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leo installations, the art
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dissent. Azu Nwagbogu, founder and director of the African Arti:

Foundation, speaks to South Africa’s most influential contempor
artist ahead of his major exhibition at London’s Royal Academy of Ar
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William Kentridge has been a gl
g for the best part of
et it feels like h 1

drawing, ctchings, coll
and sculpture to tape
dance and music. Kentrid formarive,
poctic and literary output mark him ou
aRe ance man, but in a distinctive
nse that is at once African - he identifies
simply as African - but which also b
traces of his Lithuanian Jewish her
Kentrid born in Johann
apartheid South Afri
Sydney Kentridge, became a leading def
outh African leaders in the
that dominated international
news media during the late 19605 through
to the late 197¢
Mandcla during his 1958-1961 treason triz
and in 1978, he gained worldwi i
resenting the family of the anti-apartheid
activist Steve Biko. Of his performance,
Lord Alexander of Weedon wrote: ‘Th
remorseless and deadly

shed thart the founder of the Black
busness Movement had been killed
by police brutality. The verdict of accidental
death was seen as risible”

Watching his father in court sparked in
the young Kentridge an early interest in
dramaturgy, politics and history. It led him
to acting school, but after graduating, he
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realised his talents fell short of what was
required. Whean we speak over Zoom in late
July, I point out that he
by embraci
naracteristically blunt: ‘It’s not
so much embracing failure. [ understand
that 've al )
s been a painful failure. It’s
not that at the time, I think, “Oh, this is
failing”. When I couldn’t be an
at was very painful. I really thought
that’s what I wanted to do, but I was no good
atit. When I couldn’t do oil painting, it
wasn't - celebrated.” Kentridge
edits his training as an actor for alot of h
55 as , but only
r him that failure is a definite

d, because you're not sure
should stop or
thoroug hen the de n s made for
as very clear I was not going to be an
actor. It’s not going to be. I be '
The world is grateful for those savin
laim for Kentridge'

a muscum show
some major

n collector who has
s work for the past
tility of Kentridge
and adapts to the
past, as well as to
on our Afri

your quintessential polymath. He is an
artist who is not limited to a particular
material or genre. His dance with both he:
and light art material, as well as his fusion
of traditional and technological practi
makes his body of work unique. Even
Dutch artist Renzo Martens, a gadfly to the
art world establishment, whose film and
museum projects in Congo have been called
‘ethically troubling’ and ‘politically
problemai pproves of Kentridge. He s

‘I could say that, in his carly animations, he

as able to analyse and put to trial the
horrors of the apartheid system, not as if
it were some outside phenomena, but as
something he was part of!
T not be many more crudite
artists than William Kentridge. During
nearly two-hour conversa , 'was
reminded of hi n interest in literature,
s philosophical prowess
ntific rigour. The wordsmith in
Kentridge has many aphorisms burt only one
diktat: ‘Art must defend the uncertain’. You
do not need to be a Freudian psychologist
nose the reason for his love of this
d South Africa was
rtainty that the
utopia enjoyed by white South Africans
would be at uld freedom be granted

gC Was insp
on of utopia - or of a sanctua
h he has come to sce as the inevitable
1ce of all attempts to build human
brief period, Black and white
icans would interact in the »
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Artist Willlam Kentridge
photographed in July at his studio ‘
in Houghton, Johannesburg,

a purpose-built space designed |
in 2000 by Pierre Lombart ‘

and Briget Grosskopff
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This page, Kentridge's works
in progress for Portraits

for Shostakovich Symphony
No.10 in £ Minor, Opus 93
and a tree drawing in India
ink hang on the studio walis
Opposite, adrawing

from Notes Towards

a Model Opera

Kentridge’s work holds
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in society, not just in South Africa but

context of theatre. He recalls ‘the great
wn theatre, from the early

o the 1980s. One of the things that
happer s this meeting of people who
otherwise you would not have met in
apartheid, with their racial separation. The
theatre, in its very limited way, was a kind of
utopian spa those hours, there
was a meeting ’
finished, Black people w
different lives, But it became a way of sceing
how 2 ther and live

drives Kentridge. It
the convi
utopias, and expose how quic
morphs into a
work holds am
intervention in

but acro:
connects geographies through thematic
explorations of how history
example, h

onciliation ission found

resonance in Berlin with the reunific
West and East Germany, and the
opening of the Stasi archives; simil
Colombia, with the i
reconciliation after the pronouncement of an
end to hostilities and che declaration of

y. All of Kentridge’s work that deals
with these grand issues begins with a line,

a drawing. I had the pleasure of curating his
seminal 2019 solo exhibition in Cape Town,
‘Why Should I
, his mos
turned chree large
“on
e of the magician revealing
ience the exhibition,
ic, but the very o i
s nights ruminaring and staying
. Image making through a pr
drawing to
world.
re’s upcoming solo exhibition at
the RA is in a similar vein. ‘It’s very much
aview from the studio outwar the studio
is the central point. The animated films
[have] never been shown this way before,
ens in one 1

screens around the space. Even though I've
made [them] over a period of 30 years, they
have a kind of coherence because of the same
technique of ¢ @ ing. Kentridge
absorbs idcas from his experiences and

imidity in addressing the void
beyond (the greatest fear of many artists),
but also with the stamina to see through
to fruition work that explores political

a mirror to the limits of human inter

ross the world

ile his own story
develop.
Given this thematic complexity, the
media and mate

ranging and protean. The RA exhibition
spans a , including two-dimensional
al, linocut
kscreen print on paper;
that evoke the Duchamp
tradition; several multi-channel video
ising dozens of proj

an operatic model complete with mechanical
puppet actors, titled Nozes Tor aModcl
asure technique adopted
for his animated films involves using charcoal
to make subtractive and additive drawings
on the same sheet of
clear that wk

al animation, whos
fantasy v

maintains the focus
theme of time and change,
otean immedi

he considers essential to faithfull
communicating meaning and quickening
the view ¥
In Notes Towards a Model Opera, my
personal favourite, and the work with the »
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most acute relevance for the present global
moment, Kentridge uses the form of the
revolutionary operas performed in China
during Mae Zedong’s Cultural Revolution to
encourage ers to make a revolutjonary
imaginative leap across continents and social,
political and economic systems, until they
are finally able to cstablish a personal and
granular connection. It is rooted in extensive
escarch into the intellectual, political and
social history of modern China that
Kentridge undertook in preparation for the
exhibition i originally shown in
2015 at UC ijing. The three-channel
projection explores the dynamics of cultural
hange and transformation through the
strict formal prism of the Cultural
Revolution’s cight model operas.
Among the
onsidered both as cultural phenomn
them s and in the context of a continent-
panning history of dance that
Paris at the court of the Sun King,
belle époque Shanghai
s native Johannesburg in the
cards a Model Opera strips out
sm of its model, bur nonetheless
homage to chis element in the
accompaniment of calligraphic India ink
dra n paper from Chinese books. As in
other pieces in which he eschews plain paper
for almanacs or documents, Kentridge here
intent of being a cartographer
nhancing the world’s common
store of knowledge. Ancient ma
the course of this cultural diffusion hint

this exercise in ‘peripheral thinking
dance of Johannesburg mixes with the ballet
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‘Kentridge’s work is extraordinary and adapts to the
relevance of our distressing past, as well as to the
hope for a better future on our African continen

of China’s revolutionary model operas set
to The Internarionale, a song which emerged
from the defiant squalor of the 1871 Paris
Commune. Norvs Towards ¢ Model Opera
explores the concept of utopias. It is,
themarically, quintessential Kentridge.
Mao's disastrous Great Leap Forward
campaign was the precursor of the Cultural
Revolution, and both failed utopias are
embraced in Kentridge's work. The sparrow
cull during the Four Pests campaign as part
of the Great Leap Forward caused locusts
to proliferate and destroy harvesss, leading
to a huge d se in food production and
neributing to the famine that led to the
:d 35-45 million Chinese
fodel Opey
Kentridge superimposes sparrows
unceasing flight onto pages of the Shi
ezi, a dictionary from the second century.
The urgent tapping in the background
evokes the banging of pots and pans by
ordinary Chinese citizens to preve
sparrows from landing, which ensured tha
§ that were not shot got no
eventually died of stress and exhaustion.
The juxtaposition of
Great Leap Forward and South Africa at
the inception of aparcheid makes the theme
s and their corresponding

- meaning ‘no place’ - is by definition an
nable ide fanaticism and
certainty that united the instigators of
aparcheid and the Great Leap Forward a
counterbalanced by the uncertainty that
shapes the sanctuary Kentridge has creaced
in The Centre for the Less Good Idea, in
Johannesbu interdisciplinary

)

incubator where doubrt and failure can be
entertained by artists seeking sanctuary.
The idea of utopia precedes the coiner
of the term, Thomas Mare. Plato’s Republic
as was Bacon's

s which call
themselves republics, i ictingly or not
- saluting Plato. The United States, the
world’s capitalist hegemon, also a republic,

stauration, as a New World in which Plato’s
st Atlantis would be revived to spur a
ival of arts and sciences that would lead to
a universal golden age of peace, plenty and
prosperity. Kentridge’s work explores the
topical confrontation berween China and the
US, which are failing in contrasting wa
8 August 1963, Mao said, ‘T wish to take thi
opportunity to express our resolute support
for the American Negroes in their struggle
against racial discrimination and for freedom
and equal rights. T) ;
cd his statement as ‘a formal bid by
Peking for leadership of the world’s colored
people against the whi
Kentridg: Kk does an expert, impartial
and non-did
and image

from the current dystopia of the pandemic,
and live in such uncertain tin

3 on at the RA seems like a momentous

casion to embrace uncertainty in the hope

that it might uncarth less perfect ideas to
guide our present and future. %
kengridge.studio. Kentridge's exhibition is on
show from 24 Seprember-11 Decentber

/ v of Ars, London, roval
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