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Visionary Brusher’s game review: Yolanda de Kock  
 
It is with pleasure that I am writing this review on behalf of Janine Allen, my associate in the visual arts 
industry in Bloemfontein. Although I am not affiliated with the University of the Free State, I have collaborated 
and worked with Janine Allen on numerous creative collaborations. Since 2012 I have been working at 
Oliewenhuis Art Museum. I have obtained a Masters Degree in Fine Arts in 2009 at the University of the Free 
State and further obtained a second Masters Degree in Heritage Management at the University of the 
Witwatersrand in 2017. I am currently in the process of preparing all proposal documentation in order to 
register for a part time PhD Degree in History of Art at University of the Witwatersrand in 2020.  
 
Janine Allen showcased her outstanding solo exhibition at Oliewenhuis Art Museum, The Visionary Brusher 
Game in 2016. This exhibition was meticulously curated where Allen carefully considered every element of 
the space to activate the participation of the viewer. The exhibition was opened by Prof. Naomi Morgan and 
as a keen educator; Allen also presented a walkabout about the exhibition to the general public and students 
as an additional educational contribution towards her exhibition.  
 
The originality of the exhibition, The Visionary Brusher Game was located both on an artistic and conceptual 
value which cannot be separated. This artist brought an exceptional body of work together (in partial 
fulfilment of the requirements for the Doctor of Philosophy degree), and her visual language encompassed a 
variety of media such as animations, paintings, drawings, conceptual photography, performance, 
photomontage and installation. A striking component of Allen’s concept is how the artist located herself in the 
contemporary art world by unpacking ideas pertaining to her skill as an artist but to propose a visionary play 
to the viewer throughout her own playing process. She does not only want the viewer to witness how she 
‘plays’ but also encourage the viewer to actively, playfully participate within her world.  
 
A focal point of the exhibition was an installation entitled The Imaginarium (2010-2016) where Allen 
presented the viewer different play objects, from her studio, to unravel the patterns of play she engaged with 
throughout her process. Books, coins, tins, bell jars and found objects were offered to the viewer not only to 
move and play with, but to entice the imagination of the viewer.  That moment when the viewer allowed 
him/herself to engage with the objects, the act of play was activated. It is then that the viewer realise that the 
objects they have encountered in the Imaginarium is layered with meaning and narrative.  
 
Visual clues were placed in the Imaginarium; a stylus, scavenged remnants of found objects (reminders of 
places or locations), pieces of clothing and wigs, a broom….more than a cabinet of curiosities, the viewer 
soon realised that the Imaginarium offered much more. It is a glance into the artist’s studio, but also a view 

 



 
 
into the patterns of theatrical play and that that is presented by the artist. For me, the Imaginarium was like a 
threshold between our conscious world/mind into Allen’s visionary world where she offered artworks that 
questions and interrogate deep rooted universal issues about consumerism, political systems and media. 
 
With this exhibition, Janine Allen took on different roles as artist and philosopher. She was also a performer, 
alchemist, archivist, scavenger and even a miner. Allen refers to herself as a ‘Brusher’, not a conventional 
‘painter’. The Brusher also paints, but interrogates and questions through a variety of media. Referring to 
herself as the Brusher, pinned her identity from ordinary painter (she deviates from stylistic/romantic painting 
practices) to being a Brusher. From a contemporary stance she uniquely positions herself as an artist by 
linking with well-known quote by philosopher, Walter Benjamin, to “brush history against the grain”. 
Throughout centuries artists questions and ‘brushed’ against the grain of society. But the originality of Allen’s 
contribution to the text is that she brushes differently against the grain through visionary, serious playful 
constellations. She wants to play against societal dysfunctionalities but in her own visionary and innovative 
methods.  
 
With this solo exhibition, Allen clearly understood, interpret and contribute the concepts and academic 
relevant text to the discourse she carries throughout in her exhibition. There is a clear and constant thread 
throughout the exhibition: that the artist offers through the constellation an unfettered art play deck with 
meta-dimensions called The Visionary Brusher Game. Every element in the exhibition was carefully 
considered to obtain this goal. She fleshed out the beliefs of leading philosophers and historians (to name a 
few) like Johan Huizinga (who suggests that play is primary to and a necessary condition of the generation of 
culture), Hans-Georg Gadamer (focussing on the relation between art and play), Paul Ricoeur (with his 
contribution that when game is played the participants can get played) and Mikel Dufrenne. 
 
Allen creatively engaged with these philosophies by presenting an art play deck that is created, as she states 
from a “glocal stance, which embraces interdisciplinary lay philosophy, history, media theory, post-colonial 
theory, alchemy and tacit knowledge at hand. The main play patterns suggested in the works are valence, 
serendipity, vertigo, tinkering and brushing”. The strength of this project is thus located in Allen’s capability to 
deeper understanding of complex or abstract ideas and information and makes it tangible. 
 
In my opinion the intellectual connectedness that Allen is showing within this exhibition is much more layered 
than just with the successful engagement of critical thinkers within her field. The visual intellect of each 
originally produced artwork, layered with meaning and interpretation, perfected with highly praised artistic 
integrity is the focal point of the of this exhibition. Very importantly: the concept, scholarly background and 
the end result of the artwork do not stand separately. Allen successfully amalgamated these processes.  
 
Allen successfully integrated the conceptualisations of play elicits as it comes forth through playing with 
concrete and abstract material. New research contributions are initiated throughout this exhibition in that any 

 



 
 
theoretical exploration related to art does not stand separate from the artworks themselves: the art works and 
the exhibition as a whole together with the dynamics of imaginative play as well as its philosophical 
underpinnings comes to the fore in an integrated, unique and tangible manner.  
 
This highly praised exhibition was well received at Oliewenhuis Art Museum. Janine Allen is an exceptional, 
highly intellectual visual artist. The kind and accommodative manner in which she addressed our audiences 
is a reflection of her dynamic outlook on her creative career but also that she is a profound educator and 
researcher.  
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