) came to be regarded as the canonical landscape artist of 

the twentieth century. Ironically, writers on Pierneef’s art found 
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that his travels in Europe and his exposure to modern Europe-

an art in the mid 1920s elevated him to the status of the “fore-

most interpreter of the South African landscape” (Berman 

1970:223).7 

From my own experience in dark lecture halls of looking at slide 

after slide that could not do justice to Pierneef’s paintings, South 

African art history in the 1980s and early 1990s emphasised the 

formal, visual properties of his post-Cubist style and the symbolic 

references in his billowing clouds, geometric mountains and 

bosveld trees. As the textbooks on art that were prescribed at 

that time contended, Pierneef came to be understood as “this 

country’s most successful artist” (Fransen 1982:296) whose subject 

matter and the way he expressed it was “essentially South Afri-

can” (Berman 1970:226). These accolades were bestowed on this 

painter because during the early decades of the twentieth cen-

tury – “the heyday of landscape in white South Africa” (Foster 

2008:179) – Pierneef rendered “the beloved South African land-

scapes” in a “markedly personal” style and simultaneously “aided 

the public in developing a more sophisticated appreciation of 

art” (Berman 1970:226). 

But, at the same time that students were getting to grips with 

Pierneef’s muted colours and idealised compositions, Wayne 

Barker unleashed an attack on this esteemed artist’s work in a per- 

formance staged at the Avanganye bar in Johannesburg in 1989. 

Barker had made an exact copy of Pierneef’s Apies River (1932) by 

projecting an image of the work – possibly from one of the slides 

used in art history lectures – onto his canvas. During the live per-

formance, Barker ‘destroyed’ the painting, by first smudging the 

paint, and then drawing various organs and cartoon-like disem-

bodied heads over the canvas (Peffer 2003). A large saw with 

two heads sewn together threatens the entire scene at the top 

right hand corner while a diamond is ejected from the earth in 

the centre of the composition. This violent critique of Pierneef’s 

work was aimed at exposing the ideological work that many of 

his paintings had accomplished by the 1930s. It was at this point 

that Pierneef was at the height of his fame and, moreover, 

that tensions over the (dis)possession of land in South Africa 

were mounting.8

While Barker’s critique of Pierneef’s work in 1989 could be re-

garded as ‘unofficial’, in 1992 Nic Coetzee’s publication Pierneef, 

land and landscape: the Johannesburg Station Panels in context 

formally turned the tables on the self-proclaimed ‘pioneer’ of the 

landscape tradition in South African art.9 Coetzee (1992:22) stres-

ses that both politically and through his art, “Pierneef positioned 

himself within ... the ideology of Afrikaner nationalism” and, con-

sequently, became the esteemed “painter of the nation” (Foster 

2008:179). In the popular imagination, “the Afrikaner was des-

tined to settle and to take possession of the land” writes Coetzee 

(1992:23). Pierneef’s paintings of empty, silent landscapes evokes 

the Calvinist myth of the empty land awaiting occupation by the 

Afrikaner volk who, it was believed, were destined to claim own-

ership of a land bequeathed to them by God. According to John 

Peffer (2003), “in Pierneef’s painting the South African landscape 

is cast as God’s land, and by extension the providence of His Chosen 

People, the Afrikaner volk”. Avoiding all traces of (indigenous) 

human activity, Pierneef’s landscapes create an imaginary space 

for Afrikaner settlement; a space that Afrikaners could claim as 

their home and a space with which they could identify. Coetzee’s 

approach thus positions landscape as a cultural image; disem-

bodied cultural meanings are deposited or projected onto the 

blank, physical landscape by the artists that create them and 

through the ideological systems they serve. 
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Since Coetzee lectured at UPs Department of Art History from 

1980, his revisionist approach to Pierneef’s art would probably 

have influenced the students he taught. But his book was pub-

lished in 1992 and could, therefore, not have been included on 

the list of prescribed reading between 1986 and 1992, the time 

period under discussion here. Even so, some students may surely 

have witnessed Barker’s controversial intervention. Those students 

who remained aware of revisionist academic discourses on land-

scape after completing their studies – and here I include lecturers 

for whom Pierneef’s work remained a primary subject – may have 

found this revised interpretation as at once insightful and trou-

bling. Landscape certainly enjoyed a prominent place on the 

list of themes students were encouraged to explore in their art 

practice, especially in painting. This can be linked to the fact that 

landscape was a favoured theme in the works of artists who lec-

tured full time in the Department of Fine Arts and Art History at 

that time (including John Clarke, Margaret Gradwell, Jean Kotze- 

Louw and Nico Roos to name only a few).10

If landscape is a potent instrument of cultural oppression precisely 

because it is a “natural representation of a natural scene” (Mitchell 

2002:15) and if it is “ideally suited to manipulation by discourses 

predicated on notions of universality” (Coetzee 1992:22), what 

would the future hold for landscape as the subject of art? Is land-

scape, as Mitchell (2002:3) provocatively suggests, “an exhausted 

medium, at least for the purposes of serious art ...”? Must (se-

rious) landscape art then limit itself to exposing the power rela-

tions that operate as hidden agendas in the representations of 

the (empty) landscapes of the past?11 Should landscapes in art 

always labour under the pessimistic drive to reflect and expose a 

troubled past? For instance, since Barker’s and Coetzee’s decon-

structions of Pierneef’s landscapes, several artists have challenged 

Figure 2: Anton Karstel, Voortrekker Monument, 1991.

Oil on canvas. Courtesy of the artist.

his work.12 In a similar vein, Anton Karstel’s Voortrekker Monu-

ment (1991) yokes a powerful symbol of Afrikaner nationalism 

to a chaotic landscape in turmoil (Figure 2). Moreover, consid-

ering the controversial status of both Pierneef and his landscape 

paintings, why are they still regarded as collector’s items in post- 

apartheid South Africa?13 To continue this line of reasoning, why 

does the UP continue to display Pierneef’s Wild Fig (1930) so prom-

inently in its marketing material (Figure 3)?14  Would this painting 

not be better located in a dusty storeroom?

In his short fictional letter, titled Mountain Landscape that was 

published in the catalogue that accompanied the retrospective 

exhibition of Pierneef’s work at the Standard Bank Gallery in
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Figure 3: JH Pierneef, Wild Fig Tree, 1930. Oil on canvas. 

UP Museums Collection 410793.

2015, Ivan Vladislavić hints at a recuperated vision of Pierneef’s 

landscapes, if not landscape art in general. While all the char-

acters and institutions described in the letter are fictional, they 

are fashioned on actual institutions (such as the high-profile com-

panies that purchase expensive art), the people that manage 

them (such as the CEOs that grapple with aligning their own per-

sonal tastes with the visual identities their companies are meant 

to project), and the academics whose research has uncovered that 

Pierneef’s work is steeped in a political ideology that has no place 

in the democratised, post-apartheid boardroom. 

In his essay, Vladislavić (2015:9) mischievously sketches a scenario 

in which a CEO, Mr H.K. Khoza, responds to a Prof. Keyser’s aca-

demic reasons for “the redeployment of [the] Pierneef” currently 

on display in his office.15 Because “it does not send the right sort 

of message” about “the Company”, Mr Khoza has been advised 

to move Mountain Landscape back to where he found it, in a 

storeroom on the nineteenth floor, “jammed in between a filing 

cabinet and a three-legged chair, among piles of stationery and 

cleaning equipment” (Vladislavić 2015:9-10). We learn that Mr 

Khoza’s predecessor, Mr van Huyssteen, had replaced Mountain 

Landscape with a more appropriate photograph of Tokyo Sexwale 

posing with a soccer team. Mr Khoza then lists the reasons why 

he chose to place the Pierneef back in the boardroom. Firstly, he 

enjoys looking at “it’s wide open spaces ... full of silence and 

grandeur” that transport him “to some high place where the air 

is purer” (Vladislavić 2015:10). The work “refresh[es] the senses 

and the spirit” which, he believes is the hallmark of “great art” 

(Vladislavić 2015:10).  Secondly, at meetings of the board, Mr Khoza 

has noticed colleagues’ eyes wander to the painting and “grow 

misty” in a way that the photograph of the soccer team never in-

spired. Thirdly, he does not agree with Prof Keyser that Pierneef 

favoured abstraction so as to deny the “the humanly specific in 

favour of a dehistoricised” representation of the landscape it 

supposedly represents (Vladislavić 2015:11). 

To support this contention, Mr Khoza recounts a story of the 

time when another (fictitious) high ranking businessman, Mr Leo 

Mbola, upon seeing Mountain Landscape immediately com-

mented that he recognised the scene as specifically the part of 

“the Winterberg range near Queenstown where he grew up” 

(Vladislavić 2015:11). Thus, Mr Khoza is convinced that, for Mr 

Mbola at least, Pierneef’s painting is not “the abstract some-

where-or-other” that Prof. Keyser concluded about the work. He 

even hints that the specific contexts that informed the making 

of the painting seems paramount to understanding why the artist 

created what he did. What does not escape Mr Khoza’s attention, 

and what he believes may be “the crux of the matter” is that, 

instead of notions of dispossession (which the Professor had been 

keen to point out), another high-ranking visitor to the Company 

boardroom had commented that the scene displays a “prime 

piece of real estate”; that it smacks of ownership; and that these 

associations are not at all “at odds with our corporate culture” 

(Vladislavić 2015:12). 

Thus, Vladislavić essay points out the various lives one Pierneef 

painting may have: originally created as an idealised represen-

tation of the South African landscape using the unique style 

developed by an accomplished artist; to being appropriated by 

the cultural brokers of Afrikaner nationalism in the 1920s and 

1930s to assist in inventing a very specific version of Afrikaner-

dom; to being challenged in the late 1980s and early 1990s 

through the lenses of postcolonial and poststructuralist read-

ings; and perhaps not finally, to its reappropriation in a corpo-

rate environment. And, alongside all of these interpretations, 

some people, like Mr Khoza, simply find themselves lost in the 

beauty of the landscape. 

In what follows I take Vladislavić’s re-reading of the landscape 

in art further, by focusing on a different way of understanding and 

defining landscape and our relationship to it. I am not arguing 

for a style of thinking that forgets the violence inflicted on South

Figure 4: Liekie Fouché, Where the birds of freedom fly, 2018. Mixed media on board. Courtesy of the artist.
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Figure 5: Diek Grobler, The island of the day before, 2005. 

Scraperboard, oil on wood. Courtesy of the artist.

Africa’s land and the various ways in which visual culture has 

been used to bolster claims to ownership and (dis)possession. 

South Africa’s complicated history should – must – not be forgot-

ten. However, in the place of “history’s large abstractions” (Van 

den Berg 1995), I am suggesting that smaller, personal narra-

tives of individual interactions with landscape – whether real or 

invented – provide the groundwork for a reimagined landscape 

art in South Africa.16 This is an avenue that some of the artists 

represented in the Another Time, Another Place exhibition have 

pursued in one way or another. For instance, many have produced 

dream-like images of imaginary landscapes. Liekie Fouché’s dream- 

scapes that “dwell on the boundaries between dream and reality, 

past and future as well as nature and imagination” (Tina Skukan 

Gallery) are a fitting example (Figure 4). Equally Diek Grobler’s 

magical landscapes stage everyday human stories in natural envi-

ronments (Figure 5). In order to pave the way for a different 

approach to landscape, I suggest that the notion that landscapes 

are no more than cultural images needs to be interrogated.

CRITIQUING THE LANDSCAPE IDEA

The culturalist view of landscape that I have discussed above and 

shown to be at the foundation of critiques of Pierneef’s work 

throughout the 1990s, is problematically embedded in the du-

alistic Cartesian paradigm. John Wylie (2007:144) argues this 

point in his overview of the different ways in which cultural 

geographers have understood landscape mainly since the 1980s. 

René Descartes’ now familiar system of methodical doubt (as 

outlined in his Meditations (1975 [1641]), posits that thought is 

the only reliable means to knowledge. This means that any infor-

mation coming to us from the senses is untrustworthy because 

sight, hearing, taste, touch and smell are uncertain and ambig-

uous. This leads Descartes to distinguish between mind and body, 

and thought and world. The only sense that Descartes allows to 

enter into his formulation of the cogito is sight: Descartes’ method 

clearly “cements deep associations between seeing and thinking, 

and visual perception and certainty” (Wylie 2007:146). 

In the same way that Descartes’ philosophical language sets up the 

spectator as a detached, rational subject gazing on the material 

world from “an idealised, uncontaminated vantage point” (Wylie 

2007:147), the culturalist approach to the perception and rep-

resentation of landscape – perhaps inadvertently – establishes 

a similar division between the spectator as epistemological 

authority and the objective, external environment. The familiar 

binaries that haunt Cartesianism – Mind/Body; Subject/Object; 

Inside/Outside; Culture/Nature – persist in critiques that regard 

landscape as a ‘way of seeing’ and as no more than an expression 

of cultural, economic and political power. Cultural mind is posited 

as separate from physical nature. Perhaps it is time to review this 

so-called revisionist strategy.

LANDSCAPE PHENOMENOLOGY

One of the philosophical paradigms that has consistently criticised 

Cartesianism is existential phenomenology. In the late 1990s 

phenomenology (re)entered cultural geography as an alterna-

tive to what Wylie (2007:208) describes as the “deadening effect” 

of the discursive focus on landscape as a text. Based in the work 

of Martin Heidegger and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, a phenome-

nological approach to perception recognises what the represen- 

tational approach overlooks: the lived human experience of land-

scape. Merleau-Ponty offers a sustained critique of Cartesian 

philosophy by focusing on embodied subjectivity and perception 

in the world rather than perception of the world.17 Insisting on 

the corporeal nature of all human experience, knowledge and 

perception, for Merleau-Ponty the body is the locus of knowl-

edge rather than the instrument that conveniently contains a 

superior, reflective mind. It is through my lived body, which is 

already anchored in the material world, that I perceive. To push 

this idea further, “landscape is that with which we see” (Wylie 

2007:215, emphasis in original); landscape is therefore far more 

than a culturally constructed ‘way of seeing’. Through corporeal 

inhabitation of the world – or ‘dwelling’ in Heidegger’s (1996) 

terms18 – we transcend any subject-object model of existence. 

For Wylie (2007:162), an approach that is interested in one’s ex-

perience of, immersion in, and the actual material properties of 

landscape is appropriately described as ‘non-representational’. 

A non-representational approach focuses on the material prac-

tices, performances and performativities of landscape, nature, 

identity and space. It acknowledges that “growing up in and 

being immersed in a particular landscape’s sensory, spatial, and 

material qualities establishes a perceptual schema that determines 

future experiences and reactions” (Foster 2008:82). Jeremy Foster 

(2008:81, emphasis in original) points out that “all discursive use 

of landscape is grounded to some degree in habitual corporeal 

interaction with a material terrain and is, in the purest sense of 

the word, non-sensical without that interaction.” 

A culturalist understanding of the environment as a mere back-

drop onto which cultural values, attitudes and meanings are pro-

jected, ignores the everyday individual and collective practices 

that take place in spaces and give them meaning. It is precisely 

these “bad habits of critical theory” (Ruti 2016:5) that phenom-

enology may potentially address. Non-representational approach-

es (derived in part from phenomenological philosophy) recognise 

“the dialectical nature of place-signification” and that in making 

“time and place we are simultaneously made by them ...” (Foster 

2008:81). One cannot ignore “the subjective understandings that 

individuals bring to their encounters with the material world” 

(Foster 2008:81). Surely it would then be wise to acknowledge 

that our corporeal encounter with the environment is at once 

direct and situational; in other words, simultaneously lived, 

tactile and kinaesthetic, and shaped by locally determined and 

culturally conditioned practices. This means neither to discard 

the subjectively lived body as in the poststructuralist approach, 

nor only to celebrate the biographical accounts of individual 
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bodies as has come to light as one of the strongest criticisms of 

phenomenology.19 Instead, it means to understand landscape not 

merely as a space that is viewed, but also as space that is lived. For 

some, telling “small stories” in place of the “grander narratives 

of academic history” (Wylie 2007:209) is a profitable way to 

produce an alternative horizon for landscape. Personal mem-

oir and bodily experience are key themes in this approach 

(Wylie 2005).20

As an example of how a non-representational approach to land-

scape might usefully be put into practice, I now turn to what can 

only be a very brief discussion of two paintings by Corné van Eck 

who studied the BA (Ed) Art at the UP from 1982 to 1986. Van 

Eck began her teaching career in Gobabis, Namibia. Thereafter, 

she taught at the University of Namibia, the Academy of Namibia 

and Hercules High School, Pretoria, before opening her own art 

studio. On her many trips through the Namibian countryside, Van 

Eck takes photographs as inspiration for her art. She describes 

her process in the following way: 

      When I seek a composition to photograph I attempt to be-

come part of the surroundings by contemplating the atmos-

phere that the landscape generates. The time of day, light 

fall and textures play a central role (Corné van Eck). 

Van Eck’s statement reminds me of what Paul Cezanne once 

wrote in a letter to a friend: “landscape thinks itself in me ... 

and I am its consciousness” (Merleau-Ponty 1993:62). From 

Merleau-Ponty’s perspective, Cezanne is not expressing some 

grandiose and unique attachment to the landscape. Instead, 

Merleau-Ponty finds Cezanne’s recognition that self and the 

material world are folded into each other exemplary of the 

phenomenological position.

In a similar way, Van Eck’s intimate familiarity with the Namibian 

landscape is demonstrated in two artworks that caught my eye 

in 2010 (Figure 6). Part of the Revival Field series (2009) and both 

simply titled Landscape, these works are multi-media collages 

that incorporate cut up photographs combined with oil paint, 

beeswax, bitumen, grass, bark and soil.21 Van Eck embraces the 

accidental marks that arise through this process; chance effects 

are combined with deliberate mark making. The effect is a richly 

textured painting that evokes depth and structure as it draws the 

viewer around its various parts. Like Cezanne’s use of warm 

ochres, siennas and black, Van Eck “find[s] [the object] again 

behind the atmosphere” (Merleau-Ponty 1993:62). Similarly, the 

rocky outcrops in Van Eck’s paintings give “an impression of solid-

ity and material substance” that so impressed Merleau-Ponty 

(1993:62) about Cezanne’s paintings. There is no safe hiding place 

from which to view the expansive Namibian rocky desert; instead, 

the spectator is involved, immersed and entangled with the scene 

which always escapes clear definition. Through its ambiguity and 

haptic effects, the paintings absorb the viewer.

In many ways, Van Eck’s approach reflects what the anthropol-

ogist Tim Ingold describes as an ontological engagement with 

the material environment. Ingold offers what he calls the ‘dwell-

ing perspective’ as an alternative to the various dilemmas involved 

in the culturalist, non-representational, ‘building’ approach to 

landscape. Based in Heidegger’s notion of ‘dwelling,’ Ingold 

(2000:42) explains that dwelling revisions the human being as: 

A being immersed from the start, like other creatures, in an 

active, practical and perceptual engagement with consti- 

tuents of the dwelt-in world. This ontology of dwelling, 

I contend, provides us with a better way of coming to grips 

with the nature of human existence than does the alter-
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native, Western ontology whose point of departure is that 

of a mind detached from the world.

Van Eck’s paintings are produced with an awareness of her own 

corporeal body-subjectivity and, I would argue, simultaneously 

evoke in the viewer an attentiveness to their own dwelling, or 

“ongoing engagement with the land and with beings – human 

and non-human – that dwell therein” (Ingold 2000:133). Here, 

the landscape is no longer “a mute and passive backdrop” to 

ideological construction, but instead both nature and environ-

ment are recognised “as active forces and participants in the 

unfolding of life” (Wylie 2007:159). 

CONCLUSION

In this essay I have attempted to navigate between different 

understandings and definitions of landscape in art. Admitted-

ly, the discussion was partly motivated by the self-serving goal 

of recuperating an image of my parents gazing out across the 

Northern Drakensberg. From the culturalist perspective, the image 

is, of course, no more than a ruin in that it depicts a nostalgic 

longing for an imagined relationship to the land that never actu-

ally existed. Perhaps the image ought then to be destroyed – 

in the iconoclastic manner performed by Barker. Or, perhaps it 

should stay hidden from view as a personal memorial to an 

imagined past that is endlessly caught up in a way of seeing that is 

embedded in the ideological construction of power, of oppres-

sion and of (dis)possession. If one follows the non-representa-

tional approach, however, the image might be recognised as 

containing within it my own subjective exchanges with a phys-

ical landscape I grew to know quite well over many years. Ulti-

mately, the slide is more than all of these; it is a tombstone on 

which there floats an image – between body, mind and medium 

(to paraphrase Hans Belting 2005)22 – that cannot be reduced to 

either a culturalist reading or a non-representational under-

standing only. Holding these two approaches in tension might 

Figure 6: Corné van Eck, Landscape, 2009. Mixed media. Photographs by the author.
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reveal a new horizon for both the production of, and critical 

writing about, landscapes in South African art.

ENDNOTES:

1    In contesting the claim that landscape is a uniquely western 

invention, William Mitchell (2002:9) points out that landscape 

was an especially popular theme at the height of Chinese Im-

perial power in the fourth century and began to decline in the 

eighteenth century, when “China became itself the object of 

English fascination and appropriation ...”.

2    See David Bunn’s (2002:129) account of how the trope of the 

picturesque was used to order a foreign territory according 

to European conventions thereby also imaginatively placing 

the coloniser into a foreign land.

3    It was also Edmund Burke’s theorisation of the sublime in 

nature that inspired many Romantic artists to search for “over-

whelming and fear-inspiring experiences” (Rosenblum 1975:17).

4    See Cosgrove & Daniels’ (1988:103) discussion of how Thomas 

Gainsborough’s depiction of Mr and Mrs Andrews (1748) prom-

inently displays their proprietorial gaze over the vast land sur-

rounding them.

5    Throughout this essay I refer to the second edition of Land-

scape and power (2002), but for the sake of context, it should 

be remembered that it was first published in 1994.

6    See especially David Bunn’s (2002) discussion of the visual 

tropes used in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-

turies that fashioned the South African landscape in a way 

that was acceptable and habitable – even if only in the imag-

ination – for those who did not already live there. See also 

JM Coetzee’s (1988) discussion of the desire to encode and 

decode the South African landscape as picturesque in both 

literature and art.

7    Although Pierneef traveled extensively throughout (South) 

Africa, it is interesting that Coetzee, like Berman, highlights the 

influence of his travels in Europe, especially his “pivotal visit” 

to the Netherlands in 1925 where he met Willem Adriaan Van 

Konijnenburg (Coetzee 1992:17). This meeting was to have a 

“fundamental guiding influence” (Coetzee 1992:17) on his style. 

8    Pierneef’s first solo exhibition was held in 1913, in the same 

year that the Natives Land Act was passed which segregated 

South African land and reserved only a small portion for Black 

occupancy. Through a number of later regulations, such as The 

Urban Areas Act (1923) and the Native Trust and Land Act 

(1936), white ownership was increasingly protected whilst 

black ownership and occupation was severely restricted.

9    Nic Coetzee was appointed as lecturer in the Department of 

Art History at UP in 1980 (Bergh, et al 1996:39). 

10   Suzette Snyman (née Grobler), a part-time lecturer at that 

time, was also a notable landscape painter.

11   It is worth noting that representing people going about some 

or other activity in the landscape does not automatically re-

deem depictions of landscape as Elizabeth Delmont’s (2001) 

reading of Maggie Laubser’s art demonstrates. To briefly 

extract from a carefully constructed and convincing argument, 

Delmont (2001:27) argues that “Laubser’s simplified style, 

idealized representations of labour and ubiquitous images of 

productive landscapes suggest an hierarchically ordered and 

stable society with a rural work force that is docile, content, 

subservient and stoical. Coloureds are stereotyped as ‘other’ 

and their status as manual labourers is naturalized, the racial 

and cultural superiority of the white Afrikaner is entrenched 

and clear class distinctions are reproduced”. 

12   Wayne Barker has produced several attacks on Pierneef’s 

paintings. Similarly, the retrospective exhibition of Pierneef’s 

work at the Standard Bank Gallery in Johannesburg in 2015 

included critical assessments of his work by Roger van Wyk 

and Monique Pelser.

13   In May 2020, Pierneef’s Bushveld Game Reserve sold for 

R 2 276 000 (Strauss & Co.). Of course, collectors regularly 

disregard scholarly critiques of art. See, for instance, Federico 

Frechi’s (2011) discussion of Irma Stern’s Portrait of Vera Poppe 

Playing the Cello (1943) that did not attract any attention at 

two successive auctions while Stern’s portraits of black sub-

jects remain popular. 

14   In light of the critiques that exposed the ideological function 

of Pierneef’s empty landscapes, it is very interesting that an 

article titled University of Pretoria’s Tawana Kupe breaks with 

the past (Sobuwa 2019) shows that Wild Fig (1930) still enjoyed 

a prominent position in the Vice-chancellor’s office in 2019. 

15   The astute reader will already have picked up on the uncan-

ny connection here between the fictitious Mr Khoza and the 

photograph of the Vice-chancellor of the University of Pre-

toria depicted in the Sowetanlive  article referred to above.

16   It is worthwhile to mention that Ben Okri’s novel In Arcadia 

(2002) is a meditation on the indistinct boundaries between 

spirit, landscape, past and present, all of which also weave 

their way through the current essay, the photograph that 

introduced it, and the artworks that I discuss next.

17   Two texts in particular show Merleau-Ponty’s concern with the 

corporeal nature of human being, knowledge and perception. 

Phenomenology of perception, published in 1945, was in-

fluenced by research being done at that time in psychology 

and biology. ‘The visible and the invisible’, which Merleau- 

Ponty began writing in January 1959, was edited and published 

posthumously in 1964 in French by Claude Lefort.

18   Note that there are no commas between each word in the 

title of Heidegger’s essay ‘Building dwelling thinking’, in 

Basic Writings edited by D Krell. London: Routledge.

19   Wylie’s (2007:180-186) work on landscape phenomenology is 

careful to point out the criticisms that are often lodged against 

it. Equally Foster (2008:83) hints that to take the bodily ground-

ing of subjectivity seriously is “of course deeply unfashion-

able”. 

20   Although Simon Schama (1995:7) points out that “landscape 

is the work of the mind”, he does admit that “[i]t’s scenery is 

built up as much from strata of memory as from layers of 

rock.” In this way, Schama accords some agency to the land-

scape itself.

21   Although the works comprise materials other than oil paint, 

for the sake of convenience and because they look like paint-

ings, I refer to them in this way.

22   The photograph in Figure 1 was taken by placing the camera 

lens of my cellphone in front of the small opening on the 

handheld slide viewer while holding it up to the light. The 

camera thus replaces the eye that looks at the view within. 

It could be suggested that this process reflects the different 

ways of seeing landscape that I have discussed in this essay. 

Moreover, it opens up even more scope for further debate 

on the technological mediation involved in remembering 

and memorialising our relationship to landscape.
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WALTER MEYER,
AN ENIGMA?

ANTON KARSTEL 
AND AMANDA BOTHA
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There are more questions than answers when we started talking 

about Walter C. Meyer. There may also be more speculation and 

assumptions than real facts. How do you approach a conversa-

tion around such a figure who, in life, often evaded questions 

about his work? What is his contribution to South African art? 

How did it happen that he had such a decisive influence on the 

work of his contemporaries?

This conversation cannot encompass the man and his work– it is 

merely marginal notes in an attempt to explore his enigmatic 

creative spirit. We had different experiences in our contact with 

Walter and his work. In this conversation we attempt from our 

own perspectives, to make sense of his unique artistry.

Anton Karstel (AK): In 1987 I enrolled at the University of Pretoria 

(UP) for a Fine Arts degree, specialising in painting. Walter Meyer 

was a third-year student. He returned to UP from a study trip at 

the Kunstakademie Düsseldorf. The German Neo-Expressionist 

language that Walter brought with him had a formative influence 

on my painting at the time. When I was asked to contribute text 

for the Another Time, Another Place catalogue, I offered to write 

about Walter. This is an attempt by a fellow painter to under-

stand his work.

Amanda Botha (AB): I met Walter for the first time in 1999 when 

I visited Upington on his invitation. We had a special friendship 

that lasted to his death. I am an art journalist by profession. In 

2011 I presented a retrospective of his work in the Sasol Art 

Museum as part of the Wordfest, an annual art festival organised 

by the Stellenbosch University. Currently I am working on an art 

biography of Walter Meyer.

Figure 1: Walter Meyer in his study, Upington, 26 April 2009.

Photograph courtesy of Catharina Scheepers.

Our discussions on Walter’s work centres on specific topics. (Note: 

the artworks featured in this essay are meant to illustrate broad 

themes in Walter’s artistic oeuvre and most are not specifically 

mentioned in the text).

MATTER

AK: In a 1999 essay for Pforeword magazine Ashraf Jamal (1999:10) 

wrote: “[W]hat matters for Meyer is matter – be it a building, a 

street, the qualities of earth, water, light, shadow. Like [John] 

Constable, Meyer is an acute observer of nature as a living organ-

ism and not merely as a picture.” When I look at a Meyer painting, 

I get the sense that the different elements have discrete identities 

with their own independent realities, and that the separate 
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Bowl of Fruit, 2005. Oil on canvas. 29 x 39cm. 

Courtesy of Strauss & Co.

pockets of energy join on the canvas. Intangible elements such as 

light and shadows are converted into palpable substances, while 

objects become shabby and pliable, fraying at the edges. The in-

teraction between the negative and positive spaces is not rest-

ful, but a tense jostling in constant movement, because it never 

releases the tension. That’s why it feels like the paintings writhe 

and crawl, like a snail’s skin.

AB: In her often-quoted article in Vuka magazine, Liese van der 

Watt has defined Walter’s work as amply “suspended in the ‘now’” 

which “describes human displacement”. She writes: “His works 

retreat from narrative – they carry no promise for a brighter 

future nor are they nostalgic for a better past. Suspended in the 

‘now’, his works proclaim not ownership and authority, but 

transience and temporary residence” (Van der Watt 1997:31).

What matters for Walter, I would suggest, is his emotional being 

and a strong social conscience. The objects and scenes transport 

him into his private world. When in the studio – where Walter 

worked from photographs – he would mindfully select the im-

ages of a landscape which at that moment in time for him re-

flected his own emotional state of being. Resuming his work 

was part of an attempt to rediscover the original experience, 

bringing it into the present without losing its place in the past.

Walter preferred to work from memory, imaginatively capturing 

the spirit of the moment and expressing it through his unique 

handling of colour and innovative sense of composition. His land-

scapes capture moments in time, a lost moment – a stolen look. 

His paintings create a remarkable sense of intimacy. Many of them 

allow glimpses into a private world of his own imagination. These 

landscapes do not simply transcribe what the artist saw. An ini-

tial moment of inspiration would be remembered, reflected upon, 

and re-imagined as he composed his paintings in his studio.

“I’m trying to express the moods of certain places, or the moods 

of my memories of places like a dream, a childhood memory of 

being on a farm or how if felt when I went on a road trip with my 

parents, and we stopped at the dorpies. It is a smell in the air, 

the dust, or a colour in a landscape. That is what I am trying to 

capture, something that no photo can do,” he told Sean O’Toole 

(2010:64-69) in an interview.

While spending time with him in his studio he mumbled: “I don’t 

paint the landscape, I paint my feelings – all that I feel so deeply 

about” (Botha [sa]). On another occasion we sat in silence listening 

to his favourite Johnny Cash and Tom Waits songs. “I paint 
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what Tom sings about”, (Botha [sa]) referring to the lyrics House Where 

Nobody Lives (Waits ([sp]:[O]).

I am in full agreement with Van der Watt’s (2001:63) conclusion: “Meyer’s 

sparse landscapes are populated by ruins of farmhouses and vestiges of 

smalltown dreams, a land filled with abandonment, with failure and decay.” 

It is also about people in transition.

There’s a house on my block

that’s abandoned and cold

Folks moved out of it a

long time ago

and they took all their things

and they never came back

Looks like it’s haunted

with the windows all cracked

and everyone calls it

the house, the house where

nobody lives

Once it held laughter

Once it held dreams

Did they throw it away

Did they know what it means

Did someone’s heart break

or did someone do somebody wrong?

Well the paint was all cracked

It was peeled off of the wood

Papers were stacked on the porch

where I stood

and the weeds had grown up

just as high as the door

There were birds in the chimney

and an old chest of drawers

Looks like no one will ever

come back to the

House were nobody lives

Once it held laughter

Once it held dreams

Did they throw it away

Did they know what it means

Did someone’s heart break

or did someone do someone wrong?

So if you find someone

someone to have, someone to hold

Don’t trade it for silver

Don’t trade it for gold

I have all of life’s treasures

and they are fine and they are good

They remind me that houses

Are just made of wood

What makes a house grand

Ain’t the roof or the doors

If there’s love in a house

It’s a palace for sure

Without love...

It ain’t nothin but a house

A house where nobody lives

Without love it ain’t nothin

But a house, a house where

Nobody lives. 

Huis Wolmaranstad, 1994. Oil on canvas laid down 

on board. 73 x 89cm. Courtesy of Strauss & Co.

Paulette House, Somerset East, 1993. Oil on canvas 

laid down on board. 59,5 x 78,5cm. Courtesy of 

Strauss & Co.
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PEOPLE

AK: His paintings are often unpopulated and deserted. Michael 

Smith ([O]) in a 2016 Artthrob review observed that Meyer “paints 

the results of human presence far more than he ever paints ac-

tual people”. Cobus van Bosch in a 2004 Johans Borman Gallery 

catalogue wrote: “[T]hrough [Walter’s] eyes the remote country-

side is for the most part dotted with empty and lonely places. 

Here [the] relatively few human inhabitants are seldom seen 

… But signs of human drama – of physical and mental struggle, 

shattered dreams, and often complete failure in a virtually hos-

tile landscape – are everywhere: in derelict old houses and bare 

and neglected backyards, rusted cars, empty town streets and 

deserted Kalahari plains where the struggle to survive is seen in 

the crumpled shapes of dry trees and shrubs” (Van Bosch 2004 

[O]). In paintings that do show people, such as West Coast Holiday 

(2004), Lüderitz Township (2006) and American Swiss, Upington 

(2005), the figures are often suspended in their surroundings, 

like insects in amber trapped on the surfaces. In Jagersfontein 

(1995) and Boer, Die Uilhuis, Nieu-Bethesda (2008) sculptures 

are rendered eerily anthropomorphic.

In his individual portraits he seemed to apply a variety of ap-

proaches. Some are very traditional, like Griekwa Boer (2002), 

which reminds me a bit of Hugo Naude’s portrait of a Hottentot 

Chief. Professor M. Wiegers (2009) has a menacing quality with 

his demented expression. Portret van Wehrner E (2011) is comically 

gnome-like. While Angelina (2008) has a sculptural, object-like 

quality. His late self-portraits remind me of Picasso’s full-frontal 

self-portraits where he confronted his mortality in old age. Van 

Gogh also comes to mind, especially the self-portraits that reveal 

the artist’s mental and physical exhaustion.

Lamberts Bay, 2008. Oil on canvas laid down on board. 

45 x 60cm. Collection: Adolph van Coller, George.

Street Scene, Northern Cape, 2005. Oil on canvas. 49 x 64cm. 

Courtesy of Strauss & Co.

AB: In an interview with Ivor Powell in the early 1990s Walter 

said that he does not like to paint people in a landscape. He stated: 

“I’m more interested in the things that people make, the things 

they leave behind them. Those things last much longer than the 

people” (Botha [sa]).

Is it a conscious decision that his landscapes are predominantly 

devoid of people? His answer was ambivalent. He did not know 

why but also said that he sometimes enjoys painting a figure in 

a landscape. One such a painting with people is American Swiss, 

Upington, 2005. 

“My best work comes from my gut. It’s a feeling, I can’t explain it, 

it is a mystery. But it’s just a hunch or something, an unconscious 

thing” (Botha [sa]).

I came to see first-hand how Walter reflected his feelings in his 

art. He painted a portrait of me and during these sessions I could 

just watch him working, withdrawn into himself as if he was 

alone. The music in the background was not loud, almost just a 

presence. He stopped at times and took several snap shots. We 

never had eye contact during these sittings. When we had a break 

for coffee, he would talk about things that amuse him. Silly things. 

He took pleasure in simplicity. Since his personal life was so com-

plicated, this may have been the way he sought the calm that 

comes from simplicity.

Walter painted several self-portraits, especially during the last 

decade of his life. The portrayal of himself was almost always as 

a man in pain, confused with what was happening with him and in 

himself. They are candid portraits reflecting his innermost feel-

ings. He once told me that if he feels unable to express himself in 

words, he painted his “feelings on canvas” (Botha [sa]).

Like Van Gogh, self-portraiture for Walter was how he saw himself, 

what his feelings were, and how he wanted to be seen by others.

TREES

AB: Although he was very productive painting seascapes and 

rocks and often various street scenes, when he lived in Camps Bay 

(2007-2011) he seemed to prefer painting treescapes. His “view” 

from Camps Bay would often be only trees in the foreground 

(with no or little reference to the sea).

I thought at the time that his paintings of trees were also an outlet 

of his intense emotions – feelings of being torn between being 

in Cape Town for the sake of his family, but just longing to be in 

the vast open spaces with their empty skies and landscapes with 

no narrative.

Late Afternoon Sunlight, 2005. Oil on canvas. 39,5 x 48,5cm. 

Courtesy of Strauss & Co.

http://www.johansborman.co.za/exhibition-work/walter-meyer-2007/luderitz_township__50_x_60_cm.jpg/
http://www.johansborman.co.za/contemporary-artists/meyer-walter/meyer-walter---american-swiss-upington-2005-50-x-60-cm.jpg/
http://www.johansborman.co.za/exhibition-work/in-the-shadow-of-the-rainbow/20-meyer-walter---jagersfontein-1995-85-x-100-cm.jpg/
https://www.mutualart.com/Artwork/Griekwa-Boer/C2D9B02848DEF4EE
http://www.artnet.com/artists/walter-meyer/portrait-of-professor-m-wiegers-dx0dUu7qOQN52mGnY912oA2
http://www.johansborman.co.za/contemporary-artists/meyer-walter/portret-van-wehrner-e-2011-50-x-40-cm.jpg/
https://www.mutualart.com/Artwork/Angelina/AA27882B14216380
http://www.johansborman.co.za/contemporary-artists/meyer-walter/meyer-walter---american-swiss-upington-2005-50-x-60-cm.jpg/
http://www.johansborman.co.za/contemporary-artists/meyer-walter/meyer-walter---american-swiss-upington-2005-50-x-60-cm.jpg/
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During this time, while walking with Walter, he told me that he 

was interested in trees as symbol of life. That is why his landscapes 

often have trees in the foreground/ background and often very 

prominently as part of the painting.

In 2009 David Hockney had an exhibition at the Tate Modern 

with landscapes, particularly fallen trees. Walter brought a news-

paper cutting of this exhibition to my attention. In this short text, 

Hockney referred to a fallen tree scene that he painted as “a mas-

sacre”. Saying: “Nothing remains, except stacks of sawn trunks 

and branches of the little cops of mighty sycamores and beeches.” 

Hockney “mourns the loss of the trees but was impressed by the 

pattern of the massive, stacked trunks. Piles of wood can be quite 

beautiful, simply because wood can’t help being beautiful.” (The 

Guardian, 27.03.2008).

Walter remarked: “Like Hockney, I take hundreds of photographs 

and make scores of sketches. I am also concerned with how the 

light hits the trees. For me trees are fallen trees, lonely trees, for-

gotten trees, trees of life of soul” (Botha [sa]).

Like Hockney, Walter also returned to his land of birth as he longed 

for the brightness of South African light.

AK: Trees do feature very prominently in Walter’s work. The hu-

manoid qualities of the branches and trunks remind me of an-

other English painter, Paul Nash. One can in fact draw a strong 

formal comparison between Hockney’s painting of beech trees 

in Bigger Trees nearer Warter, Winter 2008 (2008) and Nash’s beech 

trees in Wood on the Downs (1930). Nash also used trees meta-

phorically and invested the trees with human emotions such as 

loneliness and desolation. Walter’s Namib Desert (2000) has a 

Rock Pool, 2008. Oil on canvas. 58 x 72,5cm. Courtesy of 

Strauss & Co.

Windswept trees, Table Mountain, 2008. Oil on canvas.

58 x 73cm. Courtesy of The Kilbourn Collection.
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similar feel to Nash’s mutilated landscape in We Are Making a New 

World (1918). I’m also reminded of Adolph Jentsch’s Ibenstein, 

S.W. Afrika (1943) when I see Walter’s paintings of bushes or trees 

as the main characters in the compositions.

EUROPEAN INFLUENCES

AK: When Walter returned from the Kunstakademie Düsseldorf 

in the late 80s he brought with him influences from contempo-

rary painters. One can clearly see the influence of A.R. Penck, for 

instance, in some of his early canvases. Another artist that could 

have influenced him is the American painter George Condo. Condo 

exhibited in Cologne (a short train ride from Düsseldorf) while 

Walter was at the Kunstakademie. Works like Separated by Life 

(1985) and Dancing to Miles (1985-86) could have inspired Wal-

ter’s all-over and biomorphic compositions. Older artists who 

inspired Walter include Claude Monet, Vincent Van Gogh and 

Giorgio Morandi. Monet’s influence is apparent, especially in his 

iterative paintings of Rouen Cathedral (1892-93) and the Seine 

River (1897). The formal affinity is clear when one compares Mon-

et’s Grain stacks series (1890-91) with Walter’s Glen Beach (2008). 

Walter’s landscapes however tend to be tightly wrought and con-

torted, not like the subtle gradations and atmospheric light ef-

fects of a Monet. 

Van Gogh’s influence accounts for the emotional charge and 

drama in Walter’s work. He directly quotes Van Gogh in paintings 

like Full Moon (1999), Cypress (2000), Kalahari Dawn (2008) and 

Sunflowers (2013). Walter doesn‘t distort reality to the same ex-

tent as Van Gogh, but his choice of imagery and the way he tweaks 

it produce a tortured mood that is reminiscent of Van Gogh. 

Walter also references Morandi’s still lifes. Walter’s still life paint-

ings are often stage-settings that assemble an assortment of 

anthropomorphised props. In Still Life with Vases and Bottles 

(1999) for instance, the objects are comically huddled together 

as if they’re getting ready to have their picture taken. In Biltong 

(1999) and Beskuit (1999) food is lined up like an identity pa-

rade. Walter takes his cue from Morandi by dividing the picture 

into two flat monochromatic planes: a supporting surface for the 

objects against a blank backdrop. The compositional device of 

partitioning the picture plane with a horizontal band is echoed 

in Walter’s landscapes and hints at Philip Guston, another painter 

that Walter admired. 

AB: In his time in Düsseldorf Walter seemed to be at odds with 

Kunstakademie and had a sense of being abandoned and lonely. 

In the class he was mostly experimenting and made hundreds 

of small drawings, mostly with pencil. He told Sean O’Toole that 

Composition with Fantasy Figures, 1984. Mixed media on 

artist’s board. 48 x 69cm. Courtesy of Strauss & Co.

https://www.thedavidhockneyfoundation.org/resources/film/bigger-trees-nearer-warter
https://artuk.org/discover/artworks/wood-on-the-downs-107480
http://www.johansborman.co.za/contemporary-artists/meyer-walter/meyer-walter---namib-desert-50-x-65-cm.jpg/
https://artsandculture.google.com/asset/we-are-making-a-new-world-nash-paul/DwHVm44w3XbHOA?hl=en
https://artsandculture.google.com/asset/we-are-making-a-new-world-nash-paul/DwHVm44w3XbHOA?hl=en
https://www.mutualart.com/Artwork/Ibenstein--SW-Afrika/413999775FA73358
https://www.mutualart.com/Artwork/Ibenstein--SW-Afrika/413999775FA73358
http://www.artnet.com/artists/george-condo/separated-by-life-EQ7u0_9tOucQ8d-ujCRPyQ2
https://www.thebroad.org/art/george-condo/dancing-miles
https://www.claude-monet.com/haystacks.jsp
http://www.artnet.com/artists/walter-meyer/glen-beach-MdJwRlKGa-too0DVOFqHgg2
http://www.artnet.com/artists/walter-meyer/still-life-with-vases-and-bottles-WkxQewPiYtP1QpkOYeLpew2
http://www.artnet.com/artists/walter-meyer/biltong-qxfy66S4YNYSoHB4ToXjlA2
http://www.artnet.com/artists/walter-meyer/beskuit-o87uPsK0rTH0pqLdhQk5sg2


66  67

Untitled (Crowd), 1988. Acrylic on canvas. 150 x 250cm. 

UP Museums Collection.

he did not know what to do at the Kunstakademie until he dis-

covered Edward Hopper. At that moment he was only familiar 

with Early Sunday Morning (1930). “When I came across Hopper, 

I thought ‘wow’”! What attracted Walter as “the mood, the emp-

tiness. It made me think of South Africa – I missed that in Germany. 

I was overwhelmed. I saw everything with new eyes” (Botha [sa]).

Morandi was a definite influence, especially in his still life paint-

ings. He liked the fact that there was a certain ambiguity in 

Morandi’s still lifes. It was impossible to pinpoint a specific location 

or identity. He admired Morandi’s painterly style and especially the 

use of his brush strokes to create a smooth surface appearance.

Van Gogh was a definite influence, and Walter often also spoke of 

Camille Pissaro. While working under Michael Buthe, he briefly fell 

under the sway of his tutor’s transgressive and esoteric style. He 

might have also been looking towards successful American neo-

expressionists such as Gunston and perhaps Gerhard Richter.

Walter’s Düsseldorf paintings are mostly abstract compositions, 

mixed media on paper laid down on board. Drawing on a variety 

of themes, with unresolved vignettes, doodles from memory, ges-

tural, automatic swipes of paint, and a sense of layered graffiti, 

might recall some of Jean-Michel Basquiat’s canvases.

Joseph Beuys, who was at the Kunstakademie Düsseldorf at the 

time, inspired Walter. He quoted Beuys who famously declared 

“every human being is an artist”. He always had a quote or photo-

graph of Beuys with him. It is ironic that at the time of Walter’s 

death he carried a small photograph of Beuys in the back pocket 

of his jeans.

ABSTRACTION TO FIGURATION

AK: One of the curious things about Walter’s career is the way he 

made a committed U-turn from abstraction to figuration. He once 

told me how impressed he was by Gerard Richter’s paintings of 

rural scenes in Germany, for example Richter’s Barn (1987), Mead-

owland (1985) and Chinon (1987). There is, however, a big differ-

ence between Meyer’s and Richter’s approaches to landscape. The 

urbanite Richter approached the landscape genre dispassionately 

and intellectually, whereas Walter was emotionally invested in 

the solace offered by rural life. But Walter would have been aware 

of the way Richter switched between genres. He would also have 

been aware of how the contemporary painters in the 1980s, es-

pecially in Germany, returned to figuration. I sometimes wondered 

if Walter was all along somewhat tongue-in-cheek about his tra-

ditionalism, that he thumbed his nose at the contemporary art 

world by devoting himself to figurative landscape painting. He 

was more likely not that self-conscious about it and approached 

his painting earnestly and without irony.

AB: When Walter returned to South Africa, he still did experi-

mental stuff. He didn’t know where to go with his work. Then 

one day he saw a truck on a street corner, and he realised that that 

was what he wanted to paint. He was, according to him, quite 

old-fashioned in a way. “Lots of contemporary art is becoming 

less visual. You’ve first got to read it or know what people say. 

I like to make art that has still got a visual aspect, that children 

and old people can see matter-of-factly. I don’t like people asking 

me to explain my work!” (Savage 2013:233).

PIERNEEF AND JENTSCH

AK: Thinking about Walter’s work in relation to the tradition of 

South African landscape painting, two artists come to mind: J.H. 

Pierneef and Adolph Jentsch. The common denominator in com-

paring the three artists is the Namibian landscape. Pierneef 

painted in Namibia in 1923-24. A comparison can be made be-

tween Pierneef’s Erongo Mountains (South West Africa) (1923), 

and Walter’s Spitzkoppe, Namibia (2001). Walter’s penchant for 

the unnatural and misshapen puts a twist on Pierneef’s composed 

paintings. In Pierneef’s Silent Sentinels, Omatako (1942) the 

branches reach comfortably across the surface to almost touch a 

bush on the left. Walter’s gnarled tree in a 2001 painting (title 

unknown) by contrast points awkwardly to the left and looks 

like it’s about to exit the picture plane. His admiration for Pierneef 

is illustrated by an oil on canvas copy of one of Pierneef’s linocuts 

depicting a farmhouse near the Omatako mountains in Namibia. 

Walter, like Pierneef, preferred dusk, while Jentsch painted at dawn. 

Another obvious difference between Jentsch and Meyer is that 

Jentsch specialised in watercolours, which is especially suited 

for his calligraphic brushwork. Jentsch was influenced by Oriental 

Kalahari Landscape, 2005. Oil on canvas. 48,5 x 68cm. 

Courtesy of Strauss & Co.

Distrik Bethulie, circa 1990s. Oil on canvas.

37,5 x 58,5cm. Courtesy of Strauss & Co.

https://whitney.org/collection/works/46345
https://www.gerhard-richter.com/en/art/paintings/photo-paintings/landscapes-14/barn-4983
https://gallerix.org/storeroom/531351595/N/1918682958/
https://gallerix.org/storeroom/531351595/N/1918682958/
https://www.gerhard-richter.com/en/art/paintings/photo-paintings/landscapes-14/chinon-7622
http://www.artnet.com/artists/jacob-hendrik-pierneef/erongo-mountains-south-west-africa-SNdi7rCG2nTz88ep-rKyRQ2
http://www.johansborman.co.za/contemporary-artists/meyer-walter/spitzkop-namibia-2001-60-x-75-cm.jpg/
https://www.straussart.co.za/auctions/lot/26-jul-2021/32/
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philosophy and Chinese art, which is not something that I associ-

ate with Walter. In fact, Walter’s agitated contortions are almost 

diametrically opposed to Jentsch’s calm meditations in nature. 

Despite their differences there are moments where the two artists 

meet in Walter’s Namibian landscapes. Compare for instance Wal-

ter’s Namib with Euphorbia (2003) with Jentsch’s The Farm Kleep-

forte, Near Windhoek (1938). In Walter’s Rosh Pina, Namibia (2006) 

a row of shrubs partitions the dark foreground below the middle 

line, similar to Jentsch’s S. W. Afrika (1953) watercolour. Walter 

interestingly also did Jentsch-like watercolour studies, confirm-

ing his interest in the artist. Jentsch, like Walter, studied in a 

German city with the avant-garde, but turned his back on cos-

mopolitan life. 

AB: While being in Germany, Walter painted small South African 

and Namibian watercolour landscapes from memory. He did that 

because he was homesick and slowly realised that this was the 

direction he wanted go. He thought of Jentsch and later expressed 

much admiration for him and his work. He spoke of the serenity 

in Jentsch’s work that attracted him.

I agree with you that there is common ground between Walter 

and Pierneef in their rendition of the Namibian landscapes. Walter 

had regular visits to Namibia and often visited sites that Pierneef 

had painted. He painted a small treescape, after Pierneef so to 

speak, and said that that was his tribute to the artist.

CULTURAL POLITICS 

AK: Liese van der Watt in a 1997 Vuka article wrote: “Whereas 

Pierneef’s work bolstered the master-narrative of Afrikaner 

Nationalism, Meyer mirrors the fracturing of that narrative by 

Dune Landscape, Kalahari, 2005. Oil on canvas. 39,5 x 54,5cm. 

Courtesy of Strauss & Co.

Kalahari Landscape with Trees, 2005. Oil on canvas.

49 x 58,5cm. Courtesy of Strauss & Co.

focusing on what have become mere vestiges of Afrikanerdom in 

this era” (Van der Watt 1997:29). Hazel Friedman in a 1994 Venti-

lator article, Tainted Landscapes, made a similar argument. She 

explains how landscape art was used by Afrikaner nationalists as 

an ideological tool to occupy and own land and that the “imposed 

order” of a Pierneef and “emptiness” of a Jentsch carried this ideol-

ogy. She writes: “Meyer’s landscapes are filled with the tokens of 

this legacy. But in his work, they are eroded and corrupted” (Fried-

man 1994:26-27). Readings such as this vindicate Walter’s land-

scapes by uncoupling them from a consensus by art historians 

and critics about traditional South African landscape painting. 

AB: In Walter’s painting Jagersfontein (1995, Figure 1) he turns 

his focus to one of the uninhabited houses, now unkept and aban-

doned. The design of the house is based on South Africa’s colonial 

architecture – Cape-Dutch. The most recognisable feature is the 

grand ornate rounded gables. Surrounded by the encroaching 

veld, framed with alien Mediterranean Cypress trees, the house 

stands as a reminder of the original dreams of colonisation, rep-

resenting the ideals and aesthetics of a culture far removed and 

unsympathetic to this continent.

In Johans Borman’s brochure, In the Shadow of the Rainbow (2013), 

he further points out that the style of the house was recycled and 

adapted into a neo-Cape-Dutch style of the twentieth century, 

making it even more displaced on the African plains. “Strate-

gically placed in the front garden, as if guarding the residence, 

is a sculptural interpretation of a sitting Bushman” (Borman & 

Taljaard 2013:48).

It is not only the style of the house but the symbolism of the sculp-

tural feature that further emphasises the lack of understanding 

Baksteenhuisie, Circa 1990. Oil on canvas. Size unknown. 

Collection: Durban Art Gallery.

Figure 1: Jagersfontein, 1995. Oil on canvas. 85 x 100cm. 

Collection: Johans Borman.

https://www.straussart.co.za/auctions/lot/12-nov-2018/36
https://www.straussart.co.za/auctions/lot/11-oct-2021/334
https://www.straussart.co.za/auctions/lot/11-oct-2021/334
https://www.mutualart.com/Artwork/ROSH-PINA--NAMIBIA/2EA47F2D6FFCD482
http://www.artnet.com/artists/adolph-stephan-friedrich-jentsch/sw-afrika-NCspMO4s9mkmK1agguAgMA2
http://www.johansborman.co.za/exhibition-work/in-the-shadow-of-the-rainbow/20-meyer-walter---jagersfontein-1995-85-x-100-cm.jpg/
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and empathy for the African setting. The sad irony of this setting 

is emphasised by the image of the earliest human inhabitant of 

the land, presented here as a curiosity – like some extinct species.

Borman concluded that “painted in 1995, the painting can be seen 

as a strong social commentary on the arrogance and injustices of 

colonialism which disenfranchised people not only from their land, 

but also from their identities” (Borman & Taljaard 2013:48).

SILENCE

AK: Ashraf Jamal in his discussion of Walter’s paintings loosely 

applies Jean Cocteau’s quote: “The artist can no more talk about 

painting, than a plant can talk about horticulture” (Jamal 1999:8). 

This adage about the inability (or prohibition) to talk could be in-

terpreted to mean that artists should not have control and au-

thority over their own work. The artist must leave the door open, 

so that both the painting and the viewer can breathe. A painting 

should not be directed by the artist’s mind, but almost paint itself 

as an involuntary hand motion. Philip Guston talks about it as a 

rhythm that passes through. To paraphrase Guston in the 1981 

documentary Philip Guston: a Life Lived: “At first everyone is in 

your studio, your friends, art writers, etc.. Then one by one every-

one leaves, until you’re alone in your studio. Painting is when 

you leave when you’re a medium through which the painting 

passes. A third hand paints the painting”(Blackwood 1981).

AB: Walter was always slightly irate when he was asked to ‘ex-

plain’ his work. In interviews with journalists he would also side-

step such a question. He claimed that his work portrays his feel-

ings, and he paints to express those feelings. He had a wounded 

psyche and suffered deep internal pain which he mostly kept to 

himself. One could assume that his work was also a therapeutic 

outlet of this inner pain. He never expressed himself in a negative 

way about the work of any of his fellow artists or friends. I am 

sure that he didn’t care too much about what others said of his 

work – negative or in praise. He was beyond that.

I find it so very sad that his difficult and often unhappy personal 

life made him so vulnerable and that he had to suffer such a cruel 

death at the hand of a person he once loved.

LAST WORDS

AK: Walter’s work is probably one of the primary influences on 

my painting. When people ask me who I rate as the best con-

temporary painters in the country, I always say Walter Meyer 

and Simon Stone. I still stand by that. I’m very nostalgic about 

my student years. I long for the confusion and excitement. 

Walter used to get very despondent on the phone. I tried to 

convince him to try his hand at abstraction again, but he never 

did. His abstract works are very compelling. His grasp of mod-

ernist inventions (Van Gogh, Picasso, Gorky, etc.) informed his 

figurative works, though. His paintings are planted firmly on 

the surfaces, they always look inevitable. 

AB: Walter is widely celebrated as possibly “the finest painter of 

the distinctly South African landscape that the country has yet 

produced.” This was the firm view of the respected critic Ivor 

Powell (Ross 1995 [O]). When Powel met Walter in 1990, he said 

that Walter was then “the most important living artist” in South 

Africa. I quote Ivor not because I want to confirm that view but 
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because I believe his legacy is far broader than only his own work. 

He has influenced almost a whole generation of South African 

artists who continue to create their own narratives founded on 

Walter’s influence; Walter’s footprint is his work, as a master 

artist. He will always live in his body of work.
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We all know the adage, “a picture is worth a thousand words”. 

An artist has the ability to communicate an extraordinary idea or 

concept with his/her artwork unencumbered by the limitations 

of the written word.  When we discuss the question of the narra-

tive in art, it is important to remember that art can be a powerful 

voice when used to speak out on issues of concern and impor-

tance. I therefore argue that artists should use this voice to raise 

questions for the purpose of reaching audiences, using artwork 

to communicate, question, and affect through their narrative.

Contemporary art creates the opportunity to question and chal-

lenge different aspects of life and may also create awareness of 

specific social contexts and historical events. Art pushes us to 

challenge and engage in conversations about social and political 

issues that matter to us personally, within a community or even 

globally. Art, therefore, contributes to our exploration to make 

sense of ourselves and the world we live in. These notions are 

what make it important for artists to create narratives in their 

work, for the audience to try and understand the importance 

of their work and the meaning behind it.

 

In this essay I look at what makes the seemingly ordinary narra-

tives of certain artists’ works extraordinary. In doing so, I define 

what a narrative is within the visual arts. What makes the audience 

want to look closer at artworks and then extract meaning from 

them? What is the artist’s role in creating meaning for the viewer 

of these works to want to experience the work? And lastly, what 

is the effect on the audience in terms of experiencing narratives 

in artwork? I accordingly explore the works of certain artists in the 

Another Time, Another Place (2022) exhibition that are also 

featured within this catalogue. Not all the artworks discussed 

within this essay may be presented in the Another Time, Another 

Place exhibition.

DEFINING THE NARRATIVE IN 
CONTEMPORARY ART

In my search for a more academic definition of the word “narra-

tive”, I came across an extensive number of articles on narrative 

and narrativity within the various disciplines of academia. These 

articles referred to the fields of psychology, science, education, 

and finally in the visual arts. In art history the term “narrative”, 

as we all know, can simply be defined as the telling of a story (Lack 

& Wilson 2008:138). However, there is much more to a narrative 

than only telling a specific story. Artists have been depicting nar-

ratives for centuries in Western art (Lack & Wilson 2008:138-139) 

and millennia in rock art (Nash & Mazel 2018:v-vii). Narratives 

that have been depicted include, among others, historical events, 

religious tales and folklore. The French theorist and philosopher, 

Roland Barthes (1975:237) argues that:

…[Narrative] is present at all times, in all places, in all 

societies; indeed narrative starts with the very history of 

mankind; there is not, there has never been anywhere, 

any people without narrative; all classes, all human groups, 

have their stories, and very often those stories are en-

joyed by men of different and even opposite cultural 

backgrounds.

Barthes (1975:237) thus claims that narratives are everywhere 

and have always been, whether depicted through words or in 

pictures (and accordingly in art). Narratives have the ability to 
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impact the way people think, remember and how they perceive 

themselves and the world. In art, narratives are depicted through 

the vision of the artist and how the artist perceives the world. 

The artist accordingly tells a story, which is made up of particular 

structures or ideas of his/her own personal interest or lifeworld 

to then successfully reach the audience. 

Narratives in the works of visual artists may furthermore be 

explored only in a single work of art or they can also develop with-

in the artist’s broader oeuvre over a period of years. According to 

Henrik Schärfe (2003:2), narrativity is the different events (or ideas) 

following one after the other and taking place in a particular story. 

Narrativity accordingly may comprise connected events which 

create the possibility for art to be understood and experienced 

by the audience in a variety of ways.1 In this essay, the narrative 

is the visual channel through which the artist aims to convey not 

only a story, but also meaning for the audience in a thought- 

provoking way. These are the narratives that contribute to the 

affect experienced by the audience when viewing the artwork. 

Narratives in the context of this essay are meant to address the 

artist’s artwork and how it is presented to an audience, not only 

through artistic expression, but also through the concept explored 

within the work. The notion of contemporary artwork with nar-

ratives may also stem from conceptual art,2  where the idea or con-

cept is explored in whatever materials or form appropriate to the 

final meaning or message of the work (Lack & Wilson 2008:52). 

Within art, whether it be a painting, a sculpture or a video instal-

lation, the artwork aims to tell us something meaningful. It is im-

portant to mention that the narrative of an artwork can be con-

siderably stronger when the artist uses an appropriate medium, 

since conceptually the medium may form part of the overall 

narrative and message of the artwork.

AFFECT AND THE ARTIST AS INSTIGATOR 

OF CREATING NARRATIVES

In contemporary society we are surrounded by a multitude of 

images – the internet, unlimited streaming and social media. Even 

though we receive all this information and these images on a 

“silver platter”, we still want to find more meaning in life. It is here 

where artists use their creative ability to produce artworks that 

can inspire us, and give meaning to life or life issues and support 

how we perceive and experience the world. As the artist creates 

meaning, the audience may experience feelings or emotions in 

response to the artwork during in the viewing process. There-

fore, it becomes the artist’s role to create narratives that intrigue 

the audience and entice them to look closer and to be affected by 

the work.

There are many ways for an audience to experience artworks, 

sometimes even in ways not intended by the artist. When expe-

riencing art, the audience is often fascinated by the artwork, which 

may also mean that a relationship is formed between the au-

dience and the artwork (Marković 2012:1,12). Slobodan Marković 

(2012:12) argues that irrespective of whether the artwork is pleas-

ant or unpleasant to look at, the audience may be enticed, aroused, 

stimulated or captivated when viewing the work (Marković 

2012:12). People do not always experience or perceive artworks 

in the same way, as the audience’s relation to the art object is 

affected by their immediate environment and “social context” 

in the world (Marković 2012:13). Thus, the audience viewing 

artworks experiences art through their own lifeworld and how 

they relate to specific works of art.

Some artworks need to be viewed in their immediate exhibition 

space for the audience to be affected by the artwork as intended 

by the artist. The specific placement of the artwork may enhance 

the overall experience of the audience to be affected by the work.3 

Being affected also means to be moved, impressed or react with 

feeling or emotion. Brian Massumi (2002:15) argues that affect 

is the audience’s reaction to sensation, perception and memory. 

Massumi (2015:3-4) not only explores affect as a feeling or an 

emotion, but also refers to the seventeenth century philosopher, 

Baruch Spinoza’s theory where the body has the capacity to both 

affect and be affected. The body and mind accordingly form part 

of the activity of being affected, where the audience’s cultural and 

historical frameworks are influenced by the moment in a particu-

lar time and space. The experience perceived by the audience 

is therefore influenced by the emotions experienced by the 

body and mind in the process of being affected by the artwork. 

According to Clare Hemmings (2015:551), affect proposes a state 

of being, rather than its interpretation as emotions, hence affect 

can be transferred to objects such as artworks as a means to be 

satisfied. Artworks can have the ability to produce different 

emotions within the audience viewing the works. In the viewing 

process, the viewer’s experiences may become imbued by the 

different emotions and affects artworks produces; for example, 

anticipation, surprise, admiration and pleasure may construct an 

aesthetic experience (Nicolaisen 2017:19). The audience’s histor-

ical and cultural backgrounds become familiar aspects in the way 

they engage with objects in their immediate surroundings.

Artists produce the narratives to give insight into what makes 

them excited in the world, or share the concerns they have with 

the world. Artists are therefore the producers of what the 

audience may perceive, be affected by and most importantly, 

have a memorable experience of the work regarding the mes-

sage of the artwork. I believe there are three connections to the 

final effect/affect of an artwork: The artist (the maker and thinker 

in this process), the artwork (the mediator of the narrative and the 

executed idea) and lastly the audience or viewer (the receiver). 

Without these connections, the artist cannot fulfil his/her task so 

that the audience can understand and explore the intended art-

work. Affect, finally, can be associated with many emotions, where 

it is a residue of a person’s background. Affect consequently 

influences the feelings one perceives when viewing artworks.

EXPERIENCING ART THROUGH NARRATIVES 

In the artworks in the Another Time, Another Place exhibition, 

artists are responding to a multitude of ideas, issues and medi-

ums. These artists are continuously expanding the way they think 

of the narratives and the use of medium in their art. They persist 

to finding new and exciting manners to exercise their ideas on a 

personal, social, political and historical note. They furthermore 

create innovative ways to engage with their audience so they can 

be affected by the work and to further take meaningful messages 

home with them after viewing the works. The artists I chose to 

discuss within this essay express their narratives through different 

media and contribute to important dialogues within contem-

porary South African art. Okwui Enwezur (2009:16) describes 

contemporary South African art as “…represent[ing] one of the 

most dynamic and vigorous spaces of artistic practice”. The diverse 

cultures and heritage of South Africa continue to produce a 

variety of exciting themes and media explored by artists. These 

themes often include issues of identity, the South African social 

and political landscape, and all its complexities with a post- 

apartheid country and its history. 



 7776

LOSS AND ANGST IN THE WORK OF 

MINNETTE VÁRI

Minnette Vári’s fascinating practice of placing herself directly into 

her work to evoke an emotional reaction in the audience, creates 

a sense of unease. To achieve this, Vári uses the affect of confron-

tation and often harsh and cathartic images to grab the audience’s 

attention (Williamson 2009:252). The extreme intimacy of Vári’s 

work that uses her own body as an instrument of expression, 

amplifies the affect or feeling. These feelings beset the body with 

emotional sensations, creating successful communication be-

tween the artist, the artwork’s narrative and finally the audience. 

Vári’s artwork accordingly evokes an emotional response and 

should entice the audience to experience her work through 

the narratives she creates.

It takes a great artist to create works that are still relevant for 

many years after they were created. Vári’s work, The Eleventh 

Hour (2017), is a seven-minute video installation exhibited within 

a dark room. The work, originally presented at the Goodman 

Gallery  in Johannesburg in 2017, seems to relate to many cur-

rent issues within South Africa: issues of gender violence, and 

loss and fear associated with the current Covid-19 pandemic im-

mediately comes to mind. The title of the work, the phrase “the 

eleventh hour”, refers to the latest possible time before it’s too 

late. With this title we already ask “what will be too late?”. We 

already start to feel the angst and anticipation with only the 

name of the work, especially when referencing Vári’s oeuvre of 

previous video installations.

The Eleventh Hour (Figure 1) starts out by depicting an unspeci-

fied landscape showing a time-lapse of clouds passing. A distorted 

Figure 1. Minnette Vári, The Eleventh Hour, 2017. 

Video installation. Courtesy of the artist.

voice in distress is present throughout the entire work. As time 

continues, the work finally introduces a search party with flash-

lights and sticks who seem to be looking for a person. Vári’s ex-

ceptional video work creates the feeling that the audience is 

looking through the eyes of the distressed person. It seems as 

if the person’s eyes are filled with tears, distorting the search 

party’s figures and their flashlights – making them dots of colour. 

We question whether the person might be paralysed or is not 

able to reach them or shout out for them to hear her. Then to-

wards the end of the work it seems that the person is slowly 

floating towards the sky like a balloon, creating a bird’s eye view 

of the search party looking for her. Time seems to be running out, 

or we question whether they will ever find her. It might be too 

late for her when they finally reach her. Then, everything goes 

black. Through the entire video the audience is looking through 

the eyes of the distressed, feeling the angst of the person in 

need of saving. 

The landscape, the first thing we see in The Eleventh Hour, be-

comes an important element in the artwork. The landscape holds 

the answer to where the body of the distressed lies. The land-

scape also holds the answer to what event placed her in this situ-

ation. Then finally, the role of the “body” in the work is of ex-

treme importance, as it is within all Vári’s work. Here, the body 

of the distressed and that of the audience become linked. The 

audience is drawn into the angst of this person. The audience’s 

field of vision becomes her field of vision, and they see everything 

she sees. And finally, the picture plane of the video installation 

starts to dissolve into real space, placing the audience both inside 

and outside the picture plane, immersing them into the space 

and the landscape. 

We will never know if she was found. The idea of this work places 

the audience in a paralysed position, where the lifeworld of the 

audience may relate to this situation created within the work. 

The audience’s own personal scenarios in life might make them 

relate to an out of control situation, not being able to speak up 

or being heard by others. It might be that it is the actual land-

scape that is in distress. Vári’s work accordingly requires one’s full 

attention in order to be affected by the work and to experience 

the feelings she wants the audience to experience. Vári’s visual 

vocabulary is strong and thus her practice leads the audience 

through an emotional experience in this impressive narrative in 

both The Eleventh Hour4 and her larger oeuvre. 

MEDIUM AND DISCOVERY AS A 

PERSONAL JOURNEY IN THE WORK 

OF LIENIE VAN DER WESTHUIZEN 

Textile as a medium is most often linked to notions of feminism, 

femininity and domesticity which have their relevance to the 

homemaker. Textile art as a medium has in the past been asso-

ciated with craft and has therefore lagged behind other fine art 

mediums because of the nature of the medium as it relates to 

domesticity (Porter 2019:010-011). Textile art between the 1960s 

and 1970s have been associated with the Feminist art movement 

(Porter 2019:015). And now, in the first quarter of the twenty-first 

century, textile art pushes boundaries within the international 

sphere. This might be because the materiality of textiles as a 

medium has important traditions and histories that both the 

artist and the audience may relate to. Irene Walker (1977, quoted 

by Janell Porter 2019:010) states that fibre or textiles were in-

vented by people and we all use fabric on a daily basis. That is 

http://minnettevari.co.za/video/the-eleventh-hour
http://minnettevari.co.za/video/the-eleventh-hour
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the reason why I explore the work of Lienie van der Westhuizen 

and the significance of the narrative within her work. 

In the work Scatterlings of thought (2019) (Figure 2), Van der 

Westhuizen creates dyes from ingredients in her pantry and gar-

den as a means of colouring the natural fabric she is working 

with. The accidental patches of colour or marks created on the 

fabric through over- and under-dyes, create opportunity for Van 

der Westhuizen to intuitively outline and stitch over and around 

the colours. She unconsciously becomes directed by the visual 

elements of the patches of dyed colour in the work. Her process  is 

not immediately concerned with the narratives and concepts of 

the works, it is instead an intuitive development of mark making 

and from there her concept seems to slowly develop into the com-

pleted work. Scatterlings of thoughts seems to have developed 

into a landscape of patterns and stitches. The audience looks 

closer at the work and starts to discover hidden symbolism within 

the work. 

The work Silenced (2016) (Figure 3) is more figurative and depicts 

an image of a woman reading a book. A cloud with birds forming 

over her head gives us an idea of peace of mind. Four distinct 

flower-like shaped crochet embroidered pieces frames the woman 

in the work. At first glance the work makes one feel happy or 

peaceful. However, as soon as  one reads the title of the work, the 

word ‘silenced’ makes the audience think about the meaning 

Figure 2. Lienie van der Westhuizen, Scatterlings of thought, 

2019. Mixed Media. 40 x 37cm. Courtesy of the artist.

Figure 3. Lienie van der Westhuizen, Silenced, 2019.

Mixed Media. 40 x 37cm. Courtesy of the artist.

behind the work. The audience is forced to look closer and ques-

tion the title’s connection with the work. The woman’s eyes seem 

closed, however, she might be looking down as she reads. Then 

you question the red patch of colour on her throat which might 

lead us to the answer of the title. Van der Westhuizen’s more 

figurative works such as Silenced seems to have been influenced 

by mid-century imagery on textiles. Her work is developed into 

“paintings” of fabric and thread, where the stitches draw the 

viewer to look closer.

Van der Westhuizen uses fabric as a surface on which she expres- 

ses her personal life journey, and addresses themes of symbol-

ism, the metaphysical and ancient conceptions. Fabric is Van der 

Westhuizen’s canvas where she explores the complexity of the 

medium. Her works are created with intuition in her search for 

complex narratives within her own life expedition. Van der West- 

huizen’s work is furthermore an expression of her thoughts and 

feelings. Although Van der Westhuizen works intuitively, she 

also references textile traditions and the meanings behind tex-

tiles, for example, working with natural textiles such as silk which 

has rich historical connotation. Materials, techniques, histories 

and traditions associated with textiles both inform and shape 

her work and accordingly its meaning. Van der Westhuizen final-

ly challenges fabric as a medium in her personal exploration of 

self. Through needle and thread she entices the audience into 

this form of artistic expression and draws the viewer into un-

expected depths.

LOOKING CLOSER AT THE PAINTINGS OF 

THERESA-ANNE MACKINTOSH

South Africa has a rich history when it comes to painting as a 

medium. Landscapes and still-lives come to mind when we think 

of our most traditional and prominent South African painters, 

which include Maggie Laubser, J.H. Pierneef, Irma Stern, Gerard 

Sekoto and Gregoire Boonzaaier. We are drawn to the nostalgic 

notions of these paintings, not only the pictorial themes of the 

work, but also how the paint is applied to the surface of the 

canvas. Since the time that these artists were active, painting 

has come to challenge the norms of the traditional and changed 

the course of South African art. In the work of Theresa-Anne 

Mackintosh her distinct painting style pushes boundaries within 

contemporary South African art. 

The beguiling compositions of Mackintosh are dominated by 

floating heads, intertwined and distorted figures. Sometimes it 

takes a while for the viewer to figure out what they are looking 

at as her subject matter is often entangled within each other 

through line and colour. The audience becomes forced to search for 

meaning in the stripped down sensibility of her figures. Her sur-

faces are layered with paint, extremely variegated and often vis-

ually complex. Areas of thick colour often sits adjacent to thinner 

painted areas, through which details of the works previous layers 

can be detected. Mackintosh creates contrast and depth through 

these abstract layers of paint, completing the image by expos-

ing previous layers. This technique of exposing previous layers may 

reveal more complex narratives within her work. Mackintosh 

draws with paint over the work to create more distinctive out-

lines of her painted subjects. It is through these expressionistic 

layering that Mackintosh’s work stands out, as the strange, yet 

attractive images draw one closer into her uncanny works. 
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Figure 4: Theresa-Anne Mackintosh, Lyla and bird, 2019. 

Oil on canvas. 50 x 55cm. Courtesy of the artist.

In the work Lyla and bird (2019) (Figure 4), a floating head with 

three black painted dots, and a triangle in her face are depicted. 

Lyla’s face seems a bit yellow below the nose. It is due to the 

title of the work that one starts to  look for the bird in the work. 

Looking closer, one discovers that Lyla’s head is intertwined with 

a yellow bird. It seems as if the bird’s wing and Lyla’s mouth 

occupies the same space as the bird is lying upside down and 

shaping the bottom half of her face. Here we can see how 

Mackintosh plays with different layers of both colour and abstract 

painting by covering some layers and exposing others. Lyla’s and 

the bird’s eyes look the same, and the bird’s beak is drawn in 

with black paint in the shape of a triangle. It also almost looks 

as if Lyla has a beak when viewing the painting from a distance, 

creating a confusion of layers and links within her work. A yellow 

bird symbolises joy and happiness and may also refer to a pos-

itive outlook on life. However, birds on their own symbolise free-

dom and eternity and may also refer to the transition between 

life and afterlife. Here the symbolism of birds may lead us to 

question the deeper meaning behind the work.

What is interesting about Mackintosh’s work is that she uses nar-

ratives from her own autobiographical context to create sub-

jective experiences for the audience. Her narratives are subtle as 

Mackintosh visually directs the audience to use their imagination 

and seek their own meaning in what they see within the stripped 

graphic sensibility of her works. However, with the audience’s 

own lifeworld, Mackintosh’s narratives may translate into more 

intense and obscure narratives. Mackintosh also hopes to give the 

audience a personal experience through the effect of her work 

and how the audience’s lifeworld influences their experience of 

the work. Mackintosh’s work hides the sad feelings she is con-

veying with the use of colour and simplified abstract aesthetics. 

However, her paintings elicit curiosity among the audience when 

viewing the work. It is important for Mackintosh that the audience 

of her work will experience an intimate and personal emotional 

reaction at the moment of viewing where the audience might 

“linger” for a while (Visuality/Commentary 2008:90). Her nar-

ratives are also sometimes untranslatable in the way she over-

laps layers of colour and line to create her subjects and as her 

works achieve a sense of visual sensationalism. These are just a 

few of the elements in Mackintosh’s work that characterises the 

visual complexities at play.

MICHÈLE NIGRINI PAINTING COLOUR

Painting in the traditional sense is the practice of applying colour 

by means of paint or pigment to a surface, using brushes and 

other tools. In the work of Michèle Nigrini, colour, line and mark 

making are central. Her work moreover explores the relationships 

between medium, colour and emotions which she aims to cap-

ture with her painting tools on the surface of her canvas. When 

one looks at Nigrini’s works, we are drawn in by those elements 

which seem to be spontaneously applied to the canvas or paper. 

There is a sense of familiarity when one looks at the imagery of 

her immediate surroundings – gardenscapes, landscapes, objects 

and people – themes and images we can all relate to. 

Nigrini’s recent body of work, titled Outside In (2021), reflects on 

a work by the artist from 1993, titled ‘Kleursimfonie’ (Colour 

Symphony) (1993) (Figure 5), which was recently exhibited at the 

Rupert Museum in Stellenbosch. In collaboration with the Rupert 

Museum and the Jan Rupert Art Centre in Graaff-Reinet, Nigrini 

was challenged to expand on the idea of Colour Symphony as 

a means to take the work to another level for her latest solo 

exhibition in 2021. This reflection and collaboration of the work 

is significant as it has been almost 30 years since the completion 

of Colour Symphony – an installation that she created for her 

master’s degree in 1993. It consists of 395 small artworks, forming 

a larger work of 16 meters. Nigrini’s approach in Colour Symphony 

is based on a modernist notion where she questions and examines 

Figures 5 & 6: Michèle Nigrini, Colour Symphony, 1993. Oil on board. 184 x 1655cm. Installation views. Courtesy of the artist.
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how different colours react to each other using the seven colour 

contrasts of Johannes Itten as the academic base of the work. 

From a distance one observes the work as abstract, almost like a 

colour wheel or the colour charts one would use to select paint 

for your home. However, a closer look at the works reveals then 

as expressionistic with familiar botanical details (Figure 6). 

Everyday life and her surroundings are the vehicle which Nigrini 

uses to explore what interests her as an artist. She expresses her-

self creatively through painting using these topics. Her new works 

may be seen as a rejoinder to the one she painted nearly 30 years 

earlier. Nigrini aims for Outside in to become a reflection of how 

we project ourselves onto the world and within our environment. 

This new body of work (of which three works are featured on 

pages 166-168 of Volume 1 of this catalogue) is also a reflection 

on Nigrini’s experience of the Covid-19 pandemic, where the 

artist was forced to move her studio to the outside garden shed 

at her home in order to continue creating artworks. It is here 

that Nigrini again became inspired by the plants and different 

structures within her immediate surroundings. Colour, as well 

as its absence, remains the most important elements of her work 

and they become optic and psychological representations. In a 

sense her work inhabits colour in which she immerses the viewer.

The collaboration between Nigrini, the Rupert Museum and the 

Jan Rupert Art Centre not only worked within the premises of 

Colour Symphony, but also created opportunity for dialogue with 

37 contemporary South African artists to respond to the work and 

the meaning of colour in that sense. Colour Symphony by Nigrini 

was recently exhibited (2020) at the Rupert Museum Gallery in 

Stellenbosch for the purpose to create collaborative exhibitions 

and conversations between the works. Theses exhibitions include 

Nigrini’s Outside In (2021)5  and an open call6 to participate in re-

sponse to the work for the In Conversation with Colour Symphony 

(2021)7 exhibition. These collaborative exhibitions created the 

opportunity for the audience to explore the different conversa-

tions and narratives developed from the exhibitions and hence 

create new conversations. 

The narratives in Nigrini’s work are significant as she reflects on 

her immediate surroundings and the importance of space and 

colour. It is also significant that her narratives of 1993 have in-

spired a solo exhibition, as well as a group exhibition for herself 

and other artists to respond to the work, making the work rel-

evant almost 30 years after it was exhibited for the first time. 

Here the meaning of her narratives might have changed or have 

developed into new narratives. In Nigrini’s exploration of col-

our and nature, the emotions which the audience may expe-

rience in the exhibition space may enhance the visual sensation 

received by the work. 

CONCLUSION

Narratives are of great importance for the audience to under-

stand what it is that the artists want us to experience within 

their works. The narrative accordingly also plays a major part in 

how we understand the artwork and, furthermore, how we 

relate to it through our lifeworld. The narratives created by the 

artists and their artworks create dialogues with their audience 

without the artists revealing explicitly what the work is about. 

Artwork may finally also create a memorable message through 

its narrative and medium, only to name a few significant factors 

about extraordinary artworks. Sometimes, to understand the 

artwork, one has to look closer and let ourselves “feel” the work 

through what we understand of ourselves, our immediate sur-

roundings and our life experiences. 

As we have noticed in the works of Vári, Van der Westhuizen, 

Mackintosh and Nigrini, art has the ability to affect the audience 

by eliciting certain feelings that we might not always understand. 

Susan Best (2011:1) argues that art is expected to produce feel-

ings. She continues to say because of that art historians need to 

evaluate affect and the associated feelings and events that fol-

low in their interpretations of artworks (Best 2011:1). However, 

if not for these extraordinary narratives that we relate to, or be-

come fascinated by, we will not experience the artworks to their 

fullest potential. As with the artists explored in this essay, their 

personal journeys, autobiographies, interests and their imme-

diate surroundings become more extraordinary through the 

media they explore to tell these stories for us to engage with. 

ENDNOTES

1    It is important to mention that not all narratives are success-

ful in art and therefore might not be experienced by the au-

dience, as the artist might have intended.

2    Conceptual art became an important art movement during 

the 1960s and 1970s. Conceptual art had a major impact on 

artists in ways of thinking about meaning and response to 

artworks and their creation beyond the limits of traditional 

media (Lack & Wilson 2008:52-53).

3    Space and the target audience are often important for the 

artist to achieve specific responses to their work. The artist can-

not exhibit works into communities or environments where 

there are no context to the space, unless intended by the artist.

4    The Eleventh Hour is accompanied by a series of monotypes 

in three ‘Variable Edition’ books. These unique books comprise 

11 pages of print each with loosely connected writings (Min-

nette Vári 2021:[sp]). 

5    Outside In, Michèle Nigrini’s solo exhibition was exhibited at 

the Imbala Gallery in Graaff-Reinet from 5 March to 15 May 

2021 (Outside In: A solo exhibition by Michèle Nigrini 2021:[sp]).

6    An open call was sent out to artists to produce works that 

would create dialogues with Nigrini’s Colour Symphony which 

would be exhibited in conversation with her solo exhibition 

in 2021 (Open call 2020[sp]).

7    In Conversation with Colour Symphony was a group exhibi-

tion held at the Jan Rupert Art Centre in Graaff-Reinet from 

5 March to 5 September 2021 (In Conversation with colour 

Symphony 2021:[sp]).
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Many of the artists included in the Another Time, Another Place 

exhibition created work that engaged with issues of power in the 

lead up to the establishment of a new South Africa. Some con-

tinue to make work that engages, reflects on, or challenges no-

tions of power to this day. Power takes many forms, from the 

personal to the social, and even to the political. In this essay, I look 

at three specifically male, South African, Afrikaans-speaking art-

ists: Jacques Coetzer, Anton Karstel and Johann van der Schijff, 

reflecting on their early works which challenged or commented 

on issues of power. Moreover, I draw parallels to works from later 

in their careers where similar themes reoccur. Power is often re-

flected in images of violence (or implied violence), social commen-

tary and a curious play with innocence (or the implied loss thereof) 

in the works of these artists. While very different in feel to their 

early works, the concerns are often the same in their praxis, even 

if created through the lens and means of three older, more ma-

ture, technically more sophisticated and established artists, with 

national and international reputations and careers.

I investigate early examples of work by each artist in which issues 

of power are portrayed. Based on interviews with the artists, I 

suggest reasons for their concerns with power, and how time, 

place, and background – alongside the influence of lecturers, 

peers and other artists – formed thought processes which mani-

fested as images that were (and are) anti-establishment. I further 

argue that this form of engagement at an early stage gave the 

selected artists a platform on which to build their careers and 

established them as socio-political commentators, thereby leading 

to their sustained careers as visual artists. 

My selected artists share several similarities in terms of breeding, 

background, education and their drive to be artists. Having arrived 

at the University of Pretoria (UP) at more or less the same time, 

they were products of a department, institution, era and place. 

However, they cannot be seen as typical, ordinary, or conforming 

to the status quo of that time. The Department of Fine Art and Art 

History in the eighties and nineties at UP was run by the heavy 

hand of Prof. Nico Roos, a highly skilled formalist landscape 

painter. Roos had a paternalistic brashness about him that typ-

ified the man as an Afrikaner father/farmer figure. He often en-

acted this paternalism with his students; exacting excellence, a 

Calvinistic work ethic, and firm dedication on the one hand, with 

a sense of compassion and interest on the other. He had fixed 

ideas at times which, when challenged, were stamped out with 

authority. One such incident I recall was an occasion when a stu-

dent exhibition had its labels printed in English. Roos, his boom-

ing voice echoing through the department building, made it abun-

dantly clear that this was unacceptable within an Afrikaans 

university, and called for their removal and translation before the 

opening.1 He was a serious artist who was well read in contem-

porary art, particularly of the fifties, sixties, and seventies, and 

although not necessarily embracing of art of the eighties and 

nineties, remained clued up on the international art scene. Con-

sequently, he brought in many contemporary artists as guest 

lecturers in order to keep the department up to date with new 

ideas and approaches. These guest lecturers included artists such 

as Braam Kruger, Arlene Amaler-Raviv, Andre Naude, Diane Victor, 

Guy du Toit and others. These lecturers played a part in influenc-

ing UP’s art students in general, but more significantly, the artists 

selected for this discussion. 

Interestingly enough, all three artists, when asked about the great-

est influences of their time, cited the History of Art lecturer Herlo 

van Rensburg,2 and senior students Walter C. Meyer and Rudolph 
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Vosser as influential in their making and thinking. On enquiring 

about their relationship to Prof. Roos, there was neither a particu-

larly positive or negative response; one described him and other 

[male] lecturers as “not particularly radical in their thinking, either 

politically or artistically […] Prof. Roos was a larger-than-life char-

acter, not unlike an older version of Boris Johnson. His sometime 

dictatorial character was offset by his enthusiasm and passion 

for art-making and he could throw a good party” (Froud 2021). 

Another commented “these were men from another era of the 

art establishment. At heart they were still just artists and odd 

balls in their own right, so I felt respect and a kinship of sorts” 

(Froud 2021). It is against this backdrop that I formulated my 

interview questions for the three artists in an attempt to probe 

their connection to images of power in their own praxis, how 

they respond to these, and possible reasons for their respective 

responses. In my reading of selected works by Coetzer, Karstel 

and Van der Schijff, I identify images of power that appear either 

overtly or covertly, are a reaction to power, or a record of that 

power, and, as I later suggest, form the basis for an artmaking 

approach which has led to sustained art careers for all three until 

the present day.

BACKGROUND TO TIME, PLACE, POLITICS 

AND POWER IN THE EIGHTIES AND 

NINETIES

The mid-eighties and early nineties were fraught years in the 

political world of South Africa. The ANC, PAC and several other 

political parties were still banned; images of leaders such as Nelson 

Mandela were not permitted to be shown. The National Party 

government enforced its apartheid policies and perceived itself 

as though in a state of war; conscription was mandatory, and 

bombings, attacks, demonstrations and opposition to the regime 

from within South Africa and from external forces, was fierce. 

The black and brown townships were ablaze, with troops having 

to quell violence and patrol the streets in order to “control” the 

populous. Economic and cultural boycotts were in place by in-

ternational organisations and countries throughout the world, 

and at home in South Africa, in 1986 a (second) State of Emer-

gency was declared with strict regulations which included restric-

tion of movement, association and even curfews. In spite of oppo-

sition, the National Party-led government ruled with impunity, 

draconian laws and a fist of steel. One thing understood by all 

people of this country was that power ruled absolutely and was 

supported by an immensely strong military and vicious police 

force. This oppressive power filtered down into the school system, 

where learners were indoctrinated through force into quasi- 

military training through the school cadet programme, rein-

forced by further indoctrination at veld school camps.3 This was 

a prelude to mandatory conscription for male school leavers who 

did not intend to immediately study further. Coetzer, Karstel and 

Van der Schijff were all able to avoid conscription by their choice 

to study Fine Art – two of whom went on to complete master’s 

degrees. However, they all had friends and family who were sub-

jected to conscription, and thus knew the might of the military 

and how it controlled the country with absolute power. 

In 1990 the ANC was unbanned, Nelson Mandela was released 

from prison and the National Party government began a process 

of softening and moving towards what would become a fledgling 

democracy in 1994. Along with this, the autonomous power wield-

ed by the previous regime was slowly eroding. Opposition parties 

gained strength and newly unbanned political parties were able 

to act freely. In 1990 conscription was reduced from two years to 

one year, and was eventually done away with in August of 1993. 

The three artists grew up and studied in an era, place and mood 

of oppressive power and control at the hand of the state, sup-

ported by cultural, religious and social practices that were in-

strumental in this process. It was against this backdrop that the 

three artists, as young people, began their critical visual engage-

ments with power.

The following is a collection of extracts from interviews with 

Coetzer (JC), Karstel (AK) and Van der Schijff (JvdS). Their answers 

to my respective questions help contextualise their past positions, 

and their reflections upon these, with the advantage of hindsight.

Gordon Froud (GF): How politically active were you? Did you 

participate in demonstrations, rallies, or situations that were anti- 

government/anti-power or anti-establishment? 

JC: “I’m not sure that I have true struggle credentials like my peers 

who belonged to the ECC and NUSAS. In my matric year, on a 

class visit to the State Theatre, my school bag was confiscated by 

an SAP bomb squad because I had painted a hammer and a sickle 

on it. When Mamelodi Sundowns were allowed to play Kaizer 

Chiefs at Loftus Versfeld for the first time, I recruited some friends 

to help me display a large banner saying “Snor City Welcomes 

Soccer” and when Die Wit Wolf, Barend Strydom, who had ran-

domly shot down black people in front of the same State Theatre 

was released under general political amnesty in 1992, I recruited 

the same gang of friends to help me put red dye in the Strijdom 

Square fountain. My acts of rebellion against power were mostly 

mischievous and a bit Lone Ranger-like” (Coetzer 2021).

JvdS: “Because of me winning the New Signatures competition 

in 1988, I was invited to participate in the USA Information Service 

– Group Exhibition in Pretoria in 1990. It was probably the first 

time ever I exhibited with fellow black South Africans, and 

afterwards I was invited to visit some of them in Atteridgeville 

township outside Pretoria. Once there, they took me to a shebeen 

were we had lively discussions about art, the imagined future 

of the country, Orlando Pirates vs. Kaizer Chiefs, apartheid, Black 

Label vs. Lion Lager, girls and many other things. As such it was 

a seminal event in my life, a Damascus moment, where I expe-

rienced that my fellow black South Africans did not have to be 

feared, and that it was actually in the townships where the most 

interesting artworks at the time were being produced. This 

experience led me to make Taxi, a sculpture that was one of the 

finalists in the Atelier Awards in 1991. 

During my third year in 1989 the Voëlvry Tour4  came to town, and 

that was the catalyst, not only for me, but for many white stu-

dents around me, to openly start to voice our frustration with 

living our entire lives under the stifling, oppressive, conservative, 

hypocritical, corrupt and evil weight of apartheid. Thereafter I 

can remember taking part in a low key “demonstration” when 

Adriaan Vlok, the then minister of police, came to give a talk on 

campus. The arts students (myself included) were also in the mi-

nority of the giddy crowd of admiring students, booing Eugène 

Terre’Blanche when he came to give one of his oratory perfor-

mances in the Aula. All my engagements, though, were very tame, 

considering the gravity of what was happening in the country at 

the time, something I am not proud of, looking back” (Van der 

Schijff 2021).

AK: “I became aware of a culture of resistance to the state at 

university. At school and at home, I felt uncomfortable about some 

of the prejudices that circulated but didn’t know any activists. 

At UP I first got to know some students who were politically 

active, but I never got too involved. I, for instance, never partici-

pated in protests, ... I was however painfully aware of the violence 



90

and tension that permeated society in the transition years. Paint-

ings circa 1995 record the violence that filled the media at the 

time” (Karstel 2021).

GF: What parallels do you see between your early work and 

approaches, and your later works – conceptually, methodolog-

ically, and technically? 

JC: “I guess one thing that has always stayed the same is that 

concept lies at the heart of what I do. My methodology has al-

ways employed a process of “distillation of idea”, until clarity of 

thought is reached. I have, however, become a reluctant sculptor 

in a world that’s already drowning in objects. Much of my practice 

has shifted to doing stuff, instead of making stuff. Documenting 

these actions has become important, so I employ photography 

and video to do that, but I don’t see myself as a photographer 

or videographer. I often ask passers-by or tourists to take the 

snapshot. To be a “real artist” in the world of social media requires 

real actions, not Photoshop” (Coetzer 2021).

AK: “I often work with images about which I feel apprehensive 

and which I imagine might perturb viewers. That’s why I focus on 

material with local socio-political significance (people are less 

affected by another country’s problems). I imagine the entire frac-

tured political spectrum as an audience and not just the art world. 

Our dark past, eighties insurgency imagery, and guilt or anger 

about privilege at this political juncture, does not blend well with 

painterly aesthetics. The content of my work often contradicts the 

seductive properties of oil on canvas which inculpates the viewer 

in the sense that they might be seduced to enjoy a painting of 

something that they find troubling. It is important that my per-

sonal ideological position does enter into the picture, and that 

the painting is activated by viewer participation. My paintings 

and installations are connected, both in terms of subjects and 

approach. I suppose it’s a kind of obsessive engagement with sur-

faces, especially surfaces that are charged with content. I think 

there is a similarity in the iterative and accumulative scrutiny of the 

Nyalas, the air base wall, the flag in the Youth Day film, the photo- 

graphs from my parents’ house, the images of eighties’ insurgency, 

etc. The paintings also share the serial approach of the photo-

graphs and are often exhibited in installations” (Karstel 2021).

JvdS: “I think the early work and my current work are very similar 

conceptually as well as thematically i.e., political, and particularly 

issues relating to apartheid, undertone, playful, humorous etc. 

Technically I have obviously picked up more skills over the years, 

specifically in computer-aided design and computer-aided manu-

facturing. I do feel that my last solo show, State of Emergency, had 

a much more sombre tone than earlier work. As such, I view the 

work Onderstroming (Under Current) as one of the best works 

I have ever made. It is a perfect combination of concept, technical 

mastery, emotion and ambiguity. At the same time, that body 

of work was also the most exhausting to make. I plan to make 

work dealing with other themes before embarking on State of 

Emergency II, which I should still like to make sometime.

DRAWING PARALLELS BETWEEN IMAGES 

OF POWER IN OLDER AND RECENT WORKS

In this section, I analyse images by each artist encompassing both 

their earlier and later works, suggesting the conceptual, method-

ological and technical links within the artists’ oeuvres, and how 

this affirms their ongoing concerns with images of power. I further 

suggest that these concerns are precisely what have established 

the artists as commentators on society and power (which is on-

going). This enduring theme has become a touchstone which 
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situates them firmly within postmodern debates in the context 

of South African art, and which has kept them at the forefront 

of social commentary, thereby securing their place as successful 

artists within contemporary discourses.

JACQUES COETZER

Coetzer charts his early (albeit unknown) commentaries back to 

1976, with a school project which is featured as Hotel and Hostel 

(Figure 1) in his alt pop catalogue of 2007. His annotation above 

unpacks his keen eye for difference and his relative innocence at

Figure 1: Jacques Coetzer, Hotel and Hostel, 15 January 1976. 

Colour pencil drawing. (Primary School lesson, age 6). “I attend 

Laerskool Menlo Park where I generally do well in art activities 

and thrive on the compliments I get for it. The first lesson for 

grade two in the subject Omgewingsleer (Social Science) is titled 

‘Dwellings of Non-Whites’. That day I make drawings of a hotel and 

a hostel. Up to then I had not set foot in either of the two.” 

Image supplied by the artist.

Figure 2: Jacques Coetzer, Life and death and when to stop 

playing, 1992. Found objects. “I fold my National Defence 

Force call-up paper into a party hat and place it on the skull of 

a deceased soldier. In the late 1980s, a friend (then aged 18) 

spent some of his army service on the Angolan border and 

brought the skull home as macabre reminder of the lives lost 

in that war. He had found a skeleton, still in MPLA uniform, 

somewhere deep in Angolan territory during a military 

operation. The youth was likely killed by a splinter of shrapnel 

in an earlier skirmish, judging from a small opening in the 

forehead.” Image supplied by the artist.
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Figure 3: Jacques Coetzer, Blood Fountain, 29 September 1992. 

Red pigment in the water of Strijdom Square, Pretoria. 

Photographed by Richard Nezar for Pretoria News.

not being able to distinguish between two types of class-specific 

accommodations (Coetzer 2007:42).

In his tableaux Life and death and when to stop playing (1992. 

Figure 2), Coetzer invokes a sense of defiance to authority on 

several levels. This provocative work challenges the call to con-

scription and the power of authority over life. The sculpture brico-

lages an actual skull of a slain child (obtained from a friend who 

had been in the Angolan bush war and illegally smuggled it back 

to South Africa) with the folded call-up paper requiring him to 

report for conscription to the SADF. This bizarre and macabre ob-

ject is housed in a vitrine (with LED fairy lights) atop a maypole 

Pop Art-styled base. On its top, a wind-up sniper toy soldier lies 

in wait on a blue globe whereon the map of Africa appears. This 

work comments on the futility of war, the loss of life, the poten-

tial loss of innocence (through the call-up papers), and through 

the Pop Art style, is rendered playful, toy-like, or even carni-

valesque. The light-heartedness of the presentation mocks the 

power that caused the death of the child soldier in the name of 

war. Coetzer does not side with the child soldier, nor with the 

call-up, but rather exhibits them both on public view for our 

scrutiny (Coetzer 2007:66).

In a similar way, in September of 1992 after the release of Barend 

Strydom (‘Die Wit Wolf’),5 Coetzer anonymously added red dye 

to the fountains of Strijdom Square in downtown Pretoria. His 

anonymous act is open to interpretation (as with much of Coet-

zer’s work): Was it the pro-supremacist supporters or the be-

reaved families of the black slain victims who perpetrated this 

visceral and visual reminder? The public would never really know. 

Coetzer later claimed responsibility in the name of Art – not as a 

supporter of either right or leftist ideology, but as a commen-

tator who wished to remind the public of the violence and im-

balance of power within our society. His actions could have been 

interpreted in many different ways but were quietly left as a 

questioning reminder of an important historical event. Derek 

Hook (in Coetzer 2007:70) notes in an extract from his article 

Monumental space and the uncanny (2005) that “reluctant to 

be stereotyped as of left or right political persuasion, Coetzer 

said that his motivation was ‘to wrench South Africans from a 

placid and spineless acceptance of horror’”. I suggest his artistic 

act was intended to evoke memories of the event, and cause 

viewers to question historical abuses of power, the violence and 

lives lost, and by implication, the fairness of the amnesty granted 

a mere two years later (Coetzer 2007:69).

Fast-forward 14 or so years later, and the anonymous interven-

tionalist once again makes a public appearance with two works 

which challenge accepted systems of society and their associated 

power relations. Although quite different in visual outcome, 

the simplicity of their careful crafting left viewers or passers-by 
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wondering what the works were all about. In the first piece, a 

public intervention, Coetzer dismantled an advertising board 

(Hollywood signage size) that proclaimed the text “ON SHOW” 

and rearranged the letters to read “OH NO” (Figure 4). This rela-

tively simple and mischievous act was deep in its intentionality; 

its purpose was to make public commentary on the power of cap-

ital and ownership. The billboard’s text was originally intended 

to advertise yet another development project whereby osten-

tatious houses would be erected in an area not too far from an 

informal settlement. This wanton display of wealth and capital 

is certainly a form of power: power of the wealthy over the poor. 

Most “ordinary” folk driving by may have murmured an “OH NO” 

under their breath at the prospect of yet another development 

in an already overcrowded suburb – this one even more osten-

tatious than the last. Coetzer deftly opted to articulate these 

attitudes by making such utterances visible, thereby subverting 

the power of the wealthy. Ironically, his intervention became 

prophetic thereafter, as Ella Ziegler (in Coetzer 2007:124) tells 

us in her afterword Art in Time: 

The properties which were for sale should have been a 

profitable investment, because a cluster-housing devel-

opment was planned on this plot. But after some investors 

had a geologic survey done, it turned out that the dolomite 

ground structure would not allow such high-density con-

struction. So, it came about that Jacques’ original critique 

of profit-based urban planning suddenly seemed more like 

a prophetic vision.

Coetzer (2021) himself explains:

It is an example of a protest piece that is a bit more subver-

sive, in the sense that it was executed on a sleepy Sunday 

afternoon while no-one was watching, but was still in-

tended to directly overturn the ‘ON SHOW’ sign boards of 

a blatantly profit-based urban development project, which 

ultimately enslaves ordinary people.

Figure 4: Jacques Coetzer, OH NO. Public intervention. 2006. Images supplied by the artist.
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Figure 5: Jacques Coetzer, Beg to Differ, 2006. 

Public performance. Image supplied by the artist. 

In the final work by Coetzer which I have chosen to discuss (Figure 

5), the artist takes on a performative role, eschewing the made 

object6 in favour of a one-line aphorism that simply states, in 

plain handwriting on a scrap of cardboard, “Beg To Differ”. 

Dressed in a T-shirt and simple black casual jacket, wearing a black- 

and-white cap (with his alt pop logo7 on it), and a sombre expres-

sion, the artist walks up and down a section of the highway out-

side Pretoria during a traffic jam. This is a typical sight when 

considering the area is usually inhabited by the homeless sport-

ing placards begging for food, shelter, or money. At first glance, 

Coetzer, with his long hair cascading from his cap, looks to all 

the world as though someone down on their luck and seeking 

a handout. It is only on closer inspection that the words on his 

placard (largely ignored by the vehicles’ inhabitants) cause one 

to contemplate their meaning. Coetzer (2021) explains the incen-

tive behind his public performative intervention: “Beg to differ 

was one of my first public interventions where I stepped away 

from object making and started embodying the concept; in this 

case a deep questioning of the suburban values I felt trapped in 

as a young father and mortgage-paying homeowner.” I interpret 

the artist’s performance as an assertion of his right to differ from 

others, thereby reclaiming his personal power. It may also be per-

ceived as an argumentative statement, begging to differ in opin-

ion…but concerning what? Regardless, his provocation was sure 

to elicit curiosity from those who bothered to read it. 

ANTON KARSTEL

Anton Karstel’s images are often derived from newspapers, maga-

zines, vintage text books, and present-day mass media. In this way, 

he is not unlike the Pop artists of the sixties who made use of 

everyday imagery as a contemporary visual language. However, 

ultimately, Karstel’s language is painting. He is bold in his appli-

cation of paint which demonstrates his confidence in the medium 

– his wrestled surfaces taut and expressive, sing with the joy of 

painting. He is an exceptionally prolific artist who regularly com-

municates through extensive series’ of works. At first glance, the 

viewer might see an artist painting the everyday as if it were, 

in his own words, “a 17th-century Dutch still life” (Karstel 2021). 

The artist enjoys employing “craft to seduce, [and anticipates] 

[…] that the viewer will first approach the work as an object of 

beauty before reading the title, which will change the reading” 

(Karstel 2021). It is, however, in his seemingly arbitrary choice of 

subject matter that his work takes on different meaning. Cer-

tainly, a reading of the painting involves the push and pull of 

pigment on the surface, but what it represents is also significant. 

Karstel (2021) says:

About the dialogue/tussle between painting and subject: 

I think that is a very important observation about what 

it is that informs my particular choices of subjects, and 

my painting process. It is the relationship between two 

surfaces: the photographic or screen surface and the paint-

ed surface. I paint in a to-and-fro between the surfaces of 

the subject/source and the canvas. This rhythmic act forms 

opportunities to create textures and images that are not 

in my control. I want the painting to happen involuntarily. 

The image is of course figurative and of the source image, 

but the way it is painted must be almost accidental.

When one analyses the types of images that reoccur in Karstel’s 

work, we notice that a significant number of these deal with de-

pictions of power, frequently of violence, implied violence, or the 

aftermath of violence, in what Lloyd Pollak and Isabella Kuijers 

(2018) describe as “South Africa’s cyclical legacy of violence”. In 

early works such as Botshabelo (Figure 6) (strongly influenced 

by the older student Walter C. Meyer), Karstel sets up power plays 

across the surface, where forms jostle for dominance in what ap-

pears to be an abstracted, almost comic book portrayal of a tumul-

tuous space. I perceive this example as a precursor to Karstel’s 

later works which portray scenes of violence and more literal 

power struggles. 

From 1995 and beyond, Karstel developed a large body of work 

which engaged particularly with images gleaned from (predom-

inantly) print media and vintage books. The images detail events 

from a few years prior, during which the apartheid era was coming 

to an end – including images of violence and demonstrations in 

the townships, corpses of slain demonstrators or Afrikaner Weer-

standbeweging (AWB)8 soldiers, wreckage of car bombs, and quiet 

“portraits” of explosive weapons such as hand grenades (Figures 

7, 8 & 9). Each image is beautifully, but brutally captured in the 

expressive language of paint which seduces the viewer, until one 

pauses to consider its subject matter. Karstel, however, does not

“nail his colours to the mast” by “picking sides” when depicting

Figure 6: Anton Karstel, Botshabelo, 1989. 

Mixed media on canvas. Image supplied by the artist. 

his subject matter, but rather holds up a mirror which reflects 

images of power within society. He explicates his choice of sub-

ject matter (as previously mentioned) as working with images 

which he feels apprehensive about and which he imagines “might 

perturb viewers” (Karstel 2021). In this regard, he focusses on 

material with local socio-political significance and imagines the 

“entire fractured political spectrum as an audience and not just 

the art-world“ (Karstel 2021). The content of Karstel’s work 

often contradicts the seductive properties of oil on canvas which 

inculpates9 the viewer in the sense that they might be seduced 

to enjoy a painting of “something that they find troubling” 

(Karstel 2021). For him, it is important that his personal ideological 



 9796

position does enters into the picture, and that the paintings are 

activated by viewer participation (Karstel 2021).

Karstel’s approach is further detailed by Pollak and Kuijers (2018) 

in their essay POST- ERGO ANTI- Anton Karstel’s exploration of 

South Africa’s cyclical legacy of violence:

Die Doodstoneel ‘n Paar Minute Later […] also typif[ies] 

Karstel’s use of tight cropping and foregrounding to claus-

trophobically constrain the viewer within the picture plane. 

This blinkered perspective becomes emblematic of our lack 

of agency or control over their content. This tactic and 

Karstel’s haptic and viscous style of painting operates with-

in a similar visual register as post-World War I work by Otto 

Dix and Max Beckmann. Karstel is aligned with their anti- 

war art insofar as he makes it his business to depict the 

horror of conflict (Pollak and Kuijers 2018).

Expanding on the authors’ latter comment concerning the “horror 

of conflict”, I would suggest an even more complex reading of 

these images. Karstel presents, in an almost dispassionate manner, 

images of conflict – but they are also images of power. The power 

of the bullet over lives, politics over people, destructive machinery 

as a means of control through fear; threat and horror made 

commonplace when depicted as beautifully crafted painting. 

It is through this play between subject and medium that Karstel 

demonstrates his mastery. 

Figure 7 (top): Anton Karstel, Youths vent their anger, 1995. 

Oil on canvas. Image supplied by the artist.

Figure 8 (bottom): Anton Karstel, Die Doodstoneel ‘n Paar 

Minute Later, 1995. Oil on canvas. Image supplied by the artist.

Figure 9: Anton Karstel, Hand Grenades, 2016. 

Oil on canvas. Image supplied by the artist. 

JOHANN VAN DER SCHIJFF

In a similar way to Karstel, Johan van der Schijff operates through 

ongoing series’ of works grappling with concerns which reoccur. 

His work, however, is often more ideologically situated than 

Karstel’s, and explicit in its commentary when compared to Coet-

zer’s. Van der Schijff is candid about his position on apartheid, its 

grip of power, and how this has affected him personally. He says:

[…] it triggers emotions of anger, resentment, bewilder-

ment, guilt of being implicated by association, sadness, 

and yet if I am brutally honest with myself, nostalgia. The 

experience of growing up under apartheid in Pretoria 

moulded who I am and probably scarred me, as well as 

the rest of the artists participating in this show, for life. 

I believe we are all in our own separate ways dealing with 

the violence following in the wake of apartheid, as is the 

rest of the country, especially the generation who lived 

under the system. I believe apartheid was a Crime Against 

Humanity (Van der Schijff 2021).

The root of the artist’s interest in images of power can be observed 

in his earlier works such as Taxi (1991. Figure 10), and his numerous 

cyberpunk sculptures made during his MFA at the University of 

Cape Town in the early 90s. These explore images of communica-

tion and destruction in such a way that they become relics or found 

objects, much like museum pieces from a distant past or a future 

imagined. Within their imagined context, a post-apocalyptic South 

Africa, they are read as signifiers of communication, control, 

violence and power. Within these pieces the ancestries of Van 

der Schijff’s later sculptures can be found. Although his technical 

mastery and use of contemporary manufacturing processes render 

the later works slicker and more aesthetically pleasing, their con-

cerns are much the same as his earlier works. What differs, how-

ever, is his focus; from an almost Sci-Fi imagining of object, to a 

more personal conversation involving power as seen through the 

lens of contemporary South Africa, with its history spanning from 

apartheid (1945-1993) until democracy (1994), firmly on display.

In his exhibition Power Play at Bell Roberts Gallery, Cape Town 

in 2006, the title of the show further emphasises his concerns. 

The exhibition encompassed sculptural works which developed 

his Sci-Fi-type machines into more sophisticated and beautifully 

crafted sculptures, weapon-like in their appearance. Missiel/

Missile (Figure 11) and Bomb (Figure 12) are two such examples. 

These works have a comic book, Pop Art reference, evident in 
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their highly worked surfaces and patterns, which belies their im-

plied destructive or violent intent. They also incorporate a visual 

device which has become synonymous with Van der Schijff’s 

practice for some time, more specifically the heavily wheeled 

base. This base serves as a signifier that the object is a sculpture 

rather than an actual weapon and substitutes a traditional plinth 

or perhaps cables from which the artwork might hang. However, 

it also suggests that these sculptures might actually be real weap-

ons of power, with the potential to be activated by remote control 

at any moment. Gavin Younge (in Van der Schijff 2006 [sp]) articu-

lates these sentiments in the introduction to his short essay Power 

Play from the catalogue of the same name: 

Van der Schijff’s title is tellingly apt – his machines toy with 

the notion of military and manufacturing industry’s power. 

On the one hand they mirror issues of purpose-built, highly 

specialised military technology, and on the other they pos-

sess an almost 18th century arcane quality, that of belt- 

driven potato peelers, or strange looking contrivances 

designed to hold a patient’s head still whilst surgeons do 

things with hacksaws. These brightly coloured trolleys, 

perhaps filched from Voortrekkerhoogte (now renamed 

Thaba Tshwane), trundle missiles dull-thudding out of a 

future imperfect world. We thrill or chill to their ominous 

threat—and yet, as in the literature of comic artists, all these 

bombs and missiles can do is say, “Bang!” Herein lies the 

‘play’ of the title. 

In his most recent exhibitions, I to I in 2016 (at Art on Paper, 

Johannesburg) and State of Emergency in 2019 (at Lizamore and 

Associates, Johannesburg), Van der Schijff turns his attention in-

wards. The anonymity of earlier works such as Bomb (Figure 11) 

and Missiel/Missile (Figure 12) dissipates, and a significantly more 

personalised view on power and violence is expressed. Not only 

are the artist’s references more personal, but his stories are also 

Figure 10: Johann van der Schijff, Taxi, 1991. 

Image supplied by the artist.
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more specific, while his subject matter remains centred on power, 

violence and control. In I to I, public monuments are critiqued in 

the wake of the #RhodesMustFall movement within a South 

African context, wherein “functional” monuments for confession 

or foot washing are suggested as alternatives to monuments 

erected to politicians. Thus, Van der Schijff makes reference to 

the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions of the 1990s, and the 

“contrite” Adriaan Vlok washing the feet of his former enemies 

in public. The artist sceptically alludes to the inherent folly of pub-

lic monuments by proffering his own “useless” monuments – only 

this time, they are mobile, free to be moved wherever they can 

conveniently be utilised (unlike the Rhodes memorial, which was 

never intended to be relocated, judging from its solid moorings 

when removed in 2015). One piece exhibited at I to I which struck 

me as particularly poignant and powerful is Skerppunt Ammu-

nisie (Sharp Point Ammunition ), (Figure 13) wherein .223 Reming-

ton bullet rounds replace the crayons one anticipates in a child’s 

colouring box.10 Here the poignancy of the loss of innocence 

coupled with the destructive power of bullets makes a compel-

ling statement about power and control in society. 

In Mirages (2019. Figure 14) and Ratel (2019. Figure 15) (both 

exhibited at State of Emergency), Van der Schijff nostalgically 

looks back on “toys for boys”, many of which he would surely 

have played with in his youth. However, within the context of 

an art exhibition titled State of Emergency, these take on a more 

sinister undertone. Making reference to specific military machin-

ery employed by the South African Defence Force (SADF) in the 

eighties and nineties, they resonate with a time of war, violent 

control and power. Although tinged with nostalgia, they hint 

at a loss of innocence, whereby toys become actual weapons 

of destruction.

Figure11: Johann van der Schijff, Missile, 2003. 

Galvanised and painted mild steel, chromed mild steel, stainless 

steel, brass, leather and rubber. Image supplied by the artist.

Figure 12: Johann van der Schijff, Bomb, 2006. 

Galvanised and painted mild steel, stainless steel, brass, 

leather, compressed wood, epoxy coating, car paint and 

rubber. Image supplied by the artist. 
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Van der Schijff’s artistic journey over more than 30 years sees 

him engage with reoccurring themes. When asked to identify 

specific works which articulate notions of power, he answers:

I think a better way of looking at my output is not to only 

focus on specific works or exhibitions but to rather look 

at the underlying themes I have been working with for the 

past thirty years. In the same way that David Goldblatt or 

David Brown’s work should be seen as a body of work 

produced at a specific period in South Africa’s history 

when the country was in the midst of [a]partheid, my 

work would hopefully be seen as produced by someone 

who experienced the last convulsions of [a]partheid and 

the violence it left in its wake. Sometimes humour and 

irony provide the tools to negotiate great trauma (Van der 

Schijff 2021).

In conclusion, I have discussed the work of three Afrikaans male 

artists, charting their development over the last (approximately) 

30 years, and drawing parallels between earlier, middle and later 

works which engage with ongoing depictions of violence and 

power. I consider these artists to be subjects of a specific time, 

place and institution, and have drawn conclusions as to how these

factors may have influenced their production and the content 

of their works. The time, place and university wherein they found 

themselves, helped to shape their experience of their worlds at 

the end times of apartheid. Their responses to the socio-political 

situation at the time, coupled with influences from staff and peers 

gave them a voice through which they could make comment. 

The ability to make commentary that was anti-establishment set 

a basis for future art production. Their engagement with notions 

of power and violence would continue as they developed and 

Figure 13: Johann van der Schijff, Skerppunt Ammunisie 

(Sharp Point Ammunition), 2015. Remington .223 bullets 

(disarmed), beech wood, kiaat wood, enamel paint. Image 

supplied by the artist. 

Figure 14: Johann van der Schijff, Mirages, 2019. 

French Oak wood, mild steel, galvanised steel, enamel paint. 

Image supplied by the artist.

remains a constant topic of engagement to a greater or lesser 

extent. It is, I suggest, due to these factors, that their oeuvres 

have remained topical and relevant, and as with many in the 

Another Time, Another Place exhibition, why they still make art 

to this day while many other students or artists of their time 

do not. 

ENDNOTES

1    At this point in time, the official language of instruction at 

UP was still Afrikaans. Roos, however, was open minded in his 

appointments of lecturers (particularly for part-time staff and 

guest lecturers) which included a range of English-speaking 

individuals including Arlene Amaler-Raviv, Diane Victor, Ian 

Redlinghuys, and myself. In spite of this, he stuck to his guns 

when insisting that exhibition labels be written in Afrikaans.

2    Van Rensburg was an accomplished painter with a Surreal-

istic figurative style, who put aside his art career to become 

a renowned art historian and researcher until his departure 

from UP in the mid-1990s.

3    Cadets (as it was known in English schools and Jeugweerbaar- 

heid in Afrikaans schools) was a weekly session of lectures and 

military-type training at school level. Boys were issued with 

brown military style uniforms and berets and were taught to 

march in formation; in some schools even pistol and rifle shoot-

ing was practiced, which led to inter-school competitions in 

these events. Veld school camps were attended by most school-

boys and girls, who were isolated separately according to 

gender in rural areas. It encompassed a series of camps to 

purportedly mature boys into men and girls into women, and 

to build a national(ist)  spirit. In fact, these became indoctrina-

tion camps where religion, nationalism and racism were force 

fed to young people, along with mistrust and the fear of other 

races and belief systems such as communism or socialism. The 

‘Swart gevaar’ and ‘Rooi gevaar’ (‘Black danger’ and ‘Red dan-

ger’) were just two of many dangers extolled along with the 

abhorrence of rock music, drugs, and non-heteronormative 

sexuality. The long-time divide between Afrikaans and Eng-

lish speakers was also fuelled in this environment, often re-

sulting in orchestrated battles at schoolboy level within the 

veld school camps.

4    The Voëlvry Tour was a primarily Afrikaans rock music tour 

which began in 1989 with the intention of challenging the 

patriarchal Afrikaner apartheid-based political and social es-

tablishment. Max Du Preez in his foreword to the book Voëlvry: 

The Movement that Rocked South Africa (2006) describes it 

as follows: “Fortysomethings point to Voëlvry as the time they 

Figure 15: Johann van der Schijff, Ratel, 2019. 

Bronze, mild steel, galvanised steel and enamel paint. 

Image supplied by the artist. 
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started realising that there was more to Afrikaans and being 

an Afrikaner than Christian National Education, fighting on 

the border and authoritarian finger-wagging politician […] 

Voëlvry was the Boere-Woodstock. It was a significant move-

ment in every social, political, cultural and music sense of the 

word […] they sang about PW Botha, about conscription and 

the militarisation of society, about apartheid […] and racism, 

about the cosy mediocrity of white middle-class suburbia, 

about patriarchy, about white and Afrikaner ethnic identity ” 

(Hopkins 2006:7).

5    “Barend Hendrik Strydom, also known as the Wit Wolf (white 

wolf), is a convicted spree killer who was sentenced to death 

for shooting dead seven black people (and wounding 15 more) 

in Strijdom Square in Pretoria, South Africa on November 15, 

1988... Strydom was granted amnesty by the Truth and Recon-

ciliation Commission after the first democratic elections in 

1994” (https://murderpedia.org/male.S/s/strydom-barend.htm). 

6    Coetzer (2021) notes a shift in emphasis and approach to 

meaning making and away from object production when he 

says “Much of my practice has shifted to doing stuff, instead 

of making stuff”.

7    Coetzer developed a logo that is a Pop Art type pictogram of 

a Pacman type figure with a large eye and a small eye – pre-

sumably as a representation of himself as the oxymoronic art-

ist who is both alternative and popular.

8    The Afrikaner Weerstandbeweging (AWB) is an Afrikaner, 

nationalist, and white supremacist paramilitary organisation 

active in South Africa. 

9    Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines inculpates as “to impute 

guilt to or to incriminate”. 

10   Skerppunt Ammunisie translates to ‘sharp point ammunition’, 

historically used by the police and military in South Africa, 

and notoriously in the Marikana massacre of August 2012.
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Between 1968 and 1993, the apartheid government conscripted 

over 600,000 white men (Baines 2012:5). Thus, for the majority of 

the men during this period – including over 50 percent of the male 

artists featured in the Another Time, Another Place exhibition 

– conscription was a shared initiation rite into the hegemonic and 

hypermasculine space of the South African National Defence 

Force (SANDF). In this space, the conscripts encountered a state 

apparatus that embodies bell hooks’s term “white supremacist 

capitalist patriarchy”. To elucidate, during apartheid, the SANDF 

served to uphold white minority rule, protect capitalism from any 

inroads from communism, as well as preserve the country’s nat-

ural resources and industry for the benefit and wealth of the 

white population. The space of the SANDF was an interlocking 

system of domination whereby patriotism and patriarchy, as well 

as white supremacy were propagated as ruling ideologies and 

tremendous efforts were made to indoctrinate the corpus of 

soldiers into accepting and upholding these ideologies. 

In post-apartheid South Africa, the conscripted white men are 

now confronting their experiences of the SANDF. Although con-

scription was a common rite of passage for white men, their en-

counters remain unique and each person carries with them dis-

tinctive ‘battle scars’. These ‘battle scars’ are professed in the recent 

“burgeoning of autobiographies, biographies and prosographies, 

memoirs, as well as fiction and other imaginative literature” 

(Baines 2019:521; see also Baines 2012). Although these texts aim 

to offer a personal and unique account, academic investigations 

have revealed how they share common narrative tropes and 

structures (Baines 2019; Doherty 2015). For example, in several 

memoirs of the South African Border War written by conscripts, 

a common trope is the usage of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 

(PTSD) by the authors. By deploying PTSD, Christo Doherty (2015: 

25) argues that the authors are provided with a means to speak 

of their wartime experiences as traumatic memories rather than 

engaging with the “ethical implications of their own involvement 

in the war”. In this sense, the public narration of their testimony 

focuses on their trauma and victimhood, rather than on an 

acknowledgement of their coerced or voluntary role as perpe-

trators of violence.

In reviewing social media posts about conscription (see also Baines 

2012), I find it to be a perturbing trend how they focus on nar-

ratives pertaining to a crisis of masculinity. These narratives under-

score how the former conscripts are now suffering an identity 

crisis as their masculine self-identity has undergone mortifications: 

their manhood was tied to battlefield combat and patriotism 

to the apartheid state, both of which are now sources of disre-

pute and disgrace. The men raise their voice to express how they 

were used by the apartheid state as rifle-fodder and military 

pawns, how they are now treated as scapegoats for war crimes 

perpetrated by the apartheid state, as well as how they have 

neither a role nor place in the post-apartheid landscape. In sum, 

they are victims, they are suffering, they are traumatised, and 

their self-identity is in a state of distress, torment and anguish. 

These narratives thus present the men as victims and in need of 

sympathy. Consequently, what goes missing is the opportunity 

for the men to engage in reconciliatory discourses and acts: to 

be open to reconceptualising their self-identity to affirmative 

models of manhood, to seek amends, as well as to promote 

equality between the sexes and races. 
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In terms of art, conscription is a topic that has reached some ex-

posure (see Symons 2019) but it is mainly articulated and ex-

plored through themes of power (see Campbell and Froud’s es-

says in Volume 2 of this catalogue), as well as through a limited 

canon of conscription imagery – representations of the warfront, 

militarised mise-en-scènes, as well as panoramas of wreckage and 

carnage. By artists expanding this canon by searching for new 

imagery, they will add fresh perspectives to increase our under-

standing and consciousness of conscription. 

One novel imagery resource for artists pertains to the snapshots 

taken by conscripts during their time of service (see Blake 2011; 

Hardijer 2019; Symons 2019). These snapshots can be described 

as “forbidden photography” (Hardijer 2019) as it was illegal for 

conscripts to have in their possession a camera and they were also 

prohibited from taking photographs. Thus, the snapshots are a 

potent visual resource as they present an unsanctioned and per-

sonal record of the conscripts’ lived experiences. The snapshots are 

disarming for the viewer as they capture aspects of conscription 

that have received very little public exposure and have thus far 

been overlooked by artists. The viewer therefore is confronted 

by imagery that challenges their knowledge of conscription. 

In the set of snapshots held by a private collector, Carol Hardijer 

(2019), two photographs grip my gaze. The first photograph 

depicts a group of servicemen undergoing training (Figure 1). 

I am struck by the youth of the servicemen. The two figures in 

the second-row on the left look like young adolescents who 

have smiles beaming with boyhood jauntiness. I contemplate how 

their faces changed at various times of their journey. Once they 

received the call-up papers, did they express delight or trepi-

dation? Did fear and worry seize their faces at some point in 

Figure 2: National servicemen on the Zambezi River (near 

Katima Mulilo), 1980. Courtesy of Carol Hardijzer.

Figure 1: Military barracks at Heidelberg (early 1979). 

Courtesy of Carol Hardijzer. 

their time of conscription? Another aspect that gains my atten-

tion is how the figures are grouped together in tight proximity 

that may symbolise fraternity and friendship. But, I am also acutely 

aware that not one of the men’s hands are open to holding one 

another. The hands of the figures are either clenched in a fist or 

dangle limply over another’s shoulders. This feature sparks my 

curiosity and I begin to ponder if a hand open to touching an-

other male body would be taboo in the homosocial setting of 

the military. In other images from the set of snapshots (see 

Hardijer 2019), the hands of the conscripts are open to touching 

rifles, belts and military vehicles but we do not see them in an 

embrace with another body. I wonder about how the men curated 

their body language, curbed their expressions of bondedness, 

as well as limited their emotions in order to exude a machismo and 

bravado. Consequently, I consider how the conscripts’ lived ex-

periences may have been scripted by patriarchal ideals of man-

liness, masculine conduct and how these shaped interpersonal 

connections.

By drawing upon Ariella Azoulay’s (2008:14) call to introduce 

“dimensions of time and movement” in the interpretation of 

photographs, I am no longer able to see or find a fixed meaning 

in the image. I recognise that the smiles and symbols of frater-

nity are a single moment captured by the camera but this does 

not constitute all times and movements encountered by the men 

during their time at the SANDF. The image thus captures a “single 

memory” and one that is certainly a “restricted and narrow mem-

ory by and large” (Hardijer 2019). The key to contextualising and 

interpreting the image requires us to engage in dialogue with 

the ex-conscripts. To this end, to answer my questions about ex-

pressions of bondedness, as well as identifying the moments 

when faces are snared in shock, I need to turn away from the 

photograph and enter into open communication with the ex-

conscripts, to listen to their stories, and thereby expand my 

horizon of understanding. 

Figure 2 depicts a group of conscripts posing the pictorial maxim 

of the three wise monkeys: “see no evil, hear no evil, speak no 

evil”. The posing was most likely done in jest but I interpret it as 

an aide-memoir of how silence and censorship shrouded con-

scription in the apartheid era, as well as how silence and scant 

awareness of the contradictory experiences of conscription char-

acterises our post-apartheid present. The photograph is an invo-

cation to see, to hear and to speak about conscription and, in 

doing so, to bring to light the juxtaposition of conscription ac-

counts testified by a multitude of voices. I envisage artists from 

the Another Time, Another Place exhibition to embrace such pho-

tographs as inspiration for their works. In particular, I have in 

mind Anton Karstel who can produce paintings of the snapshots 

in his characteristic thick slabs of paint (see Figure 3). The strata 

of paint layers will make the figures indistinct but will also de- 

stabilise the viewer from apprehending a fixed meaning. The 

impasto brushwork and strata of paint will add “intrigue, exe-

getical depth and interpretive potential” (Pollak & Kuijers 2018: 

12) in the work and thus invite the viewer to explore tensions, 

contradictions and juxtapositions in the identity, experiences and 

life stories of conscripts. In this way, such artworks will ignite 

our curiosity; offer an opportunity to constructively engage with 

the testimonies tendered by the ex-conscripts, to bear witness 

to the injustices of the past, and pose new questions to expand 

our consciousness of conscription.  
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Figure 3: Anton Karstel, ‘n Groepie Swaksigtiges 

en Twee Blindes wat Rugby Speel, 2010. 

Oil on canvas. 60 x 70cm. 

Courtesy of Anton Karstel. 
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A ONE-OUT-OF-A-
HUNDRED ARTIST AND 

HIS OBJECT LESSON 
IN DEMOCRATIC 

EQUALITY: JOHANN 
VAN DER SCHIJFF AND 
HIS PUBLIC SCULPTURE 

KURT CAMPBELL

This essay explores aspects of a public artwork by Johann van 

der Schijff, one of the 40 artists included in the Another Time, 

Another Place reunion exhibition of alumni who graduated at 

the University of Pretoria (UP) between 1986 and 1992. Van der 

Schijff’s work is emblematic of the socio-political influences and 

a complex era, and how those shaped the artistic expressions of 

this close-knit group of artists who studied during the dying 

years of apartheid and prepared themselves for a new social order 

in South Africa.

INTRODUCTION

There are certain aesthetics that are only made possible by life- 

changing damage. Johann van der Schijff’s exhibition Power Play 

(2006) and more recently I to I (2015) display autobiographical 

qualities that disclose the deranging effects placed upon the 

artist as a consequence of being raised during the height of apart-

heid, and crucially, while nested in a politically conventional and 

decidedly conservative Afrikaans family, despite being in fierce 

and instinctive opposition to the ideology of the oppressive 

National Party government of the day. 

As an aesthetic, the threat of civil violence and war in the society 

of the artist’s formative years are visible in selective artworks – 

objects that precisely mirror those produced for mass destruction 

by the military industry and deployed, when required, as an ac-

ceptable course of action by the apartheid state1 against its own 

people. This aesthetic may be unequivocally observed in the works 

Missile and Bomb (Figures 1 and 2) respectively, despite mas-

querading as bright, playful pieces of art.

Several writers (and even the artist himself) have alluded to the 

presence of these weapon/ordnance clones in his exhibitions as 

reflections on a childhood that included the robust interaction 

with toy rockets and fighter jets as part and parcel of a conven-

tional masculine Afrikaans childhood. Indeed, Virginia MacKenny 

(2006:[sp]) who contributed to the Power Play exhibition cata-

logue,2 offers the view that Van der Schijff, even in his current 

capacity as a university academic, had admitted to finding “a legit-

imate career of never-ending play and tinkering” as a means for 

earning a living. This is a formulation that seeks to aid the read-

ing of his work as the continued creation of intriguing forms

born of an emersion in the domestic “phallocentric garage” where 

imagination and experimentation offer visual creations that de-

light as “toys for boys” (MacKenny 2006:[sp]). This reading is 

Figure1 (left): Missile, 2003. Galvanised and painted mild steel, 

chromed mild steel, stainless steel, brass, leather and rubber. 

Figure 2 (right): Bomb, 2006. Galvanised and painted mild steel, 

stainless steel, brass, leather, compressed wood, epoxy coating, 

car paint and rubber. Photos supplied by the artist.
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certainly one possibility to consider, yet far removed from the 

original tools for mass human harm, terror and destruction that 

certain of his sculptures directly index/reference, and that have 

haunted the artist, despite both personal and critical attempts at 

sublimation. Thankfully, the oeuvre of the artist has not been 

detained at this point.

THE LESSON

In the year following his Power Play exhibition in 2006, Van der 

Schijff committed to a struggle to move beyond a “ fear of the 

state” and the attendant focus on the rocket or bomb that sym-

bolises the terror of military subjugation and the abstraction of 

human beings necessary to render them as targets in a war-time 

scenario. The artwork that encapsulates the fruit of this struggle 

is a public sculpture with a decidedly didactic and utilitarian func-

tion. This artwork embraces the sustained possibilities of demo-

cratic equality in South Africa and serves as a symbolic vanguard 

for the ethical alternative to military mass violence in the face of 

dissent by offering (as a visual argument) an alternative that 

involves individual humans turning to each other to settle dis-

putes, a course of action that demands looking each other 

squarely in the eye and physically engaging one another by a 

touching of hands.

How may we see this seemingly obscure riddle manifest in the 

work of the artist? The Arm Wrestling Podium (AWP) (Figure 3) 

offers an object lesson in democratic discourse – a path of flight 

that may be sought between two individuals who disagree about 

any matter facilitated by the mechanics of the sculpture itself that 

ensures an equal footing (literally) for a one-to-one encounter. 

Figure 3: Arm-Wrestling Podium (AWP), 2007. Bronze, 

weather resistant steel, mild steel, stainless steel, aluminium, 

brass and enamel paint. 165 x 145.5 x 140cm.

Figure 4: Johann van der Schijff and Kirsty Cokerill, gallery 

director of the AVA, having an arm-wrestling match on the 

AWP. Photos supplied by Johann van der Schijff
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Figures 5: The AWP is located on the front porch of the 

Association for Visual Arts (AVA) Gallery, 35 Church Street, 

Cape Town.

Figures 7: Detail of the medallion appearing on the Braille 

bronze plaques of the AWP. All photos supplied by Johann 

van der Schijff.

The Arm-Wrestling Podium (AWP) was unveiled in November 

2007 as the winning entry of the fourth Cape Town public sculp-

ture competition and is installed on the patio of the Association 

for Visual Arts at 35 Church Street, Cape Town.

 

THE OBJECT

The Arm Wrestling Podium sculpture is a faithful recreation of the 

piece of equipment used in the sport of arm wrestling, cast in 

bronze and steel and placed in a public square. It offers the poten-

tial to facilitate a resolution of conflict through a physical inter-

action (see Figure 4) that is a carefully guided affair with highly 

regulated modes of interaction immanently available to all par-

ticipants to ensure parity. This is not a spurious claim, as the very 

rules for the agreed arm-wrestling match that both parties must 

adhere to before an engagement, are detailed on the sculpture 

Figure 6 (right): Detail of the Xhosa text appearing one of 

the four bronze plaques attached to the AWP. Photo 

supplied by Johann van der Schijff.
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in four languages (including Braille) placed on the four sides of 

the podium (See Figures 5 and 6). 

The inherent physicality of the interaction the work calls for must 

not, however, sully the deeper argument Van der Schijff offers his 

viewers through his public sculpture. He points us to the value 

of intellectual struggle, where individuals are able to disagree, 

contest and compete as part of conventional public life without 

the conditions and consequences of warfare in an intimate way 

that leaves no corporeal wounding. 

Despite the permanent installation of the hefty sculpture in its 

current position, the piece crucially alludes to the continued im-

portance of the portability of the ideals the public sculpture 

suggests: Democracy as a practice must always travel to spaces 

and places where it is not present, and this is emphatically alluded 

to by the mounting of the podium on wheels. 

CONCLUSION

Arm Wrestling Podium is the emancipatory point of Van der 

Schijff’s highly charged political yet personal artistic journey. It 

is the instrument he invites us to use in a figurative and literal way 

for ideational benefit beyond the immediate participants. 

Following the military and corporeal discourse evident in the work 

of Van der Schijff discussed thus far, I maintain thought in this 

vein, and turn to the ancient Greek strategist Heraclitus who 

describes special individuals emerging during times of war and 

who are not only fit for battle, but are able to benefit many near 

to them precisely because of the exemplary skill they deploy in 

the face of danger: 

Out of every one hundred men, ten shouldn’t even be 

there, eighty are just targets, nine are the real fighters, 

and we are lucky to have them, for they make the battle. 

Ah, but the one, one is a warrior, and he will bring the 

others home. – Heraclitus (Bardunias & Ray 2016:102)

In this light, Van der Schijff is indeed “one out of every hundred 

men”, one that has moved beyond damage from his past to a 

democratic ideal he offers as an object lesson in the Arm Wrest-

ling Podium using his artistry to show a path of flight (like many 

of his peers featured in the Another Time, Another Place exhi-

bition), to individuals who have been/are faced with political 

danger in the participation and practice of a relatively new de-

mocracy in South Africa. 

In ways that unfold almost daily, many are staggering in the 

face of the battle against corruption, apathy and nepotism, and 

need help to return to the shared “ethical home” created in the 

first democratic election of 1994, but this without replicating 

conditions of subjugation that were such a crucial part of the 

apartheid era. Van der Schijff and his peers assist us with intellec-

tual leadership that is predicated on individuals interacting with 

each other in productive struggle on a decidedly personal level, 

using the power of a three-dimensional form wrought from bronze 

and steel, that may be found in Cape Town on any day and at any 

time, opposite the Association of Visual Arts gallery located in 

Church Street.
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ENDNOTES

1    There are many historical accounts of the state via the South 

African National Defence Force (SANDF) deploying weapons 

of mass destruction (tanks, fighter jets, rocket launchers) against 

those deemed “ terrorists”  or “communists” and thus in op-

position to the state, in terms of the discourse of art history in 

South Africa. Perhaps the most infamous bombing was that of 

the Medu Art Ensemble in Gaborone in 1985, where the cul-

tural centre that produced resistance posters and printed anti- 

apartheid literature among other cultural resistance endeav-

ours, was raided, leaving five dead (including the prominent 

artist Thami Mnyele). The SANDF had mobilised 50 tanks, heli-

copters and a jet as part of the operational strategy.

2    See MacKenny’s essay Toys for Boys
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ANIMATION
IN THE ART GALLERY

DIEK GROBLER

There is a puzzling dearth of animation coming out of South 

African art schools and displayed in our museums and galleries, 

given that William Kentridge is unarguably the most famous 

‘animator’ in the art world. All of us participating in the Another 

Time, Another Place exhibition were starry-eyed recent gradu-

ates setting out hopefully on promising careers, when Johannes-

burg, 2nd Greatest City After Paris (Kentridge, 1989) was first 

screened around town. Of all the artworks created in South Africa 

during the eighties, to me this film captures that decade best: It 

is pure poetic protest art. Everybody was smitten with his Draw-

ings for projection project (1989-2020), and Kentridge rapidly 

rose to international fame because of them. 

This rise, testament to Kentridge’s genius, is ironic for two reasons. 

The first is that South Africa has no history or culture of animation 

worth mentioning,1 so the animator and his medium appeared 

out of nowhere. The second reason is the art world’s reluctance in 

engaging with and accepting animated2 film, especially narra-

tive-based ones, into its fold. But the art world nevertheless 

loved Kentridge.

Why did the man who made such an impact on the art world 

through animation, not inspire a following or a movement, or 

a trend for animation or even a few copycats in South Africa? 

The reasons might be ideological, or merely technological and 

financial. I only started exploring animation as a form of art mak-

ing a decade later when technological developments in computer 

software (which could still be clandestinely cracked back then) 

put the means to make films within my reach. The main reason 

possibly lies within the medium itself and the art world’s percep-

tion of the medium. The starry-eyed recent graduates setting 

out hopefully on promising careers asked themselves important 

questions like “Is animation art?”, and “Will my work be accept-

ed by the gallery?” and “Am I still original if I do animation, or is 

it William Kentridge’s ‘thing’?”. Because being original, making 

art and being accepted are important.

MISUNDERSTANDING ANIMATION

Susan Buchan (2007) ascribes the art world’s reluctance to engage 

with animated film partially to the challenge of defining anima-

tion. Animation “defies relegation to any one description of 

artistic output and, consequentially, to any single discipline or 

subdiscipline” (Buchan 2007:1). Animation is a hybrid medium 

that requires an array of processes in its construction, display and 

its viewing. These processes are cognitive and conceptual, fun-

damentally intermedial and technical in terms of production 

and manufacture. The animator is an artist-technician who is 

forced by the complexities of the medium to follow a series of 

diverse technical production processes required in making a 

cultural product that is as intellectually grounded as the activ-

ities of any visual artist. Nevertheless it is under-theorised from 

the point of view of ‘art academia’ and thus misunderstood.

Buchan (2007:12-13) specifically indicates a lack of exposure to 

animation as an art form, and knowledge and understanding of 

the material as reason for the art industry’s relative disdain for 

narrative animation as art. Because of the inherent technical na-

ture of moving image production, the processes used are often 

misunderstood by theorists. As a result the intimate relationships 

between process, metaphor and meaning are misconstrued. In her 

2018 publication William Kentridge: process as metaphor and 

other doubtful enterprises, Leora Maltz-Leca refers to Kentridge’s 
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animation process as “peculiarly quaint, notoriously slow, and fair-

ly inefficient … and [of] amateurish quality” (Maltz-Leca 2018:5), 

a statement that suggests a surprising misunderstanding not only 

of Kentridge’s specific process but the very nature and history of 

animation. Animation as a creative process is by definition ‘noto-

riously slow’, and Kentridge’s process is by no means slower than 

anybody else’s. Kentridge produced nine films that catapulted 

him to international fame. He used his signature method of char-

coal drawing and erasure, manually filmed with a Bolex camera. 

The sheer body of work produced through this method makes 

using “fairly inefficient” an odd choice of words which disregards 

the sophistication of Kentridge’s process.

 

While I find “peculiarly quaint” an unfortunate choice of words, 

it is especially her referring to the “amateurish quality” of 

Kentridge’s films that denotes a point of view naively unfamiliar 

with the vast body of work by various animators in a myriad of 

styles and techniques over a century of animation history. 

A remark by Maltz-Leca (2018:85) about Kentridge’s use of trick-

film  techniques in 7 Fragments for Georges Mélliès (2003) displays 

a similar confusion about the processes of filmmaking. She says, 

“the artist quotes Pollock’s signature splash … filming in reverse 

so that a splatter of ink gets sucked miraculously back into its pot” 

(Maltz-Leca 2018:85, my italics). ‘Filming in reverse’ is a contra-

dictio in terminis: the activity was simply filmed and the foot-

age reversed in the editing process. This action of reversal is a 

process also loaded with metaphoric potential lost on the in-

trepid writer. 

Because modern cinematic animation is a comparatively unfamiliar 

medium for the art world to contend with, it leads to the percep-

tion that the methods and techniques of the one animator the 

art world does embrace, are peculiar, original and unique. What 

Kentridge does brilliantly is to reinvent historical optical tech-

niques – a practice which is also evident in his appropriation of 

optical toys and “optical illusion devices” into his art practice. 

With his reversal of filmed footage for instance, he turns an out-

dated trickfilm technique into a “lexeme” in his personal film 

vocabulary (see also Grobler 2021:68-71).

A VERY LONG HISTORY

Kentridge is often quoted as referring to his way of working 

as “stone-age animation”.4 This is an unfortunate mischaracter-

isation of stop-frame animation that contributes to the overt 

romanticising of his technique. According to a theory by Marc 

Azéma and Florent Rivère (2012:316-324), “Stone Age anima-

tion” already existed roughly 32 000 years ago, albeit in a dif-

ferent form to that of Kentridge. Azema and Rivère theorise that 

cave paintings studied in Europe display concepts of sequential 

animation based on the properties of the persistence of vision.5 

Drawings of animals with multiple limbs were animated by means 

of lighting. The strategic placement of lamps and the manupila-

tion of the flickering light would create the illusion of movement 

on the curved cave walls. Zach Zorich (2016:sp) notes that more 

than 100 small stone lamps were found throughout the Lascaux 

caves when it was discovered in 1940. Nobody recorded the posi-

tioning of the lamps in the caves at the time, but recent recon-

structions seem to be in favour of Azema and Rivère’s theory. 

Zorich (2016:sp) quotes Jean-Michel Geneste, curator of Lascaux, 

on the importance of the flicker and glow of the lamplight in 

the process of visual storytelling. Geneste also indicates the 

location of artworks within the geography of the cave, the 

repetition of specific figures, and the particular size of figures 

within a depiction, as narrative devices. All of these factors sup-

port the theory that rock art in caves like Lascaux had an impor-

tant narrative function. Not only did pre-cinematic stone age 

animation exist 32 000 years ago, but it is found in places that 

is considered as humanity’s first art galleries.

WHAT IS ART ANIMATION?

In a brief historical survey of art animation Cecile Starr (1987) 

credits art movements like Futurism and Dadaism with recog-

nising the potential of motion pictures as an artist’s medium. In 

the second decade of the twentieth century, Leopold Survage 

created sequences of abstract paintings intended for projection. 

In postwar Berlin, Walter Ruttmann, Hans Richter and Viking 

Eggeling created their pioneering abstract animation films, Opus 

I, Rhythm 21 and Diagonal Symphony respectively. “Pure cinema, 

as the first abstract animated films were sometimes called, won 

the respect of other artists but was almost unknown to the gen-

eral public” (Starr 1987:67). These artists were followed in the 

1930s by a steady stream of animation pioneers like Oskar Fisc- 

hinger, Len Lye, Norman McLaren, Alexander Alexeieff, Claire 

Parker, and Mary Ellen Bute. While revered for their role in the 

development of a seminal art form, they generally remained out-

siders in both the world of art, and the world of film (Starr 1987:68).

In order to distinguish between cartoons (a genre of animation) 

and art animation (an intention or approach in making animation), 

the term auteur animator/auteur animation was coined. The term 

has been appropriated from the auteur theory in live action film-

making meant to distinguish more “artistic” narrative films from 

commercial productions. “Auteur animation” is used to refer to 

the oeuvre of a director with a very distinguished style (i.e. Bill 

Plympton or Tim Burton) but also to single-author animation 

where the film is, for the most part, executed by a single artist, 

for example South Africans Charles Badenhorst, Naomi van 

Niekerk, Bronwyn Horne, Erentia Bedeker and Diek Grobler. 

Buchan (2007) observes that in lacking a commercial drive, the 

auteur animation film is more aligned with the fine arts than with 

conventional or “orthodox” animation as classified by Paul Wells 

(1998:35-38). Wells identifies certain traits and aesthetic and 

technical approaches in orthodox animation that reference its 

ambition to mimic physical reality: configuration, specific con-

tinuity, narrative form, evolution of content, unity of style, absence 

of the artist, and dynamics of dialogue (Wells 1998:35). Orthodox 

animation worships the 12 principles of animation. The 12 prin-

ciples were formulated by Disney animators Frank Thomas and 

Ollie Johnston (1994) with the express aim to produce more 

“realistic” animation, meaning that objects and characters would 

appear to adhere to the laws of physics. These 12 principles are 

squash and stretch, anticipation, staging, straight ahead action 

and pose to pose, follow through and overlapping action, slow-

in and slow-out, arc, secondary action, timing, exaggeration, solid 

drawing, and character appeal. Ironically many of these principles 

lead to an exaggerated version of natural movement (“hyper-

realism” is the term Wells [1998: 25-26] uses), a kind of silent 

movie-era (over)acting which have become so ingrained in the 

western language of animation that its diversion from the in-

tended realism is seldom noticed. 

Auteur animation is personal and under the direct creative con-

trol of the artist. Its characteristics as identified by Wells is directly 

opposed to orthodox animation: disrupted continuity, non-linear 

narrative, diversity of style and medium, and the very visible 

presence of the artist, both in terms of visual style and proof of 
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the physicality of the production process. Kentridge’s trails of 

imperfect erasures troughout all of his films are perfect examples 

of the proof that the artist consciously leaves behind. Auteur 

animators show themselves in their films, while orthodox ani-

mation attempts to hide the fact that the film was fabricated.

WHY ANIMATION WANTS TO BE 

IN THE GALLERY

Eliane Gordeeff (2018:32) considers animation and film in the 

visual arts as part of a timeline which previously included pho-

tography, theatre and literature. Both animation and live action 

film inherited and adapted traits from these arts, but also intro-

duced new ones. Gordeeff, looking from an animator’s perspec-

tive where the relationship between the artwork and time is 

central to the process, offers a fascinating definition of painting: 

“…painting can be said to be the result of the sum of movements 

of the painter, which are successfully superimposed on the paint-

ing” (Gordeeff 2018:32).

The positioning of animation within the field of the visual arts 

is important, as it impacts on how the artwork is read. A visual 

arts positioning calls for a contemplative gaze and intellectual 

involvement with the animated film in the way a viewer would 

engage with a painting or sculpture. Animation pioneer Robert 

Breer describes the viewing of his films as aligned with that of 

the viewing of conventional contemporary art:

I intend for my films to not only bear repeated viewings 

but to almost require it and in this way, I suppose they 

are more related to the plastic arts than to literature. 

There is usually no denouement in my films in the usual 

dramatic sense but more of a formal structure appealing 

… directly to the senses (Robert Breer in Vanderbeek 

1961:13).

Many auteur animators are practising fine artists using the time-

based medium to expand the potential of their fine art practice 

“with a form of narrative-over-time that is distinct from the 

narrative of a single painting, sculpture, or installation” (Buchan 

2007:2). For example, although I doubt that fellow Another Time, 

Another Place exhibition artist Minnette Vári would term her 

own work as animation, she uses elements of the medium with 

regard to the extent of manipulation to which her film footage 

is subjected. Like Breer’s work, her installations require repeated 

viewing that makes the looping format in which they are pre-

sented ideal in galleries. Vári’s work is more closely related to 

painting than to film which is relevant for the way in which the 

work is displayed. Unlike most auteur animation, and despite the 

small scale of the actual frames the video artist works with, her 

works are mural-sized – the scale of projection is inherent to 

the content of the work.

To display animation challenges the conventional museum and 

gallery format in terms of the technological equipment required 

to exhibit work. Few commercial galleries and museums in South 

Africa have the necessary equipment to deal with displaying 

video art and animation. Often the burden of the technological 

requirements for display are placed on the artist, which could 

result in the artist’s personal equipment left uninsured and 

poorly supervised. The situation in the University of Pretoria 

Student and Link Galleries where the Another Time, Another 

Place exhibition is taking place is a case in point. Despite being 

attached to the state-of-art Javett-UP Art Centre, the space in-

tended to showcase the work of young artists, many working in 

video art, is totally unequipped to display multi-media works. This 

lack of facilities is not condusive to fostering respect for the fine 

arts as a career option: How is the young artist to bridge the gap 

from the “empty shell” of the Student and Link Galleries to the 

sophisticated exhibition space on the other side of the road?  

Conditions of display are often unfamiliar to institutions without 

staff specifically familiar with audio-visual work. An animated 

film may require specific circumstances for display, such as a dark-

ened room and designated technology. In the case of narrative 

films with a soundtrack and a fixed duration, a theatre-like set-

ting would be required for effective viewing. Video-installation 

of animation with looping footage projected on a large scale 

is a popular solution, but limits the kind of work that can be 

displayed. Temporally-specific works with a narrative structure 

and specific duration could be stunted when presented as an 

open installation where the viewer can enter and leave the 

exhibition space at any time. 

In terms of commercial galleries, the animated film as a cultural 

product is difficult to commodify due to the nature of the medium 

that it shares with commercial animation and film. “Fine art ani-

mation” is often published in limited prints and marketed via 

galleries to collectors at relatively high prices compared to its 

commercial counterparts. Apart from the exclusivity that gallery 

status implies, it makes the films elitist or inaccessible and diffi-

cult to view or study by the general public, students and scholars. 

Kentridge’s 10 Drawings for Projection (1989-2020) for example, 

is not available online, save for clandestinely posted copies with 

poor picture and sound quality, and sometimes even with an 

altered soundtrack.5

Having full access to viewing non-temporal artworks online on 

gallery websites is not unusual. With video art and art animation 

this is not the case. Barring the viewer from seeing a film on a 

gallery website while allowing static images unlimited access, 

reflects the lingering perception that the art animation is viewed 

in exactly the same way as the commercial film. It decries Breer’s 

opinion that the art animation needs repeated viewing. Accord-

ing to the orthodox view, once you have seen the film, you own 

it because you know what “happened” in the end.

IF ANIMATION DOESN’T EXIST, 

IS IT STILL ART?

The issue of materiality is an important distinction between 

animated film (or film/video as art form in general) and more 

conventional, non-temporal media. The filmic artwork ceases 

to exist when the power is switched off. The film is an illusion; it 

is ethereal and can never exist in its totality because it exists only 

in the fourth dimension.7 The original film print – if indeed it 

was shot on film8 – does not constitute the artwork. The art-

work only starts existing when the projector starts rolling and 

the flickering light projects the illusion of moving images on 

the cave wall.

A positive aspect of this lack of material form is the fact that 

the quality of the artwork is not necessarily compromised in a 

copy.9 When a facsimile of a painting is studied, the absence of 

the artwork’s material presence impacts significantly on the 

experience of the viewer. With an audio-visual artwork like an 

animated film, there is no original,10 only the version the spectator 

sees. The quality of the experience is dependent on secondary 

factors outside of the artwork – the quality of the projector (or 
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another medium for viewing), the screen, scale of projection, and 

the venue in which it is viewed, among others. The artwork re-

mains the same artwork, no matter how or where it is viewed.

CONCLUSION: ON HOMELESSNESS

Auteur animation is at a loss in South Africa for its lack of a safe 

space. Its processes are misunderstood by both the art world and 

the commercial animation industry, the two chairs on which it 

is forced to sit. Financially it has to compete for state funding on 

the same criteria as commercial projects. Despite being more 

sophisticated, both intellectually and in terms of fabrication, than 

most projects aimed at the commercial market, the chance of 

making a profit on the state’s investment is slim. Our films roam 

the international animation festival circuit for two years and 

then settle down to collect dust on YouTube and Vimeo. Or they 

collect dust offline because the filmmakers do not want their 

work to be viewed or downloaded for free. Although this is 

understandable, it is a pity because the absence of these films 

from the public domain creates the perception that there are 

very few auteur animations created in South Africa.

Every year at the prestigious Sasol New Signatures competition, 

and among the graduates of art schools, there are young artists 

who dabble in animation, only to almost immediately disappear 

upon leaving the safety of the educational institutions. They 

often opt for more conventional forms of art practice – things 

that one can sell. 

For auteur animators in South Africa, William Kentridge is both 

our champion and our cross to bear. I have had my work likened 

to his work endless times, despite the absence of similarities in 

style, medium and technique, but for the mere fact that I make 

pictures that move. Making pictures that move seems to be 

William Kentridge’s “thing”. Having one animator in the gallery 

makes for a unique curiosity. Having more, might cause a riot.

ENDNOTES

1    The SABC had an animation division in the 1980s creating 

mainly title sequences for broadcast purposes. There are other 

examples of small studios at various times doing some com-

mercial work, among others Belgian animator Glen Koppens 

who animated the Simba lion from the seventies. All of these 

instances do not make an animation culture, though.

2    I specifically refer to Kentridge as an “animator” here, since 

Kentridge – the artist – was of course already around.

3    Trickfilm is a German term that is generally accepted to refer 

to early cinematic shorts that relied for their appeal on inno-

vative special effects. George Mélliès’s work is exemplary and 

was a great influence on Kentridge. Typical trickfilm tech-

niques are substitution editing, double exposure, the use of 

scale models to shift perspective, stop motion animation 

and running film in reverse, which were all used to magical 

or comic effect.

4    Monteverdi (2013), Maltz-Leca (2013), Carbone (2010) etc.

5    The theory of the persistence of vision states that “the human 

eye sees one image and carries with it an after-image onto the 

image that follows it, thus creating apparent continuity” 

(Wells 1998:12).

6    Kentridge’s 10 Drawings for Projection with poor sound and 

      video quality: www.youtube.com/watch?v=vF5cngcXqSs 

and www.youtube.com/watch?v=T63P6tM-

Qqt0&list=PL8A94F59712651F08&index=6

7   Time.

8    With digitally produced artworks the artwork has even less 
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physical substance. It does not even consist of film frames, 

but merely of digits.

9   The artwork only exists as a copy.

10  Even though the artwork may have an original source – like 

the physically edited reel, or the digital files of the final digi-

tally edited version, these are also merely documentation of 

the artwork’s existence.
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CHIMERA AND
A LITTLE CHISEL

MINNETTE VÁRI

When thinking about writing for this catalogue, I found it almost 

impossible to penetrate into that capsule that was the University 

of Pretoria (UP) in the mid-eighties. I needed an instrument, a 

tool. A little wedge. Perhaps a little chisel. I will be summoning 

N.P. van Wyk Louw’s Beiteltjie (page 131), and if I may be so bold 

as to conflate the tool of making with the creation itself (because 

I insist that art must be useful), I am going to speak about one 

of my works: Chimera (2001). 

But first: Casting my mind back in time to the place that was the 

University of Pretoria when I first entered it in 1986 has been un-

expectedly daunting. Almost 36 years on, it is inconceivable that 

such a place was even possible: unimaginable that that seven-

teen year-old moved through, as a sleepwalker might, routinely 

and fairly unruffled by the grotesque fact that only white people 

like herself were eligible for that privilege, having arrived on 

the conveyor belt of a whites-only school system. See what I did 

there: it’s “her”, not “me”. I have had to stand at least one good 

pace back, build in a remove. Because it frightens me to confront 

the fact that I was so deeply unaware. Nobody entering our uni-

versities today will be able to imagine such a snow-white snow- 

blind circumstance. 

I spent all my student years travelling past the Voortrekker Monu-

ment on my way to UP and back. The unique structure, on its 

little green koppie, is visible for miles around (Figure 1). It would 

be a decade before I would figure out how to begin to chisel 

away at the conundrum of that history carved in stone, a history 

inextricably linked to the university I was attending.

Figure 1: The Voortrekker Monument. Courtesy of Trip.com 

Where was my mind? I have often thought back to my family 

situation and wondered where, too, were the minds of my par-

ents. My father was almost aggressively anti-political. Rudolph 

Minne Vári came to South Africa in 1948 at the age of eight, the 

eldest child of a Dutch-Hungarian family, and was – in my opinion 

– ill-advisedly enrolled in an Afrikaans school. An awkward boy, 

he was ruthlessly bullied and grew a loathing of almost every-

thing that symbolised Afrikaner culture. Imagine his horror when, 

in high school, I expressed the desire to join the Voortrekkers (the 

Afrikaans version of the Scouts). For a year or so I joined all my 

friends learning how to tie various useful knots, how to determine 

due south from the stars of the Southern Cross. We sang the song 

of the Vierkleur flag. On auspicious dates, we were brought to the 

Voortrekker Monument to stand guard at the four corners of the 

Cenotaph upon which is inscribed “Ons Vir Jou Suid Afrika” 

(Figures 2 and 3). Five of us would rotate. The fifth girl had to 

guard the Eternal Flame, not visible from the mezzanine in the 

Hall of Heroes: an ideal opportunity to get up to mischief and 

disturb the solemn faces the others were expected to maintain. 

http://minnettevari.co.za/video/chimera-black-edition
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Fun, yes, but more and more the quasi-military overtones began to 

scratch and itch a little. I did not understand the discomfort, really, 

didn’t analyse it. I was simply never one to gladly follow rules. 

Now, for a change of pace. Two years ago, an exhibition in Brus-

sels1 of the Sindika Dokolo collection of contemporary African art, 

to which I was invited to contribute, called for participating artists 

to engage with a film titled Statues Also Die (Les Statues Meurent 

Aussi), a 1953 French essay film directed by Chris Marker and Alain 

Resnais about historical African art and the effects colonialism 

has had on how it is perceived. 

In an essay titled  African Art as Philosophy – Senghor, Bergson 

and the Idea of Negritude, Souleymane Bachir Diagne has this to 

say about the relation between the museum and the colonial 

undertaking: 

Ethnographic museums are a negation of art because they 

prevent the objects on display from really looking at us. 

Because ethnography is constituted, at its colonial origins, 

as a science of what is radically other, it is in its nature to 

fabricate strangeness, otherness, separateness. An object 

in an ethnographic museum is kept at a distance, prevent-

ed from touching us because it is petrified […] Art is the 

evidence of African philosophy and, conversely, we do not 

attain full comprehension of African art without under-

standing the metaphysics from which it proceeds. This 

metaphysics, to present it in a word, is a metaphysics of 

rhythm which, according to Senghor, is at the core of 

African thought and experience (Diagne 2012 [O]).

This is the point taken up by Statues Also Die (1953). As Marker 

and Resnais explains in their film treatment: 

Figure 2 (left): Inauguration of the 

Voortrekker Monument, 1949. Courtesy 

of Morné van Rooyen, Wikipedia. 

Figure 3 (centre and right): The Cenotaph, located at the centre of the Voortrekker 

Monument. Courtesy of Käyttäjä:Joonasl, Wikipedia, and flowcomm.

When men are dead, they enter into History. When statues 

are dead, they enter into Art. This botany of death is what 

we call culture. […] An object dies when the living glance 

trained upon it has disappeared [images of heads with-

out busts looking away]. And when we disappear, our 

objects will be confined to the place where we send those 

of the blacks, to the museum (voice-over). [Images of 

heads without bust looking straight to the spectator.] […] 

And then they die, in their turn. Classified, labelled, con-

served in the ice of showcases and collections, they enter 

into the history of art (Marker & Resnais 1953).

One of my responses to these questions, and to the deeper, un-

spoken questions about whiteness and my place in the whites- 

only institutions I’ve mentioned, was a four-channel video instal-

lation entitled Chimera (2001). Here, too, is rhythm. Along with 

the rhythmically sensitive compositions of the Voortrekker Monu-

ment’s frieze carvings, the handheld camera also captured my 

ambling motion around the Hall of Heroes. An inherent quality 

of instability is brought about. The Chimera is a monster in the 

true sense, pieced together from mismatched parts. Seductive, 

treacherous, lethal. What appears as a fairly linear narrative, upon 

deeper inspection is revealed to be made up piecemeal in its re- 

membering; put together according to a set agenda that would 

culminate in a 1949 inauguration of the Monument, also around 

this time that apartheid policies began to take shape in earnest. 

Let me be clear that most historical narratives have aspects of 

this editorial dissonance. But here there are overtures toward a 

volk caught up in a single-minded utopian odyssey. Yet, it is full of 

slippage and lapses in memory. Not a homogenous group – the 

Trekkers. It included people of colour who were mostly inden-

tured slaves – very much part of the story. Yet, such realities do 

not surface in the marble panels. 

Yvette Greslé, in a thesis on the work, writes:

Vári’s Chimera (2001)…enters into a dialogue with the 

imaginary of The Great Trek, from the Cape Colony in the 

nineteenth century, commemorated by the Voortrekker 

Monument, Pretoria, and the frieze located in its Hall of 

Heroes. [She], as a white artist, engages [with] histories of 

racial violence in South Africa, without reinscribing, 

through visual forms, processes of objectification and era-

sure. Vári’s account of her lived proximity to the Voortrek-

ker Monument offered valuable insights into the nuances 

of her relationship, as woman, and as artist, to this site of 

apartheid memory. Chimera counters the heteronorma-

tive female Other constituted by the ideologies and dis-

courses of the apartheid state and lodged in the architec-

ture and sculpture of the Voortrekker Monument. The 

chimerical figures which appear and disappear through-

out [the work] are an irreverent, parodic and disruptive 

presence working to subvert the Voortrekker Monument’s 

discursive and ideological fixing of knowledge about the 

world (Greslé 2015).

Frozen in time and in stone, and visited these days mainly by for-

eign tourists, have they all become more of a curiosity? I wonder 

how ‘alive’ these sculptures are, in terms of what they were truly 

meant to represent to the cult and culture. Raising their rifles and 

raining down their spears: have they also all died in what would 

be a contemporary reading? Can they still be clung to and gazed 

upon, or have these imaginings become as dust, signifying less 

than the sum of their parts?

In one scene, in the frieze of the Voortrekker Monument the 

work of Laurika Postma (the only female in the group of sculp-

tors responsible for the frieze), depicts the “moedelose manne”
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(disheartened men) that Postma had chiselled in plaster, later to 

be replicated in Italian Querceta marble (Figure 4). I can see her 

working: I’m peering over her shoulder at the historic moment 

as she imagines it. A woman in the scene gestures with an out-

stretched arm, “Forwards!”. And then my Chimera appears, float-

ing above the figures while lifting her robe to bare her sex (Figure 

5). Again, it’s “her”, not “me”. Sometimes a little distance is 

required to survey the fissures. How do you cleave to “Volk”, 

when a cleft is the power that you have? When the grooves of 

separation run deep? History made fluid: the Chimera here 

creates a small tear in the fabric, a pause to take in the perver-

sity of a manufactured heroism. Things that cleave together must 

always already know how to fall apart.

Figure 4 (top): Laurika Postma, Women spur men on, 1949. 

Marble. Courtesy of VTM; photo Russell Scott.

 

Figure 5 (bottom): Minnette Vári, Chimera (White Edition), 2001.

Four-Channel Video Installation with Audio. Dimensions 

Variable. Still from Video. Courtesy of the artist.

Figure 6 (above and facing page top row): Minnette Vári, 

Chimera (White Edition), 2001. Four-Channel Video 

Installation with Audio. Dimensions Variable. 

Installation view. Courtesy of the Luzerne Museum of Art.
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Figure 7: Minnette Vári, Chimera (White Edition), 2001.Four-Channel Video. 

Installation with Audio. Dimensions Variable. Stills from Video. Courtesy of the artist.

http://minnettevari.co.za/video/chimera-white-edition
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The idea of the chimerical statue, shifting its shape and identity, 

was one way in which I could embody my relationship to my own 

work (Figures 6 and 7) as it was formed through and beyond 

institutions that wanted to fix it in a particular way, through the 

lens of whiteness. But it was also a way of commenting on the 

conditions of those institutions themselves, and how their monu-

mentalising and colonial apartheid identity had to be denied and 

shifted. Small gestures, sometimes one word or chisel-blow at a 

time, is how we begin to reimagine ourselves, our universe. The 

dust doesn’t settle and the work is never done. One small split 

in time.

ENDNOTES

1   incarNATIONS: The Sindika Dokolo Collection, 2019, curated 

by Kendell Geers at BOZAR, Brussels.

2    Available: https://groups.google.com/g/soc.culture.south- 

africa.afrikaans/c/itLXji-pRr4
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DIE BEITELTJIE2

N.P. van Wyk Louw

Ek kry ‘n klein klein beiteltjie,

ek tik hom en hy klink;

toe slyp ek en ek slyp hom

totdat hy klink en blink.

Ek sit ‘n klippie op ‘n rots:

– mens moet jou vergewis:

‘n beitel moet kan klip breek

as hy ‘n beitel is –

ek slaat hom met my beiteltjie

en dié was sterk genoeg:

daar spring die klippie stukkend

so skoon soos langs ‘n voeg:

toe, onder my tien vingers bars

die grys rots middeldeur

en langs my voete voel ek

die sagte aarde skeur,

die donker naat loop deur my land

en kloof hom wortel toe –

só moet ‘n beitel slaan

wat beitel is, of hoé?

Dan, met twee goue afgronde

val die planeet aan twee

en oor die kranse, kokend,

verdwyn die vlak groen see

en op die dag sien ek die nag

daar anderkant gaan oop

met ‘n bars wat van my beitel af

dwarsdeur die sterre loop.

THE LITTLE CHISEL
N.P. van Wyk Louw

Here in my hands a small cold-chisel,

I tap it and it rings;

and I hone it and I stone it

until its bright edge sings.

I prop a pebble on a rock;

– you’ve got to get this clear:

a chisel that’s a real cold-chisel

can crack a boulder sheer –

I slam it with my chisel edge,

its toughness is a gift:

straight the pebble flies apart

as clean as on a rift:

next, under my ten fingers split,

the granite rock divides,

below my feet I start to feel

the softened earth subside,

and dark the seam runs through my land

and cleaves it to the core –

so a chisel cuts that truly is

a chisel, or what’s it for?

Then with two gold-red chasms

the planet falls in two

and down the rockfalls boiling,

drains the ocean flat and blue

and in the day I see the night

below me open far

with a crack that from my chisel blow

runs to the furthest star.

Translation by Uys Krige and Jack Cope
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HOW DO 
PHOTOGRAPHY 

AND OTHER POPULAR 
WEST AFRICAN 

PRACTICES MANIFEST 
IN ABDERRAHMANE 

SISSAKO’S FILMS?

LUDWIG WAGNER

I want[ed] to let others know about images that have possessed 

me as a way of bearing witness to the thousands of life stories 

that no one tells. Maybe this is what cinema is.

– Abderrahmane Sissako 2003a.

An artist, whoever and whatever the form of art, must make his 

reality visible and comprehensible in the eyes of others.

– Abderrahmane Sissako 2007a.

PREFACE

This essay celebrates the work of one of Africa’s most significant 

contemporary artists, who, in turn, uses his medium to showcase 

and celebrate other African artists and art forms. For me, so much 

of the world – and especially Africa – was beyond reach while 

studying at the University of Pretoria (UP, 1984–1987). Imaginary 

ideological borders forcibly detached us from our African con-

temporaries. It was a different time and place, which many of us 

have spent a lifetime striving to rid ourselves of the scars. Like 

Sissako, I prefer not to be reduced to an identity of a geograph-

ically defined culture. Since cinema transcends borders, and like 

Abderrahmane Sissako’s films, bears witness to untold life stories, 

the Another Time, Another Place exhibition is an opportunity 

for us to reconnect our common interests and histories.

INTRODUCTION

The histories of cinema and photography in Africa developed in 

parallel. Photography arrived soon after the invention of the 

daguerreotype in 1839. As the technology and practice spread 

across the continent, photography became a routine part of mis-

sionary work, official activity and colonial settler life (Vokes 2012). 

The first representations of Africa in cinema are as old as cinema 

itself, dating back to what Tom Gunning (1986) described as the 

“cinema of attractions”, for which Africa’s exoticism proved a 

popular subject. Cinema soon proved a potent medium with an 

extraordinary ability to influence the thinking and behaviour of 

its audience. Colonial powers soon exploited their power to indoc-

trinate Africans into foreign cultures, including Western ideals 

and aesthetics (Ukadike 1994). It was, however, only in the early 

1960s that – as part of the decolonisation process – the first gen-

eration of African filmmakers set out to oppose the demeaning 

representations of Africa as a wild and savage place (Murphy 

2000). African cinema emerged as “cinemas made in Africa by 

Africans” and would represent Africans from an African point of 

view (Hamblin 2012:11). Cinema was given new meaning and 

function within Africa.

In contrast, Africans started shaping their encounter with pho-

tography as early as 1873, when some photographers reported 

that requests for portraits by Africans were so high that they were 

unable to satisfy the demand. African kings and chiefs also keen-

ly engaged with photography (Geary 2003), but the ability to 

shape the photographic encounter was not restricted to African 

elites (Haney 2010). African photographers reappropriated the 

medium much earlier than the pioneers of film, transforming a 

technology previously used as means of subjugation into a tech-

nology for the reinstitution of national pride and self-respect. 

Cheap handheld cameras made photography increasingly acces-

sible to more and more African people: “the technologies, practices 

and objects of photography were transmitted into even wider 

social and geographical domains” (Vokes 2012:5). 
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The enduring academic discourse surrounding the profound 

political, geographical and cultural effects of colonialism, neo- 

colonialism, and imperialism on Africa, applies fittingly to African 

photography and many other popular practices such as radio, 

literature, fashion and music in Africa. Disappointingly, much of 

this debate is still dominated by questions on authenticity, cultural 

identity and representation, leaving little space for discussing 

aesthetics. Despite agreement that colonial representations were 

inauthentic, the definition of an authentic African cinema has 

remained problematic. Debates on cinema are often reduced to 

simplistic opposition of Western and African cultures. A common 

but banal proposition requires that an authentically African 

mindset would not only entail exclusion of all things European 

or Western but additionally in opposition to them (Murphy 2000). 

Manthia Diawara (2015) suggested that African cinema should 

be a cinema of “revendication, resistance and political struggle”, 

thereby leaving no place for poetic language. Along with the 

poetic, Diawara (2010) dismissed art et essai (arthouse) films made 

by Africans living in Europe and designed for non-African au-

diences. His reference was to the films of Abderrahmane Sissako. 

Sissako’s very first film, Le Jeu (1988) – a short produced for his 

graduation at the State Institute of Cinema (VGIK) in Moscow 

– is set in the Mauritanian desert and interweaves two narra-

tives: a child plays war games with his friends, while his father 

is called upon to fight in a real war. The opening scenes of Tuaregs 

leading a caravan of camels across the desert are repeated dur-

ing the closing credits. Despite a temporal and spatial shift in 

the narrative, the film is devoid of a dramatic arc or linear story- 

line. Instead, the actions are indeterminate and mirror the circu-

larity of Sissako’s subsequent body of work (Bâ 2014). The con-

cept of the interminable open space of the desert is a recurring 

trope, also bookending two other Sissako films: Heremakono 

(2002) and Timbuktu (2014). A concept of narrative which reaches 

beyond boundaries is reinforced.

  

Much of the criticism levelled against Sissako is but a veiled critique 

of his Africaness. He is a man of many places and cultures – Mali, 

Mauritania, Russia, France – who dislikes being reduced to an 

identity from a geographically defined culture (Fallaux 2004). 

Sissako’s films are famously elliptical: He refuses to attribute 

specific meaning to any of his films and would instead expect 

spectators do so themselves. Perhaps it is precisely his aware-

ness of his expatriate position that enables him to present 

transnational visions of Africa on screen. Karin Barber (1985) 

remarked that modern popular arts could transcend geograph-

ical, ethnic and national boundaries. Her observations ring par-

ticularly true for Sissako. Against this background, this essay 

explores how popular West African cultural practices manifest in 

Sissako’s films. 

A RETURN TO ORALITY

A new generation of African filmmakers – equally applicable to 

other cultural practitioners – subvert the aesthetic by experiment-

ing with new forms better suited to their acute awareness of Africa’s 

problems. They do so in a variety of ways: on the one hand by 

“responding to Western audiences’” demands for both exoticism 

and reality’, and on the other hand, “by returning to orality” (Barlet 

2010:223–224). Diawara (1988) calls on explorations of West 

African cinema to consider the importance of oral narrative forms 

and other cultural specificities unique to the region. Diawara’s 

argument is primarily based on the perceived need to define 

the “authenticity” and the “originality” of West African cinema 

to avoid making it an extension of European cinema.

Oral storytelling, for many, is the measure of authenticity in Africa. 

Likewise, Sissako employs the power of the voice and griot tradi-

tions to great effect in all his films, particularly to contest the famil-

iar narrative and constraints of African authenticity (Williams 

2019). Sissako borrows structural and stylistic elements from 

West African oral traditions through his elliptical narratives, a 

preference for circularity over linearity (Ince 2018), and narra-

tion. In African cinema, the voiceover represents the conscious-

ness of the filmmaker, which harks back to one of its founding 

moments, the voice of the cart driver in Ousmane Sembène’s 

film Borom Sarret (1963) (Balseiro 2007). 

Griots traditionally fulfil the roles of oral historian, artist, and 

subtle political commentator in West Africa.  These roles have 

been embraced by modern “culturemakers” – including film-

makers – across West Africa in support of their experiments with 

modernism (Peffer 2013:21). African filmmaking pioneers, in-

cluding Sembène (Senegal), Med Hondo (Mauritania) and Gaston 

Kaboré (Burkina Faso), described themselves as griots (Pfaff 1984; 

Levine 2012; Martin 2002). Similarly, Malian photographers, 

including Amadou Baba Cissé, Bakary Emmanuel Daou and 

Malick Sidibé, have described their social and professional roles 

as that of “visual griots”. Because photographers occupy a posi-

tion that falls outside the conventional social system of labour, 

trade or caste groups, they are free to define their social role 

or status according to their own conceptions (Keller 2013). Sidibé 

stated that a photographer must ‘make things better than they 

are in actuality […] make the individual more perfect […] improve 

on reality to praise and respect the client’ (Keller 2013:363–364).

Sissako inserts himself into the narrative of his films by playing 

a starring role or acting as the narrator, which, in black African 

films, is a consequence of the tradition of oral tales and epic 

poems (Ukadike 1994: 203). In Rostov-Luanda (1997), Sissako 

goes from filmmaker to interviewer as he records his search for 

an Angolan friend he met in Moscow. Film and photography com-

bine as technologies of memory (Hamblin 2014). He starts his 

journey in the Mauritanian village Kiffa, where he was born. His 

only guide is a group photo taken 16 years earlier. In Life on Earth 

(1998), Sissako returns from France as Drahmane Bassaro to visit 

his father in Sokolo, Mali, and imagined life there at the turn of 

the millennium.2 Sissako inserts himself at a whole different level 

into Bamako (2006), as a cowboy in a Western called Death in 

Timbuktu – a film within a film – a reflective mise-en-abyme. 

By adding different layers of representation and temporal and 

spatial shifts, Sissako creates an ambiguity that further chal-

lenges notions of authenticity and destabilises meaning.

Sissako’s cinema is autobiographical (Sissako 2003b; 2003c; 2007b). 

He weaves biography into the filmic narrative and invites the 

viewer to make comparisons that demonstrate his insistence on 

communality (Fong 2010). Sissako blurs the boundaries between 

art and lived experience, from which we could draw that no single 

approach or narrative form is capable of bearing the weight of 

African social realities (Akudinobi 2000). Because Sissako sub-

verts the boundaries between fiction and documentary (Gabara 

2010) and believes in the strength of images (Sissako 2007b; 

Hamblin 2012; Sissako 2015), he teases meaning from minimal-

ist aesthetics (Balseiro 2007). Sissako has repeatedly invited view-

ers to create their own stories and interpretations of his films. 

His ideal spectator is active while watching his films: “a co-author 

on an equal basis” (Fallaux 2004:58). “I want other people to 

make the film. Because watching a film is also making it” (Sis-

sako 2007b). 
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In contrast to his fellow African filmmakers, Sissako explicitly posi-

tions himself not as a griot but rather as a porte-parole – the 

bearer of the words of others (Levine 2012). Sissako’s working 

method is to invite people into his films to tell their own stories: 

“When I start to shoot, I barely know who will play which role” 

(Barlet 2016:141). The final product is conceived during the edit-

ing process (Hamblin 2012). 

The screenplay for Life on Earth was only two pages long, one of 

which was a letter to his father, which he delivers as a voiceover. 

Heremakono was based on a forty-page synopsis primarily impro-

vised by non-professional actors whom he met in Nouadhibou. 

They would play versions of themselves and provided most of 

their own dialogue (Armes 2006). In Bamako, Sissako used lawyers 

and judges he knew instead of actors. Witnesses represented 

themselves at the trial, which took place in the same courtyard 

where Sissako grew up. Oral performance is a central formal 

and thematic concern in the film. Sissako borrows its structural 

and stylistic elements from West African oral tradition (Levine 

2012). The impassioned witnessing at the trial by the griot Zegué 

is never translated from Senufo, a language spoken by agricul-

tural people in northern Ivory Coast and which virtually no one 

present would understand (Williams 2019). Zegué’s performance 

is so heartfelt that the meaning of his words themselves is im-

material. Significant is how Sissako’s cinema emerges from a state 

of personal displacement to develop within a space which expands 

social ties beyond national boundaries, customs and languages.

PHOTOGRAPHERS AND PHOTOGRAPHY

Sissako’s cinema is highly collaborative, a key characteristic of 

African photography. He demonstrates how photography has 

in West Africa been appropriated into prevalent cultural tradi-

tions and practices. By using the photographic space as an itin-

erary – most explicitly in Rostov-Luanda (Mende 2013) – Sis-

sako illustrates that the photographic event is shaped by the 

photographed, by the photographer, by the viewer of the 

photograph (Azoulay 2008), and, by extension, by the spectator 

of his films.

In Mali, photography is keenly consumed and has a long-standing 

tradition that reveals the personal agendas and preferences of 

photographer-artists. Arguably, no photographers are more 

acclaimed than Seydou Keïta and Malick Sidibé. Both collabo-

rated with their subjects to produce images that were signifi-

cant in/to their society.

Keïta recalled that there was often a queue of a hundred people 

outside his studio. Reflecting on the phenomenon, Sidibé noted, 

“That’s how much Malians love photography. It’s like a religion” 

(Keller 2013:368). Clients engaged in the act of role-playing, 

assuming idealised identities for themselves and the camera. 

People came to their studios, dressed themselves, co-created 

the setting and mise-en-scène, and sometimes supplied their 

own props. In Mali, there is an expression i ka nyè tan, which 

means ‘you look beautiful in that’ in the Bambara language 

(Lamunière 2001). The portraits by these photographers result 

from them controlling their apparatus to create images of Afri-

can subjects for an African audience. Photographs served as 

mementoes of people or as souvenirs of events and memora-

ble moments, but at the same time, they achieved iconic status 

as symbols of wealth and importance (Lamunière 2001). 

Although Sidibè collaborated with Sissako on the publicity pho-

tography for Bamako (Keller 2008), it is Keïta’s images that are 

most often associated with Sissako, and more specifically, those 

of Bourama, the photographer in Life on Earth (Akudinobi 2000; 

Hamblin 2012; Williams 2019). Similarly, Diawara (2015) suggests 

that Sissako’s framing of Nana in the film “creates the effect 

of a fictional heroism” similar to what we see in the work of 

Keïta. In my opinion, these associations are far too simplistic.

In the first instance, the way Bourama stages his subjects does 

not reflect Keïta’s use of patterned textile backgrounds. What 

made Keïta’s work innovative was how he positioned his sub-

jects in front of the camera. Keïta subverted the ideologically 

driven mode of administrative photography and developed a 

vernacular which existed outside colonial governance and was 

independent of administrative restrictions (Vokes 2012).3 In Life 

on Earth, Bourama seems to specialise in passport-style photo-

graphs instead. By directly invoking passport photography in 

the film, Sissako rethinks national identity as an internationally 

negotiated and diverse concept ”which shifts according to the 

forces of global capital” (Hamblin 2012:27). 

Secondly, some scholars suggest that the box camera used in Life 

on Earth “recalls the earliest types of camera used in cinema” 

(Balseiro 2007:458) and “the Lumière box camera and thus evokes 

cinema’s origins” (Hamblin 2012:14). Considering the ambiguous 

nature of Sissako’s films, they might be partly correct. But there 

is a more plausible explanation with its origins rooted in the 

region and which brings the technology of early cinema into a 

postcolonial context.

Mali’s independence and subsequent popular election caused a 

great demand for passport photographs. Travelling street pho-

tographers appeared, offering low-price passport photos and 

using handmade cameras consisting of a wooden chamber fitted 

with just a lens and often lacking a shutter (Nimis & Trémaux 

1998; Keller 2008). In a 1972 documentary film shot in Bamako, 

Le Photographe Lassine, a young street photographer, reveals 

the secrets of the wooden chamber. He claims the technique was 

invented and passed down by Ghanaians. The chamber takes on 

a different name in every country. In Mali, it is known as koun 

don wola, literally meaning “those who put their head in a hole” 

(Nimis 2005:119). Also striking about the camera in Life on Earth 

is that it is painted bright yellow, the brand colour of Kodak.

In West Africa, tailors and photographers often play analogous 

roles. Both are image-makers (Lamunière 2001; Peffer 2013; 

Pinther and Ng 2007). The sewing machine was a key technology 

adapted by early cinema to feed film through the camera, in-

dicating a historic relationship (Hamblin 2012). In The Gambia, 

the relationship between photographers and tailors is even more 

pronounced; cameras are known as “scissors for seeing” (Buckley 

2000: 72). Sissako establishes the collaborative nature between 

photographers and tailors within the first ten minutes of Life on 

Earth with a sequence of shot/reverse shots sutured into the 

narrative; Nana is measured for new clothes, while Bourama 

sets up his studio in the main square of Sokolo. Sissako returns 

to this setting throughout the film for a series of specular mise- 

en-abyme sequences, one of which is especially worth noting.

A long shot of the outdoor studio shows Bourama setting up 

to photograph a young woman. Drahmane (Sissako) cycles past 

in the background. The camera cuts to a medium shot of the 

woman and back to the long shot showing Bourama adjusting 

her pose. At the exact moment Bourama puts his head in his 

camera to take the photo, the film cuts to a long shot of a mirror 

hanging on a wall. The diegetic snip-snip sound of a barber’s 

scissors can be heard. In the mirror, we can see Bourama with 
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his head in the camera, his hand movements mimicking the sound 

of the scissors. Nana appears in the mirror as she cycles past 

the photographer. The camera pans left to reveal the barber 

cutting someone’s hair, staring after Nana as she cycles past. 

OTHER PHOTOGRAPHERS

Photographers feature as characters in three other Sissako films. 

In Heremakono, a migrant is photographed with his friends in 

front of a painted scenic backdrop of the Eiffel Tower before 

setting off on his perilous journey to Europe. Colonial pho-

tographers introduced scenic backdrops to place subjects in 

culturally appropriate locations. However, in postcolonial set-

tings, backdrops are not merely passive props. They often pro-

mote utopian settings as accessories to the subjectivity of the 

person in the photograph and those who view and circulate 

the picture (Appadurai 1997). One of the cornerstones of African 

photography is that it functions as a means of communication 

which, according to Sidibé, “[…] functions like a mirror. It proves 

one’s existence. It leaves you with a permanent trace […] some-

thing you can send to friends and family” (Lamunière 2001).

The photographs in Heremakono resemble the work of Tijani 

Sitou, who set up a studio in Mopti, Mali. Sitou represents a wave 

of Nigerian and Ghanaian photographers who started practising 

in Mali in the 1970s and often used scenic backdrops. Backdrops 

that convey the idea that the subject is travelling to a different 

place and time are especially popular in Ghana (Lamunière 2001). 

It is also worth noting that, in Kenya, subjects would often place 

themselves against backdrops depicting global landmarks to 

act out imaginary world tours (Behrend 2003). 

Sissako (2006b) claims that Falaï, the photographer in Bamako, 

is the “author” of the film. Falaï is a videographer who films 

weddings and funerals: “I prefer the dead; they are more true,” 

he says in the film. Falaï also photographs crime scenes for the 

police, like many Malian photographers, including Keïta and Sitou, 

who provided their services to state institutions. He also fulfils 

the function of a griot in the film – personal and social historian 

– and more so, following Malian photographer Cissé’s definition 

of a griot: “a reporter; [an] archivist [of] the past, present and 

future” (Keller 2008: .250). Falaï’s claims that his primary function 

is to film funerals were dismissed by Candace Keller (2008), who, 

after extensive fieldwork, claims that no funerary photography 

and videography was practised in Mali. 

In Timbuktu, the photographers are jihadists who produce films 

and videos for their propaganda war. The idea for the film was 

a video of the stoning of a couple by the militant Ansar al-Din 

in northern Mali in 2012, which circulated on the internet, and 

which Sissako found unbearable (Taoua et al. 2016). Timbuktu 

demonstrates how technology has become central in shaping the 

narrative of the Islamic State (IS) and its affiliates at visual and 

discursive levels. In one scene, the militant Abdelkerim directs 

a suicide video of a young man with a modern version of the 

camera in Life on Earth. It shows an attempt to produce the 

ideal propaganda video to satisfy the fighter’s desire for rec-

ognition (Galvan-Alvarez 2018), not unlike the aspirations of 

the photographers before him. Much like in his earlier films, 

Sissako challenges the viewer to look outside the frame, beyond 

the boundaries of the screen and national borders.

CONCLUSION

In order to discover the realities of Africa, Abderrahmane Sissako 

first sets out to discover himself. He reaches out from his own 

stories to tell the stories of Africa. Sissako’s cinema remediates 

older and other popular cultural practices and media forms to 

expose the constraints to which the film camera is subject (Moor- 

man 2017).4 He seamlessly incorporates photography, orality, 

literature, radio, music and more into his narratives with a grasp 

of the subject, which stretches well beyond the limitations of 

this essay. Sissako is acutely aware of the shortcomings of the 

cinematic form – which is primarily visual – in dealing with social 

and political issues and therefore includes other forms, media and 

voices to open up the potential of a new cinematic language. 

ENDNOTES

1    Griots are known as Jeliw among Mande groups in Mali 

(Schulz 2000).

2    Drahmane is his family nickname and Bassaro his uncle’s sur-

name (Gabara 2010).

3    For more information about the difference between adminis-

trative and vernacular photography, read Liam Buckley (2010).

4    Remediation is the representation of one medium in another, 

a defining characteristic of new digital media (Bolter and 

Grusin 1999).
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THREE TRANSFORMATIVE 
LESSONS I LEARNED 

(BETWEEN 1986 AND 1992) 
ON MY ATYPICAL JOURNEY 
TO BECOMING A CREATIVE 

ARTS PROFESSIONAL. 
OR HOW I CAME TO SEE THAT 

EVERYTHING IS MADE UP

ITHATENG MOKGORO

I was brought up in a bubble, in a different timeline, in a paral-

lel universe.

My upbringing was as close to perfect as it can get for a young 

black kid growing up in South Africa. My parents were profes-

sionals. Both were academics at the local university. So the idea 

of learning and having a profession was always within my reach.

My school was within walking distance, yet my classmates were 

from every background imaginable: black, white, American, Euro-

pean, Asian, and a few from north of the Limpopo. My teachers 

were from Sri Lanka, Ghana, Britain and even Cape Town.

The idea of middle-class black people who drive nice cars and 

live in big houses was right there in my street. I did not have to 

go far to find it.

It was the roaring eighties. I was living in Mmabatho, the capital 

of the then Republic of Bophuthatswana, and Lucas Manyane 

Mangope was my black president. You could say that I was living 

in la-la land. But in truth, and in my sheltered mind, this was bliss: 

there was no apartheid, no state-sanctioned racism, no boycotts, 

no Nyalas, no comrades, no toyi-toying, no detentions, no petrol 

bombs, no bullets, no guns, and no weekly political funerals.

It was another time, another place, another life.

And that life was simple: To go to school, do your homework, get 

good grades, pass matric, study medicine if your marks are good, 

maybe law if you’re that way inclined. Accounting was a new career 

option for black kids and engineering was only just emerging.

We had a teacher who would take us for Saturday school. He was 

from Mozambique, at a time when that country was really just 

a rumour for most South Africans. He was tall, dark, handsome 

and somewhat left of centre. His name was Zé. One day at Satur-

day school Zé put a drawing on the board (Figure 1). He asked 

us what it was.

 

Figure 1: Zé’s drawing. Image by the author.

None of us knew. He volunteered the answer: “It’s a matchbox”.

But how?

“If you take a matchbox and look at it from the side,” he said, 

“what you see on one side – in this case, the left-hand side – is 

the inside of the matchbox, the container that carries all the 

sticks. On the right-hand side is the cover. The dotted lines are 

the parts that you do not see.”

At that moment the penny dropped. The idea that you can rep-

resent and work with things that you cannot see was crossing 

my mind for the first time. For a little black kid of 15 or 16 years, 

even living in the bubble of privilege in which I was, this idea 

was truly mind-blowing. It opened a window that wasn’t there 

before, and a view that I didn’t know existed. Ultimately, in a 

world where my peers were excited about studying medicine, 
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law and accounting, I found architecture. This was a direct result 

of the idea that Zé had planted in my mind.

From then on I started paying attention to all the buildings that 

were rising in the little town that I called home. There was the 

magnificent Garona (Our place) building, seat of government, 

built out of dark, exposed clay brick, appropriately shaped to 

echo a Setswana homestead. The building was put up around a 

circular courtyard with imposing round arches running along the 

outside perimeter. There was also the University of Bophutha- 

tswana (now University of North-West), with its sleek modern 

forms that pointed to a bright, hopeful future. And then there 

was the futuristic Mmabatho Stadium. It was essentially a set 

of concrete platforms strategically placed around a football 

pitch and an athletics track to a strange and delightful aesthetic 

effect. And then of course there was Bop Studios – three massive 

black boxes juxtaposed against each other, housing state-of-the-

art, world-class audio production technology.

There were countless other examples of projects, activities and 

experiences that were within a short walk for me and my peers 

in Mmabatho but were unimaginable for the average black child 

in the broader idea of South Africa back then.

We lived in another time, another place, another reality.

Fittingly, I was inspired. I applied, was accepted and went on to 

study architecture at the University of Natal, now the University 

of KwaZulu-Natal. It was only then that I realised that my priv-

ilege was relative – while my upbringing was better than most 

other kids like me, it was a far cry from what the white kids took 

for granted. For example, the white kids in my first-year class 

knew what a drawing board and scale rule were. I didn’t. They 

had been inside the offices of real-life architectural practices. I 

hadn’t. They had family members who were architects – mostly 

fathers, brothers or uncles. I, on the other hand, had never met 

an architect in my life.

As exciting as my brief exposure to the mushrooming architec-

tural projects around Mmabatho had been, my white peers had 

grown up having internalised many more complex buildings 

– skyscrapers, museums, airports, multi-level homes built on hill-

sides, mezzanine floors, pieds-à-terre, cottages, studio apart-

ments – the list goes on. Moreover, a few had been to Europe 

and America and had seen in person many of the cathedrals and 

iconic buildings that I was learning about for the first time.

It was a confusing time. On one hand, I had seen so much. On 

the other, I was like a deer in the headlights.

I barely passed the first year and flunked the second year outright. 

On one pivotal early morning in the studio, at two or three am 

(architecture students were notorious for living in the studio), 

in my second stint of the second year, my classmates and I were 

huddled around a cigarette that was being passed around (I think 

it was a cigarette but it could have been some other substance). 

I caught this one guy mid-sentence as he said “Blah blah, blah 

us creatives…” I’m not sure what came before or after. I re-

member asking him: “Dude, what did you just say? He repeated 

himself: “Blah blah, blah us creatives…”

Then it hit me. This was why I had such a hard time getting through 

university. All the time I had been trying to learn what the rules 

were so I could apply them – how does a roof meet a wall, how 

does one design a house, how does a building come together?

That was of course completely the wrong approach. It was only 

when my classmate put the idea that I was ‘creative’ into my 

head that I got to understand that, actually, my job was to learn 

how to make stuff up – invent a new way for a roof to meet a 

wall, design houses that the world has never seen, find novel 

ways to put buildings together.

It was only at that moment that I realised that, actually, all those 

buildings around me – the city, the neighbourhood, the uni-

versity – were all made up. There were no ten commandments 

somewhere that said this was what things were and they could 

never be anything else.

This big mysterious edifice called the universe had come as it was, 

and when we emerged out of the mush, we humans started 

figuring stuff out, making things up, and layering our interpre-

tations as we navigated the terrain. There were no templates to 

fill in and no guidelines to follow. Except maybe for the laws 

of physics.

The economy is built the way it is because – to simplify – a group 

of people sat around a boardroom table and asked themselves 

the question: “How might we build it so it works best for us, 

and not them,” whoever them was. Politics works the way it 

does because a group of people decided that it will serve their 

interests best to arrange the system in a particular way. The art 

world is structured the way it is because people made it that 

way, not because it’s the only way it can be.

All these things are real, but they are made up.

This was the second transformative idea that I learned in life 

– the idea that reality is what you make it. It starts off as a blank 

canvas and your job is to put paint on it (Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2: Blank canvas. Image by the author.

You have the power to create. You do not have to follow any 

rules, and you do not have to accept any commandments. In fact, 

you would probably not create anything of value if you did. 

This too was a big idea for my little head. The sheer magnitude 

of it created a mini-crisis in my life.

Significantly, the backdrop to this eureka moment was the nine-

ties with the apartheid state coming apart at the seams under 

the sustained pressure of grassroots struggle action and inter-

national sanctions.
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Armed with the realisation that I was a creator, I then started cre-

ating. I did this with an expanded sense of freedom and single- 

mindedness. I began to excel, specifically in Design, in a way that 

I hadn’t before. For the first time since high school, I was among 

the top students in the class, at least in Design, my favourite 

subject, and the only one that truly mattered. The ability to 

design was a brand new superpower that I seemed to have always 

had but hadn’t known about until my third eye was opened. I 

even moved my drawing board out of the studio into my room at 

the university residence because I needed to work day and night.

What happened next was inevitable, at least in hindsight. I stopped 

listening to my professors – for good reason, in my view. I rea-

soned that I could figure stuff out myself, and I found that I was 

learning better when I was doing so on my own. The more intel-

lectually independent I became, the further away from my profes-

sors I moved. In the end, I could not study any further. I could 

not bear the thought of going into lectures and doing as they 

said I must. I could not follow their rules. 

Long story short: I stopped going. I could not find it in me to 

continue with my university studies anymore. I was conflicted. 

I had built up an expectation of myself that I needed to live up 

to. My parents had expectations for me. My peers were studying 

and preparing to become productive members of society. And my 

own future was staring at me, asking questions.

I fell into a deep depression and checked myself into a psychiatric 

clinic. My time there turned out better than I expected. I spent 

two weeks on a couch telling a stranger about my problems. 

He listened attentively, responded occasionally and offered the 

wisest and gentlest of guidance.

 

Figure 3: Reality is nothing but a creative challenge. 

Image by the author.

It was like being in a two-week meditation – a fortnight of bliss. 

I came out of it with the conviction that reality is nothing but 

a creative challenge (Figure 3). I decided that I was going to do 

with my own life my own thing and see where that takes me.

Around that time, a free Nelson Mandela had walked out of 

Pollsmoor Prison with Winnie Mandela by his side. South Africans 

of all shades were shedding their old skins and readying them-

selves for a future that was at once uncertain and exhilarating.

On my long walk out of architectural studies at the University 

of KwaZulu-Natal, I took a detour to the University of Pretoria 

(UP) to see one last time if the grass might be greener on that 

side. I thought learning in Afrikaans – effectively the only lan-

guage option available at UP back then – might shock my system 

enough to reawaken my desire for the discipline. 

 147

I met good people at UP and made lasting memories, but the 

experiment simply did not work. Six months into my studies 

there, I packed my bags and said a final goodbye. I reconciled my 

thoughts with a mental nod to both achitecture and Afrikaans: 

“Maybe we’ll meet again, at some other time, in some other sit-

uation.” The language, in this case, unlike in 1976, was a Good 

Samaritan offering a helping hand.

This timeline – Mandela, democracy, freedom – has led me into 

me a whole and richly varied creative path in life, with multi- 

disciplinary work in a wide variety of industries that include 

advertising, graphic design and conferencing. These days I find 

myself carrying my creative toolbox into the most unlikely busi-

nesses, with agriculture and food security among them. Look-

ing into the future, I dream of dipping my toes in renewables, 

monetising sunshine and helping to power a better world.

I embrace my privileges. They have afforded me the benefit of 

taking the scenic route at a time when others had to struggle 

through treacherous terrain.

But I must also accept my responsibilities, along with my even 

more privileged peers. Our collective job is no less than to en-

sure that those following in our footsteps must find that, while 

history rhymes, it does not have to repeat itself.

And that while we cannot bend the laws of physics, we can 

bend reality.
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TEACHING ART
AS SELF-DISCOVERY

IS VITAL TO ENSURE A
HEALTHY COMMUNITY

CELESTE HIGGS

“Art is a rendering of the world and one’s experience within it. 

In this process of making art forms, that world and one’s expe-

rience with it must be tapped, probed, and penetrated. The search 

is both inward and outward” 

(National Art Education Association 2016:4 [O]).

A common thread that runs through the biographies of the art-

ists participating in the Another Time, Another Place exhibition 

is a passion for teaching. A historical overview of the Visual Arts 

department at the University of Pretoria (UP) reveals a host of 

excellent teaching staff who shaped the world views and tech-

nical abilities of generations of students. Of the group of 40 par-

ticipating artists, seven graduated with BA(Ed) Fine Arts degrees 

while others completed higher education diplomas, and two PhDs 

in Education. Two of these artists still teach at high schools as 

their primary occupation, one teaches part-time at early primary 

level, and two run studios where they teach people of all ages. 

Sixteen, (most who did not pursue any formal studies in Educa-

tion) taught at tertiary level. Of these, three are currently work-

ing as academics at universities and six lecture on a part-time 

basis. Many of the other artists are also actively involved com-

munity outreach and entrepreneurial projects that serve com-

munities at grass roots-level. 

The aim of this essay is to examine the importance of teaching art 

to children from the broader community, and endeavours to prove 

that the process of making art leads to catharsis and that, through 

introversion, the individual is prompted to find his/her/their place 

within a community. It further attempts to evaluate the broader 

sociological impact of art on the formation of individuals. The 

subject matter for this research is based on my experience as an 

educator who teaches art in the Further Education and Training 

(FET) phase in a private school in South Africa. 

Quality and meaningful Visual Art education provides opportu-

nities for learning and holistic development of all children at 

school. The importance of literacy and numeracy at school level 

is not disregarded, but the fact that visual literacy is an impor-

tant part of being literate is emphasised (Westraadt 2011).

A community is a group of people living in the same place or 

having a characteristic in common and/or living together and 

practising common ownership (Webster 2021). Within this com-

munity, however, the impact of being different, within a myriad 

of differences, makes this a complicated definition. For a child 

this is even more complicated. The ”otherness” is what makes 

every child unique. “The binary of self and other is perhaps one 

of the most basic theories of human consciousness and identity, 

claiming, in short, that the existence of another, a not-self, al-

lows the possibility or recognition of a self. In other words: I see 

you. I do not control your body or hear your thoughts. You are 

separate. You are not me. Therefore, I am me” (Schalk 2011). The 

child artist is forever examining reality and weighing the “self” 

up against popular culture, subcultures, traditions and perceived 

norms, and then accepting and reflecting the “others” as him-

self/herself/themselves.

In the book The Arts and the Creation of Mind, Elliot Eisner argues 

that community partners need to strengthen visual arts education 

and that art needs to become the source of aesthetic experience, 

of human understanding, a means of developing creative and 

flexible forms of thinking, and the vessel to understand and 
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appreciate art (Eisner 2002). Through the aesthetic experience 

of art and its internalisation, individuals are now enabled to 

find meaning within the community. In South Africa multicul-

turalism within the classroom is a real challenge. 

The educator has a responsibility to create a safe environment for 

cultural diversity and individual growth. The concept of multi-

culturalism expresses a sensitivity to race, ethnicity, language, 

sexual orientation, gender, age, disabilities, social class, education, 

religious preference and other cultures. This new fabric, composed 

of social differences, is conceptualised as multiculturalism (Hutton 

2003). All matters of race and ethnicity, language and religion, 

social status and sexual orientation characterise community life 

(Blandy 1996). It is thus necessary for art education to be com-

munity-centred, in the sense that the teacher establishes class-

room norms that learning with such understanding is valued 

and students feel free to explore anything. 

Art educators need to be able to assist students objectively so 

that they build the recognition, perception, sensitivity, imagination, 

and integration skills needed to make sense of the world around 

them. Students need to feel safe to explore and understand cur-

rent issues in their lives and differences within society. By pro-

ducing original works, enjoying the time spent on the piece of art, 

and having a sense of pride in one’s accomplishments, an art stu-

dent will experience an increase in self-esteem and confidence 

(Press 2021).

Teaching art in the twenty first century is therefore definitely not 

only a challenge, but also a necessity. The educator’s responsi-

bility is to embrace multicultural demographical structures of 

individuals, families and groups belonging to diverse cultures 

and subcultures.

We live in an age of visual culture. The world has become reliant 

on visual images. Everyone walks around with a camera phone 

in their pocket, and visual imagery shapes our daily lives and the 

human experience. The sociological impact is enormous, particu-

larly on cultural values and art. Individuals, especially children 

and young adults, explore and interpret the “new” societal values 

and imagery with which they are confronted daily. The predom-

inance of visual images and demand for new abilities has also 

transformed the individual to search both inward and outward 

for that special place where he/she/they should “fit” into within 

the community and the broader society. 

Art has progressed to be not only a rendering of the world and 

one’s experience of it, but also the constant exploration of the 

“self” within the perimeters of society. A typical example and evi-

dence of the internalisation of identity is through self-portraiture. 

The internalisation of the “self-image” or “selfie” helps young 

artists investigate the topic of identity in relation to personal 

and cultural sense of self. Art affects the fundamental sense of 

self with the investigation into current popular culture. And for 

today’s young adults, this is of course the images on their phones 

– mostly individuals searching for a sense of self-worth by for-

ever examining and immersing themselves in and against the 

current (popular) society. Society is used as a benchmark for 

self-discovery.

An example of the recurring return to the self appears in Figures 

1-6 where we see the recurrent selfie theme, where the young 

artist clearly places himself/herself/themselves in a preferred pos-

ture and carefully chosen expression to be permanently “framed” 

and captured to befit current societal values. Each of these images 

– to an educated and sensitive viewer – shows the individual in 
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the portrait as having a specific cultural/subcultural identity. 

Figure 1 is typical, of course, of the selfie culture. In Figures 2 and 4  

we are shown the shy girl who traditionally must show a humble, 

quiet disposition in her community. In Figure 3 we see the con-

fident middle-class girl who stands firmly as an individual in 

her family; embracing modern cultural values. Figure 5 has been 

through upheavals in his community and family setup. It is clear 

through these examples that art is a rendering of oneself, and 

that through art the individual discovers the self. This is the start-

ing point for further exploration into the wider community. 

Through the interaction with other artists the adolescent dis-

covers the self and the other by the realisation of cultural, eco-

nomic, emotional and psychological differences. By this inter-

active comparison within a safe environment, the individual can 

form a valued image of the self. 

In early 2021 the #WhyYouMatter campaign was started by 

Georgina Rutherford and Laura Naar, art teachers at Chelsea High 

School, a suburban public school outside Ann Arbor, Michigan, 

USA. This was a public art campaign empowering students to 

Top row left to right:

Figure 1: Dealané van der Walt, Self-portrait, 2021.

Figure 2: Enkosi Zikalala, Self-portrait, 2021.

Figure 3: Febé Gartner, Self-portrait, 2021.

Figure 4: Kganya Mokghoto, Self-portrait, 2021.

Bottom row left to right:

Figure 5: Khaya Sengwayo, Self-portrait, 2021.

Figure 6: Mpendulo Dlamini, Self-portrait, 2021.

Photographs by the author.
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love and appreciate themselves and others while fostering a 

positive school climate where all people feel safe, supported and 

valued. The two art teachers led the entire school through a pro-

ject where students were asked to consider “why they matter”. 

Their thoughts were distilled into simple yet powerful statements 

written on dry-erase boards held by the student as they were 

photographed by student artists (see Figures 7-9). Every single 

person involved with Chelsea High School was photographed. 

It has since become a culture at this school. When asked why 

they started this campaign, the teachers explained: 

During the summer of 2016 we lost two students to suicide 

and another to a tragic car accident. Coming back into 

the new school year, we felt the school’s universal loss. 

As art teachers, we didn’t know how to help a grieving 

school, so we decided to do what we do best: make art. It 

has been very eye-opening to see them connect, through 

this project, to peers near and far who feel the same way 

they do. Asking them to really examine their own prior-

ities and unique characteristics from a place of love and 

appreciation helps them take ownership of who they are in 

a positive way” (Juravich 2021). 

In this instance art has become cathartic, and the individual finds 

his/her/their worth within the community. Art education should 

not only be a process of individualisation and catharsis, but the 

outcome should inherently be one of catharsis, and eventually 

one of social integration. 

When teaching aesthetics, we can, however, no longer accept the 

approach of “art for art’s sake” as Kant envisaged it. Kant set art 

free from content, subject matter, the community’s desires and 

the needs of religion. The idea of art being given wholly over 

to aesthetic pleasure and delight was the ultimate freedom of 

art to exist on self-merit and to be the centre of its own world 

(Willette 2010). Today the community’s desires and needs are 

the substance of art, and cannot be separated. Kant’s view is no 

longer applicable. Visual literacy is an important part of being 

literate, and the context of art is important. For the adolescent, 

though, it is imperative to rationalise his/her/their art.

Left to right:

Figure 7: Courtesy of Olivia 

Haber, #WhyYouMatter 

campaign, 2021, Chelsea 

High School.

Figure 8: Courtesy of Griffin 

Skinner, #WhyYouMatter 

campaign, 2021, Chelsea 

High School.

Figure 9: Courtesy of Nora 

Krusinski, #WhyYouMatter 

campaign, 2021, Chelsea 

High School.

In the rationale supplied by the student for the work in Figures 

14-16, the following information is supplied:

 With this artwork, I wanted to portray how a person may 

feel during a dissociative and depressive period. I use art 

as a tool to help me differentiate between what is clas-

sified as normal and what is a dissociative state of mind. 

I experience depression daily. This artwork is an expression 

of my feelings and has become an extension of my clut-

tered mind. The miniature drawings on the frame add a 

sense of chaos and show how exasperated one may feel 

from any stressful or traumatic situation. By using female 

bodies, I am addressing sexual harassment and gender dys-

phoria, as a cause for dissociation. This can cause a person 

to feel extreme discomfort in their own body to the point 

where they may view their body as a prison. The drawings 

of children evoke childhood trauma as another cause for 

dissociation. The use of various poisons refers to the suicidal 

thoughts that come with the emotional baggage caused 

by trauma or mental illness. The drawings of medical tubes 

and pills emphasize the impact trauma has on the health 

of a person (Glass 2021).

The student clearly achieved catharsis by working through a trau-

matic experience.

Education and culture are so fundamentally intercon-

nected that educational policy and cultural policy could, 

in some respects, be regarded as almost synonymous. Both 

formal and informal educational processes play a major 

role in forming cultural values, opening up cultural expe-

rience and stimulating cultural activity from the earliest 

pre-school years onwards” (Throsby 2012). 

Consideration of unity leads to a consideration of art as an essen-

tially historic phenomenon. The hypothesis is that works of art 

are physical objects. The representational aspect of a work of art 

is only bits of a bigger picture – we make such an attribution 

to the work itself (Wolheimm 2015). 

Art has as many kinds of value as there are points of view 

from which it can be evaluated. Moreover, the benefits 

of art vary with the role of the participant, for there are 

benefits that are specific to the creation, the performance 

and the mere appreciation of art. But in the philosophy 

of art one value is basic, namely the distinctive value of 

a work of art, its value as a work of art, which can be 

called its ‘artistic value’. This value is intrinsic to a work 

in that it is determined by the intrinsic, rather than the 

instrumental value of an informed experience of it, an 

experience of it in which it is understood. Artistic value is 

a matter of degree, but it is not a measurable quantity, 

and whether one work is better than another may be an 

indeterminate issue. A judgment about a work’s artistic 

value claims validity, rightly or wrongly, not merely for 

the person who makes the judgment but for everyone 

(Budd 2021).

The purpose of teaching art as an aesthetic experience should 

therefore be the expression of feeling in communicable form 

through modes of mental experience that would otherwise re-

main partially or wholly unconscious (Read 2015). Other than the 

exploration of the ”self”, children and specifically adolescents and 

young adults, between the ages of 11 and 18, create art as means 

of catharsis. These young artists approach their art from a very 

personal and emotional viewpoint, and in the process, find mean-

ing in life and a secure place within society and their immediate 
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subculture. The role of both the artist and viewer at this age is 

paramount. The value of the artwork is found in the experience 

of it: both participants’ role in understanding the context are 

an indeterminate issue. 

In Figures 11-13 the young artists rendered an artwork based on 

the portraits of the American artist Kehinde Wiley (Figure 10). 

In this work, Dacia Carter, Wiley teamed up with Givenchy de-

signer Riccardo Tisci to design costumes for the subjects, studying 

the history of female portraiture at the Louvre to find inspira-

tion for the historical guidelines for femininity and beauty. 

The students’ artworks in Figures 11-13 were based on this ex-

hibition by Wiley. Here we can clearly see the personal interpre-

tation based on cultural and personal links. The personal traits 

of the subjects are noticeably distinguishable as well as the 

popular culture. 

The addition and inclusion of art into any environment plays a 

significant role in the encouragement of lasting economic growth, 

creating and sustaining cultural identity, and creating a sense of 

belonging (Gollwitzer 2021). Artists are seers who anticipate 

changes in society. Art styles reveal future developments in the 

social order (Foster 1989).

Like in Jeremy Cronin’s poem Motho Ke Motho Ka Batho Babang/ 

A Person Is a Person Because of Other People (Cronin 1983), the 

child artist is because we are. Art needs to be allowed to tap into 

the soul of students and help them discover their own, authen-

tic selves. Teachers need to allow young artists to search both 

inward and outward within the broader context of society.

Figure 11: Nobuntu 

Manzini, Portrait of friend, 

2021.

Figure 10: Kehinde Wiley, 

Dacia Carter, 2012. Oil on 

canvas. Courtesy of Sean 

Kelly Gallery, New York.

Figure 12: Kganya 

Mokgotho, Compositional 

layout for artwork, 2021.

Figure 13: Febé Gartner, 

Portrait of a friend, 2021.
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RETROSPECTIVE
MADE EASY: 

FACTORS INFLUENCING 
ARTISTIC INNOVATION 

AND PRODUCTIVITY 
OF THE 1986 TO 1992 

ART COHORT

DANIEL R. MOSAKO

Arts consumption and production have been a part of the human 

experience since the dawn of mankind. This dichotomous process 

in South Africa is typically characterised by, but not limited to, the 

relationship between society and the economy; and politics and 

cultural ethos. These relationships hover over the current South 

African society and it stretches from pre-1652 to the present. This 

historical time frame also informed and influenced the period 

from 1986 to 1992, a watershed moment in South African art his-

tory, and it is a crucial part of art production that took place at 

the Department of Visual Arts (DVA), currently located  in the 

School of Arts at the University of Pretoria (UP). 

While arguing the importance of art production, it is necessary 

to first establish its context, define the discussion’s parameters 

and consider assumptions surrounding the production before 

drawing inferences, making judgments or decisions about the 

art trends set by the 1986-1992 cohort of UP artists.

This essay emphasises the importance of the creative output that 

producers and consumers of art explored and experienced over 

a period of seven years in Pretoria, South Africa’s capital city. The 

reunion exhibition, themed Another Time, Another Place, is a 

celebration that acknowledges artists, designers, curators, edu-

cators, community role players, art consultants and entrepreneurs, 

who have made significant contributions to their respective 

fields of practice. The artists have contributed knowledge, re-

search and creative outputs that are acknowledged locally and 

internationally, notwithstanding the fact that they operated and 

produced art under contentious and influential political, social 

and economic circumstances. Furthermore, the art world is aware 

of the symbolic, metaphoric and stylistic influences of the 

1986-1992 group on the post-1992 generation who had adopt-

ed them as role models and change agents in their own crea-

tive practice.

Over the years scholars have explored numerous theories that 

relate to visual arts that aim to create a better understanding of 

art and art making (Adewumi & Kunde 2020). This essay borrows 

one such theory to argue the importance of time and place in 

the production of visual arts. The phrases art making, and pro-

duction of art are used interchangeably in this essay to refer to 

art styles, disciplines and the creative period. Making art is a cre-

ative way for artists to express themselves while also learning 

a variety of skills and concepts. Producing art allows artists to 

experiment with materials and techniques, while learning about 

the decision-making processes explored by other artists over the 

years. In this instance, Nadal et al (2014) state that visual art, as 

part of art making, is an active and dynamic process of gathering 

and disseminating information, as well as artistic knowledge 

to the world about the world. Such information dissemination 

processes are associated with contextual and personal factors 

that influence visual art exploration. John Dewey echoes Pablo 

Picasso’s words that every child is an artist. However, Dewey 

expands the statement by stating that every person is capable 

of being an art producer and being influenced by the artful 

life of multiple socio-cultural and socio-political interactions 

(Goldblatt 2006).  
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On the other hand, Dewey perceives art as functional experience 

through which processes of inquiry are used in a transformative 

way, style and experience to find contextual meaning (Gold-

blatt 2006). Such meaning can be informed by societal events 

and happenings that are expressed through art production. As 

a pragmatic art critic, Dewey also believed that art could cre-

ate new meaning and contextualise living experiences (Gold-

blatt 2006).  

Contextualised experience refers to individualised practices that 

are adaptable and predictive, and combine and expand exist-

ing personalisation of lived interactions. Often, such experiences 

help to inform and characterise the art productions. Other con-

cepts that deal with context include: creativity of contextualis-

ation, the vagueness of contextualisation, and the “culturality” 

of contextualisation. These concepts contribute to the forma-

tion of context in relation to time and place of production and 

consumption of the artwork. 

Context therefore consists of multiple elements that influence 

the production of an artwork and/or the artists. It can be argued 

that context is concerned with when the work was created, where 

it was created (culturally and geographically), why it was created, 

and maybe also include other aspects such as what the purpose 

was for creating the artwork. 

Contextualisation is also about looking at an artwork’s cultural 

context and how an artwork can add to understanding this con-

text. It may or may not affect the viewer’s impressions of the art 

work and how it is formally analysed. It may be advantageous 

for art consumers if they have contextual information about 

the time and cultural background of the maker or artist, since 

every artwork is connected to a single or multiple contexts.

Context plays a critical role in several life sectors, especially in the 

field of  visual arts. According to Van Oers (1998:475) context 

is the ideal field that depicts meaning at any given point in 

time. Therefore, context facilitates the particularisation and the 

implication by restricting the cognitive process through which 

the meaning of an artwork or concept is produced. In addition, 

context acts as a tool that eliminates parallel and ambiguous 

meaning at a given moment; nevertheless, context prevents 

the particularisation of meaning from being isolated by estab-

lishing coherence within a greater concept and or an artwork.

It is worth noting that institutions also produced practical con-

texts and informed policy frameworks over the period 1986-1992, 

thus generating the landmarks and highlights of such a period. 

In context, 1986 was a controversial year in which a State of Emer-

gency was declared across the country and talks to free Rolihlahla 

Mandela were part of the inaugural address in the National Party 

parliament session. This amazing year was dubbed the year of 

people’s power and was also the ten-year anniversary of the 

1976 student uprising. The United States imposed punitive sanc-

tions on South Africa that year, marking a watershed point in the 

country’s political history. In contrast, the year 1992 was con-

sidered the end of apartheid as a result of a successful yes vote 

in an apartheid referendum from which non-voting Africans 

were excluded.

In relation to the above statement, an art education environ-

ment can be seen as an appropriate nest for breeding new talent. 

I agree with Dewey’s idea that the setting in which art is created 

assists in contextualising the final output. In this sense, the cohort 

that studied art from 1986-1992 at DVA at UP, was subjected to 

institutional policies and laws and benefited from the institu-

tional breeding nest. Goldblatt (2006) adds that art is placed in 

context so that viewers can understand the cultural environment 

in which the piece was created. This notion is also echoed by 

Brierber et al (2014) who state that:

Art is always experienced in a specific context. The semantic 

context created by providing certain information, such as 

artwork title, art historical facts, or about authenticity, has 

appreciable effects on people’s response to and evalua-

tion of art, as well as on the underlying neural processes 

(Brierber et al. 2014:2).

Based on the argument presented by Brierber et al (2014), art 

consumption cannot be detached form the context in which it 

was produced. For many years, however, respectable creative 

production mainly came from higher education institutions that 

specialised in the teaching and learning of high art. 

In that context, the DVA at UP created the birth of artistic expres-

sion through formal art teaching at a tertiary level. Institutions 

like these were exclusive in their offering of art education and 

the benefit of high-end art tuition did not reach all deserving 

citizens in a democratic manner (Doling 1998). However, in the 

period 1986 to 1992 the DVA was a favourable environment for 

meaningful art education and research. As a department it mould-

ed and generated cultural knowledge, anchored in practice-led 

research and practice-based visual art outputs. During this period 

lecturers and senior visiting artists shared tacit knowledge which 

ultimately translated into explicit knowledge in the form of 

technical skill and artistic style for producing art pieces.

Place and time in art are critical components of art production as 

“objects, persons and events are never seen in isolation, but con-

textualized, connected in space and time [because] they are 

carriers of meaning [with a society and cultural context]” (Gold-

blatt 2006:23). Hence, Adewumi and Kunde (2020:231) suggest 

that there are styles and trends that are unique to certain peo-

ple at specific ages and times. Failure to evaluate the period of 

production will almost certainly lead to misunderstanding of the 

creative output. The emphasis on the importance of place and 

time is elaborated further by Florek and Gazda (2021) who 

state that:

[Q]ualities, characteristics or reputation of the product 

should be essentially due to the place of origin. Since the 

qualities depend on the geographical place of produc-

tion, there is a clear link between the product and its 

original place of production (Florek & Gazda 2021:4).

Based on this quotation, it is clear that the nature, kind and style 

of art products are influenced by geographical events, places and 

times both directly and indirectly. The three-dimensional link 

between time, place and art influences and characterises how 

artworks have been viewed throughout history. It can therefore 
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summarised that the environment in which art is produced and 

received is determined by a number of factors, including the art-

ist’s own circumstances, as well as the artistic community in which 

the artist participates. Such factors include the sense of place, 

which is anchored in the way people relate and form relation-

ships, resulting in a cordial studio environment. Furthermore, 

such cordial relationships also carry out high levels of cross cul-

tural and cross stylistic art development. 

Adewumi and Kunde (2020:239) argues that “[The] crisscrossing 

aspects of artmaking brings increased challenges, which, in turn, 

yield greater understanding of other people, times and places”. 

This crisscrossing of symbolic forms and metaphoric elements 

in art production has been observed and explored by the 1986-

1992 cohort. Hay (1998) adds that strong bonds and attach-

ments are created by a sense of place, and such bonds are also 

encouraged by the social and geographical context of place 

and time, including the aesthetics and provenance of the art 

produced. 

An example of this can be cited where Mslaba Dumile’s art pro-

duction was informed by his relationship to time and place. His 

art was informed by the political struggles of the time when “it 

was illegal for an African person to move [and stay in] a city with-

out proof of having full-time employment” (Grosvenor Gallery 

2020). The relationship to place and time art production is best 

presented by Adewumi and Kunde (2020:232) who emphasise 

that “[w]e all [produce], write, and speak from a particular place 

and time, from a history and a specific culture. What we say [or 

reflect] is always put ‘in context’ [for it to be constructive].” 

ICONOGRAPHY

Iconography is a branch of art history that studies the identifica-

tion, description and interpretation of visual content. Art, like 

most types of communication, falls well within the category of 

communication. It contains intents and objectives that are orient-

ed towards other people. It can be employed for pleasure, with 

the goal of evoking specific emotions or moods in viewers, or for 

social inquiry and political change, with complementary or critical 

portrayals of many facets of society.

Many scholars have sought to model the cognitive affective 

and behavioural aspects around the contextual elements related 

to creating a work of art. However, relatively speaking, few studies 

have concentrated on understanding and characterising what 

artists do throughout the creation of an artwork, as well as what 

informs audiences during interactions with works of art. For the 

purpose of this paper five contextual fields related to art pro-

duction and consumption are presented and analysed based 

on the conceptual framework initiated by June King McFee (1978, 

Figure 1).

Through this framework it can be argued that the audience’s 

world plays an equally significant role as the context under which 

the art was produced, and the context in which the artwork is 

viewed, interpreted and experienced. It is critical to conduct 

research on the audience’s context and to understand the re-

lationship of the audience’s context to the artwork. Another 

important feature of the link between the artwork and the

audience is the expression and interpretation of cultural be-

liefs, religious notions and the aspect of location and time. 

The audience’s world informs and characterises its point of 

view, both directly and indirectly.

Individuals and collectives from varied contextual backgrounds 

with varying life experiences may comprise the context of the au-

dience. These characteristics and elements establish the frame-

work within which the observer is placed to perceive the artwork. 

The audience, according to McFee (1978), can understand the 

paradigm in which the artwork was formed, such as time and 

place, or they can be educated about the context in which the 

artwork was created.

The artwork as the fundamental product is linked to several con-

texts: the context of the audience, the context of the audience’s 

world, the context of the artists, as well as the context of the 

artist’s world. Under this pretext, the artwork is mainly charac-

terised by the artistic style and developmental approach and it 

is also identified and contextualised by the place where and time 

when  it was produced. These critical components that frame the 

artwork portray the message and disseminate information. Fur-

thermore, the interpretation of an artwork is determined by the 

title (or no title) given by the artist, as well as the iconic images 

or symbols used to portray the theme of the artwork.

In any given instance the artist is regarded as the producer of 

the artwork. Artwork production can be done in singular form or 

as a joint venture or collaboration. As the creator, the artist can 

operate as a sculptor, painter, photographer, designer, to name 

a few. Furthermore, the artist can be informed by the art move-

ment he/she is affiliated to, the institution the artist is associated 

with as well as the artist’s stylistic practice. In this case the art-

ist’s intent and the technical process play a fundamental role.  

The artist as the producer is also informed and influenced by the 

artist’s world of existence.

The artist’s world plays a significant role as far as the context of 

production is concerned. Such a context can be linked to several 

factors namely  age, personal experience and exposure of the 

artist, the era and decade of birth, as well as the place and time 

of existence of the artist’s world. Other additional factors that 

may influence and characterise the artist’s world include, but are 

not limited to politics of the time and place, social lifestyles, 

economic factors, cultural beliefs, religious background, as well 

as education and training background. 

Figure 1: Art context framework. Source: McFee (1978)

AUDIENCE’S WORLD AUDIENCE ARTWORK ARTIST ARTIST’S WORLD
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The interrelationship of the five components (the audience’s 

world, audience, artworks, artists and the artist’s world) impact 

on the way the artwork is perceived and interpreted, as well as 

the way the artwork is produced based on the time and place of 

production. The fact remains that the socio-economic and socio- 

political climate of South Africa in the years 1986 to 1992 and 

shaped a specific place and time. This climate also inspired and 

affected the 1986-1992 artists cohort from UP’s DVA in the pro-

duction of artworks, as well as the manner this cohort influenced 

a future generation of artists and the art industry in general.

CONCLUSION

It is worth noting that the DVA, which current falls under the 

School of Arts, was established in 1955/1960 (depending on how 

one interprets the history), and the enrolment of black African 

students was only allowed after 1994. However, this essay con-

cludes that the DVA produced artists of note during this time 

and that the creative outputs were characterised by a distin-

guishable context and time frame, especially in terms of the works 

produced between 1986 to 1992. During this period several 

historical events unfolded which informed and had the poten-

tial to influence the art discourse from several possible angles. 

These angles provide either a clearer understanding, or reveal  

the symbolic factors that make the artworks to be what they 

are today, including their conceptual and physical properties.
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THE IMPORTANCE 
OF ART HISTORY
AT UP 1986-1992

ALEX DUFFEY

When one reads the history of the different departments of 

the Faculty of Humanities at the University of Pretoria (UP) in the 

official historical source Ad Destinatum, one is immediately struck 

by its very impersonal nature, as it merely states the bare facts 

as they were. I am especially aware of this because I actually wrote 

the entry on the history of the Department of Art History for the 

period 1983 to 1992 for Ad Destinatum III 1983-1992 (Bergh et 

al 1996:38-43) which was then published under the name of Prof. 

Nico Roos as he was the head of the Department of Fine Arts 

and Art History at that time. He naturally revised the original article 

and removed sections that did not suit him. It is therefore my aim 

in this essay to fill in some of the gaps with regard to the Depart-

ment of Art History at UP during this period in question.

Although most students might not have been aware of it, the 

mid-eighties to the mid-nineties was a period of great turmoil 

in the Department of Art History, not only as a result of staff 

crises, but also as a result of great academic and administrative 

changes (Bergh et al 1996:38). After Prof. F.G.E. Nilant retired 

in July 1984, I served as the temporary head of the Department 

of Art History, until Prof. Murray Schoonraad was appointed as 

head in January 1985, in spite of the fact that he did not have 

the required doctorate. 

At the beginning of Prof. Schoonraad’s tenure the staff con-

sisted of myself as associate professor with a doctor’s degree in 

Art History, Nic J. Coetzee as lecturer, and Herlo van Rensburg and 

Jeanne Joubert (later van Eeden) as junior lecturers. Towards 

the end of 1987 Joubert resigned and went to the Pretoria Art 

Museum and Prof. Schoonraad replaced her with Susan Kriel from 

the former University of Natal (Pietermaritzburg). In August 

1988 Prof. Schoonraad was moved to the Bureau of Cultural 

Affairs under Dr André Breedt. I was again appointed as tempo-

rary head of the Department of Art History until May 1989. At 

this time there was much talk about rationalisation and the con-

solidation of departments and they wanted the departments 

of Art History and Fine Arts to amalgamate. I had many discus-

sions with the then dean of the Faculty of Humanities, Prof. 

Wouter van Wyk, in which I argued that by consolidating Art 

History and Fine Arts, Art History as a discipline would eventu-

ally die at UP. This is exactly what happened in 2008 when Art 

History was absorbed into the Visual Studies programme.

From 1986 to 1989 the Department of Art History was housed on 

the eighteenth floor of the Humanities building, where there 

were four offices for the lecturers, a partitioned tea room cum 

examination room and the art archive. As very enthusiastic lec-

turers we had already established a tradition from the time of 

Prof. Nilant’s tenure to hold regular discussions in this tea room 

on our courses and the importance of art history for our students 

at UP. We all agreed that by studying the art of the past, it teaches 

students how people have seen themselves and their world, and 

how they want to show this to others. 

Our lectures, beginning with the first-year students through to 

our third-year students, offered an introduction to how societies 

across time and space have chosen to communicate non-verbally, 

using visual forms. We knew that art history provides our students 

with a means by which they can understand our human past and 

its relationship to our present, because the act of making art is one 

of humanity’s most ubiquitous activities. We stressed the fact that 

an all-important aspect of art history, especially in South Africa, 
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was that it introduced them to cultural diversity. We wanted our 

students to make visual arguments and, above all, to train their 

eyes and brains in the skills of critical looking and thinking.

From time to time we met with the lecturers at the universities 

of the Witwatersrand, Stellenbosch, Cape Town, Natal, Orange 

Free State, Potchefstroom and Unisa to discuss their curricula 

and courses and listen to their comments about ours. It was a 

time when the newly established South African Association of 

Art Historians, which I inaugurated in Johannesburg in 1984, 

played a very important role in allowing our post-graduate stu-

dents to make contact with students from other tertiary insti-

tutions in South Africa at the association’s annual conferences 

(Bergh et al 1996:40, 42).

At this time in the history of UP, all our students were white. They 

could all understand and speak Afrikaans and all the lectures 

were presented in Afrikaans. In 1985 there were 220 students 

enrolled for Art History. This figure would rise to 473 in 1992 

(Bergh et al 1996:41). All lectures were presented in the Humani-

ties building. All graduate lectures presented Western art his-

tory chronologically from pre-historic art to the art of Western 

Europe and the United States of America until the 1980s. South 

African art was also presented chronologically, and included the 

San pre-historic art and aspects of black African art. Post-graduate 

Art History students were introduced to the methodology of 

Art History and specialist lectures were presented on Chinese 

ceramics and contemporary South African art (Bergh et al 

1996:40-41). 

During the tenure of Prof. Schoonraad from 1986 to 1988 the 

Department of History of Art moved to the ground floor of the 

Old Arts building with the offices and art archive in the southern 

wing. Significant changes were brought to the different courses, 

lecture times were altered and new content was introduced into 

the lectures. The British model of art history was introduced with 

emphasis on a broad chronological overview and the history 

of style in the first year. These students were also introduced to 

a new system of seminars and tutorials. Lectures for the second 

and third years emphasised the chronology and style develop-

ments in Western art during the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries. The post-graduate course in Art History consisted of 

a system of six seminars based on self-study of selected special-

isation periods (Bergh et al 1996:40).

From August 1988 I was again appointed as temporary head of 

the Department of Art History until May 1989 when UP decided 

to consolidate the departments of Art History and Fine Arts into 

the new Department of Fine Arts and Art History (note the change 

in the order of the name). Prof. Nico Roos was head of the new 

department with myself, as sectional head for Art History, Margaret 

Gradwell-Slabbert as sectional head for Fine Arts and Marian 

Sauthoff as sectional head for Information Design. After the con-

solidation the staff of the Art History section was reduced to three, 

consisting of myself as head, Herlo van Rensburg and Jeanne van 

Eeden (née Joubert) also as lecturers. It was during this time that 

Van Rensburg grew a beard and I made a bet with him that as 

long as he had his beard, I would wear a polka-dot bow-tie. The 

bow-tie would become my trademark until I retired in 2012 and 

many students remember me with the bow-tie.

Towards the end of 1989 the Art History section moved to the 

ground floor of the new building of what is now called the Depart-

ment of Visual Arts, which was the revamped former Human 

Movement Sciences (previously Physical Education) building. 

This new home for the Department of Visual Arts was inaugu-

rated in 1987. In 1989 the art archive and slide collection of the 

Art History section were housed on the new South Campus, 

where they were administered by an art history assistant, Stella 

Viljoen, who later became professor in Art History at the Uni-

versity of Stellenbosch. 

After the consolidation of the Department of Art History with 

the Department of Fine Arts in 1989, significant changes were 

made to the Art History courses. Certain needs in the commu-

nity on a macro-, mezzo- and micro level were identified and 

considered during the compiling of new curricula (Bergh et al 

1996:41). Since the Art History section had a long tradition of 

research into South African colonial art, from which numerous 

post-graduate dissertations and theses stemmed, it was decided to 

place more emphasis on South African art history. Emphasis on 

contemporary art and the art of Africa with the focus on a more 

interdisciplinary approach was an attempt to conform to more 

contemporary and international views of art history. Study guides 

were introduced for the first time and greater emphasis was 

placed on self-study. We decided on a gradual development of 

the methodology of art history from graduate level to post- 

graduate level and built it into our new syllabus. The post-graduate 

course was not only seen as preparation for independent research, 

but also as a coalescent course to bring the student up to date 

with the latest developments in the subject, which included its 

history, philosophy, theory and practice. In October 1989 the con-

tents of our courses were discussed and evaluated locally by the 

Human Sciences Research Council and internationally by the 

Courtauld Institute in London and found to be excellent. The 

result of this can be observed in the solid understanding and 

articulation of art history among the participants in the Another 

Time, Another Place exhibition (2022).

Also in 1989 a new course, mainly for the Visual Arts students, 

was instituted known as Visual Communication (first introduced 

as a subject in 1983). It was seen as a theoretical basis for visual 

and technical training in the visual arts, but many students from 

other disciplines also enrolled for it. This boosted the enrolment of 

our students to a total of 417 in 1989 and this grew to 473 in 1992 

(Bergh et al 1996:41). This further grounded the educational 

foundations and contemporary insights of Visual Culture studies 

among the participants in the  exhibition. Visual Communica-

tion was given full accreditation as a BA subject in 1996 and 

was opened to any student who wished to further their know-

ledge of visual culture. 

In the 40 years that I lectured at UP, first in Afrikaans and then 

in English, I thoroughly enjoyed passing on my knowledge and 

love for art history to my students. These students were very 

appreciative of the enthusiasm with which I presented the sub-

ject matter of my lectures and I often got standing ovations for 

my presentations, which were always very well visually sup-

ported. This was another time and another place in which re-

spect for knowledge determined the relationship between 

lecturer and student. Another aspect of classes from this time 

which placed them in another time and another place was the 

fact that when a lecturer started with his lecture no one was 

allowed to enter and students had to remain in the class until 

the lecturer left. Lectures lasted for 40 minutes and sometimes 

there were double periods which lasted 80 minutes, but usually 

had a short five-minute break in the middle. Sometimes the 

lecturers took roll-call and if a student was found to have missed 
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more than four lectures, he or she was barred from writing exams. 

Since there were no cellphones at that time students did not 

play with them during the classes as is very common today. 

I specialised in the art of the Italian Renaissance, English and 

Australian art of the nineteenth century, South African art in 

general, art and technology and Chinese ceramics. In the mid- 

eighties visual material came from slides, which we lecturers 

made during our visits to places and museums in South Africa 

and in Europe. These were housed in the extensive slide collec-

tion of the Department of Art History. During lectures the slides 

were often supplemented by transparencies with images, dia-

grams and texts, which were put on overhead projectors in the 

lecture halls. Unlike the present there were never power-outages 

to disrupt our lectures. A great deal of research went into the 

content of these lectures and one had to continually keep up 

with new journal articles and books published in one’s specific 

field. Here the wonderful collection of books and journals in the 

Merensky Library was of great help. This collection was annually 

expanded on the recommendation of the lecturers, who sub-

mitted proposals for new journals and books to be acquired by 

the library.

By the beginning of the 1990s computers were supplied to all 

lecturers and this changed everything. PowerPoint presentations 

replaced the old slide-supported lectures. An enormous amount 

of visual information became available, which made the task of 

showing the students details of artworks much easier. This was 

not possible previously. Contact with colleagues at other uni-

versities in South Africa and even abroad became much easier 

and led to an explosion in the exchange of knowledge. Much 

of this was passed on to our students.

In my long career as an art historian and university lecturer, I have 

always been very passionate about history and once I read an 

interesting summary of what history actually is, which, in con-

clusion, I want to repeat here. It would have a direct bearing on 

“another time and anther place” of which I have written about. 

The summary stated that our civilization is like a river with banks. 

The river is often filled with blood from people fighting, killing, 

stealing, shouting, robbing, defacing artworks and doing things 

historians usually record, while on the banks unnoticed, people 

build homes, marry, raise children, CREATE ART, sing songs, write 

poetry and books. The story of civilization is the story of what 

happened on the banks. Historians are pessimists because they 

ignore the banks for the river. 

Historian Charles A. Beard (1874-1948) has been widely quoted 

for saying that the greatest lessons we can learn from history can 

be summed up in four sentences: 

1.    Whom the gods would destroy, they first make mad with 

power.

2.    The mills of God grind slowly, but they grind exceedingly 

fine.

3.    The bee fertilizes the flower it robs.

4.    When it is dark enough, you can see the stars all the better. 

(Encyclopedia Britannica 2021 [O])
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A SHORT ACCOUNT 
OF MY STAY AT 

THE DEPARTMENT 
OF FINE ARTS OF 

THE UNIVERSITY OF 
PRETORIA: 1973-1990

MIKE EDWARDS

Between 1918 and 1939 the major universities in South Africa had 

established Fine Arts departments. The University of Pretoria (UP) 

was a late starter, only having its  first own on-campus graduates 

at the end of 1972. From 1955 to mid-1972 the creative practical 

art subjects for the BA(FA) degree course in Painting, Drawing, 

Sculpture and Information Design were outsourced and first pre-

sented by the Pretoria Art Centre (Pretoria Kunssentrum), and 

from 1960, by the Pretoria Technical College’s (Pretoriase Kollege 

vir Gevorderde Tegniese Onderwys) Art Department (du T Spies 

& Heydenrych 1987:40) but administered by UP’s Department of 

Art History. Art History and other academic selective subjects for 

the degree course were followed on UP’s main campus. There 

were four permanent members of staff in the Department of Art 

History at that time, Prof. F.G.E. Nilant, Nico Roos, Murray Schoon-

raad and Dr Ute Scholz (Bergh et al 1996:38).

Following a “personality and ideological” break, which became 

evident as early as 1964 (Du T Spies & Heydenrych 1987:40) 

between UP and the Pretoria Technical College during 1972, the 

practical Painting, Sculpture, Drawing and Information Design 

courses were hurriedly accommodated on UP’s main campus.

The Department of Art History had been a part of campus life 

since 1930 (under various names) and in 1973, Fine Art was for-

mally added to the name to become, the Department of Art 

History and Fine Art. 

January 1973 was however the actual birth of the Department 

of Fine Arts, the creative practice of art, in that it was the first, 

first-year intake that would be completely presented by UP’s own 

staff with their own course structures – history and practice form-

ing a logical unit between “the what and the how”. The how 

is loosely called “practical” – too often referred to in a derogatory 

way. The painter Eben van der Merwe was the first permanent 

appointment in 1972, together with several part-time lecturers 

from the Pretoria artist community, with Ernst de Jong respon-

sible for Information Design. I was the second permanent appoint-

ment, joining the staff of the Department of Fine Arts in January 

1973, followed later by François de Necker, and Jeanne Kotze-

Louw in 1975 as full-time staff.

This brand new Department of Fine Arts (Beeldende Kunste) was 

hastily housed in Intersaal (Figure 1), the large hall upstairs in the 

Old Arts building (Ou Lettere-gebou) with additional accommo-

dation in two prefab buildings, where the new Merensky Library 

complex is currently situated. Between these two prefabs was a 

roofed area with a walled back and a concrete floor. The front of 

this area was enclosed with chicken wire and gave access to the 

graphic art (printmaking) studio to the left, and to the right to 

a store, which in turn gave access to the painting studio. The 

open section with the chicken wire ‘wall’ was the sculpture studio.

This prefab complex, the “new” Department of Fine Arts of “the 

biggest Afrikaans University in the World” (at the time), was 

known as Die Duiwehokke (The Pigeon Pens). We spent some 

time in those prefabs.

I was tasked with the job of developing Sculpture as a strong 

major subject and also with establishing Printmaking as a major 

elective for the BA(FA) course. There were two part-timers, 

Eugene Bouffa, the Belgian sculptor who specialised in figurative 

clay modelling, assisting me in the sculpture studio, and Raymond 

Andrews who assisted me in the graphic art (printmaking) studio. 

Raymond specialised in woodcuts and silk screen prints.
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The very first etching, by fourth-year student Sanette Schoeman, 

printed on our very new Hunter Penrose Etching Press, was created 

in this prefab (see Figure 3, I still have this print). While there, we 

also took delivery of a litho printing press, from the Rembrandt 

Graphic Arts Company of New Jersey. With this scraper system 

press, we experimented by printing off aluminium plates.

While working in the Duiwehokke, the division of Fine Arts was 

allocated the recently vacated Old Merensky Library building for 

our new home in 1975 (du T Spies & Heydenrych 1987:260). With 

the prospect of a new home I was tasked to plan and liaise with 

the appointed contractor to renovate the Old Merensky Library 

building to accommodate a Fine Arts school (Figure 4). This we 

achieved by putting Sculpture (Figure 5) and Graphic Art (Print-

making) in the basement, under the water table, with two big 

pumps keeping the studios dry! The ground floor, which at the 

time had a huge open circular hole in the floor, giving visual access 

to the basement below with a very attractive brass railing, had to 

be covered over with a new concrete slab. This gave us a magnif-

icent gallery at the entrance to the building, with an Information 

Design studio housed to the left and a first-year studio to the right 

of this large open gallery space. Upstairs we housed the Painting, 

Drawing and general-purpose studios as well as the admin office. 

The Fine Arts division of the Department of Art History and Fine 

Art happily spent several years in this new environment, where 

many changes continued to take place staff-wise as the depart-

ment grew in size.

At about this time the long association with Eduardo Villa started, 

which culminated with the establishment of the Villa Museum 

on campus, a project that Prof. Roos piloted to success in 1995, 

opening in the Old Merensky building where the department 

had first entertained him. 

Frieda Harmsen of Unisa had taken me under her wing shortly 

after I started at UP. She took me around to meet various artists, 

Alexis Preller and Eduardo Villa being the most important. Freda, 

having seen my portraits of Frank Spears and Frans Claerhout, was 

keen on my sculpting portraits of Preller and Villa. Sadly, Preller 

Figure 1: Fine Arts studio in the Old 

Arts building, 1973. UP Visual Arts 

archival photograph. 

Figure 2: Fine Arts studio in the prefab 

complex, 1974. UP Visual Arts archival 

photograph. 

Figure 3: Sanette Schoeman, Bome.

The first etching printed on campus in 

1973. Photograph by the author.

died before it could happen, but I was able to sculpt Villa’s. I cul-

tivated the contact with Villa and introduced him to Prof. Roos 

and the department when Stefan Cornelius was a student making 

steel sculpture (1975/6) (Figure 6). I had invited Villa to see what 

we were doing sculpturally and to give the students a critique 

and a talk.

In 1978 the Department of Art History and Fine Arts’ two disci-

plines were split into two independent departments, each with 

its own name, budgets, staff and accommodations. Prof. Roos was 

appointed as head of the Department of Fine Arts (Beeldende 

Kunste) (du T Spies & Heydenrych 1987:51).

The department also acquired another lithographic press which 

we bought, together with all his other studio materials, from the 

artist Hannes Harrs in Johannesburg. This gave us a second litho 

press as well as several genuine litho stones to work with. The de-

partment also acquired a working antique copper letter printing 

press in 1980 after John Clark joined the staff. We proudly printed 

the catalogue, for the Beeldhou 80 Exhibition of Sculpture which 

I curated, on this old machine. 

But time moved on and the powers-that-be wanted the Old Meren-

sky building for more “important” or “high-profile things” (spec-

ulation). The official UP historic record Ad Destinatum II reports: 

“Die ou Merenskybiblioteekgebou is tydelik aan die Departement 

Beeldende Kunste afgestaan. Voordat die trek na die nuwe gebou 

plaasgevind het, is ‘n subkomiteee aangewys om hom opnuut oor 

die inrigting van die beskikbare ruimte te besin” (du T Spies & 

Heydenrych 1987:260). The parts highlighted in bold, clearly 

indicate the temporary nature of the arrangement.

The Department of Fine Arts was then allocated the recently 

vacated Human Movement Sciences building (previously Physical 

Education/Liggaamsopvoeding) on Lynnwood Road. Once again, 

this building also needed extensive renovation for conversion 

Figure 4: Old Merenskly Library, circa 

1974. UP Visual Arts archival 

photograph.

Figure 5: Mike Edwards and students 

in the sculpture studio. circa 1975. 

UP Visual Arts archival photograph. 

Figure 6: Stefan Cornelius (left) and 

Mike Edwards (right), circa 1975/6. 

UP Visual Arts archival photograph.
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to an art school. Between 1983 and 1986 I was again tasked with 

the job of planning and liaising with the same contractor who had 

worked on the Old Merensky, to convert the former gymnasium 

into an acceptable space. This we achieved by making it a work-

able building housing Sculpture in what had been the ablution 

section. By adding new concrete floors dividing the high roof-

space of the former gymnasiums, we created a second floor and 

gained two big studios. The second floor was the new home for 

Printmaking and Drawing while downstairs, Information Design 

was allocated the whole of the Lynnwood Road side of the build-

ing, with Painting allocated the opposite side of the wide cen-

tral corridor. 

The phased move took place from mid-1986 to 1987 when the 

building was officially renamed. All in all, we had an exhibition 

hall, a small lecture hall, adequate staff accommodation, space 

and studios for Drawing, Information Design, Painting, Print-

making and Sculpture. This was a huge change from the humble 

beginnings in a prefab with a chicken wire enclosure.

In May 1989 there was a re-merger of the traditional practice and 

history disciplines and the name was changed to the Department 

of Fine Arts and Art History, this time with practice in the pri-

mary position (Bergh et al 1996:39). 

The years rolled on with the early highlight for me being the 

achievement of the Printmaking section from the first printed 

etching in 1973 to the production of some very fine work in the 

following years.

Sadly, I was not able to continue in both disciplines, and after sev-

eral years hopping between studios with the help of Sanette 

Schoeman, Carola Brotherton and Julia Beaton I handed over to 

John Clark, around 1979/80.

In sculpture there were two major highlights during my time with 

the department; one was the Beeldhou 80 Exhibition where I 

was able to bring together the major names of “workers” in 

our field in the Pretoria/Johannesburg area. It was the time of 

bulldozers and resettlements in the Cape Town area. My contri- 

bution to the show was a wall of steel with a small window to a 

world denied, with the menacing jaw of the bulldozer threatening 

any passer-by (Figure 7). It stands today at the H.W. Snyman 

building on the Prinshof Campus.

 

The second highlight for me was in 1982 when I was lucky to be 

sent to the International Sculpture Conference in Oakland, Cali-

fornia. This was an eye opener to the staggering American open-

ness in sharing technology and technique, as well as their obvious 

positive interaction between institutions, which was almost un-

heard of here in South Africa. The real high point was learning of 

the then very secretive shell casting techniques for bronze, which 

I was able to bring home and developed the experimental facility

Figure 7: Installation of 

Mike Ewards’s sculpture 

that formed part of the 

Beeldhou 80 Exhibition. 

UP Visual Arts archival 

photograph.

on campus. I believe this humble beginning (with Guy du Toit’s 

mother’s washing machine motor for stirring) was partly instru-

mental in starting a renewed interest in bronze and studio cast-

ing in particular. We produced some good work in bronze for the 

campus, the Union Buildings, Villa and several others, with the 

assistance of Guy du Toit, Etienne de Kock and Andre Prinsloo, 

all this in spite of some serious objections because of smoke in 

the building when the wind was blowing in the wrong direction.

During these years of general unrest, change and development 

in the country, there was also unrest between the two major 

sections of the Department of Fine Arts and Art History – not 

an easy time all round. History and practice split and again be-

came two separate departments (while the country also stopped 

talking sense). Both had an impact and spilled over into life. On 

campus the result of the split was that too much friendship shown 

between the two disciplines was frowned upon, as was too much 

outside concern. At a point in 1990 it seemed that my tenure 

had run its course and it was time to move on and I resigned 

my “commission”.

It has been a great pleasure and a real tonic to go back and visit 

the kaleidoscope of memories and realise how many alumni 

from 1986 to 1992 are currently practicing, making statements 

in colour, form and line, and of remembering: the early steel 

taxi; finely balanced bronze moving constructions; insect-like 

bronze “things”; a large concrete equestrian construction; sur-

prising wood/plank animals; a papier-mâché figure with infinite 

care for facial detail; and with pride and sadness, the shops all over, 

selling unique silver utensils; and to the influence we have had 

in far afield places ... we must have done something right.
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