
This is an interview conducted in 2005 by a Durban learner, Paige 
Harris.  
 
What influences you?  
 
My own student years influenced me. I studied from 89-94 at the 
dawning of apartheid. Students were very nihilistic and the future 
looked very bleak at one stage. For the UFS Centenary exhibition, 
“WIRED,” I took cell phone photographs from photographs taken in 
my student years. I have exhibited them in a cell phone 
photograph seized format. The cell phone photograph became a 
communication medium addressed to the current students 
who made the majority of the viewing public of WIRED. The 
response was very good and lecturers (who were also students at 
the UFS during those years) said they experienced the 
photographs as if it were their own. It became impersonal and I 
was surprised how the images could portray the atmosphere of 
those times. The conservative UFS don’t have the same legacy as 
for example WITS with regards to student unrest. It was a silent 
warfare with lots of subversive, but self-destructive behaviour. 
There were a lot of suicides. 
 
Do your students’ work influence you?  
 
My current students keep me up to date with new trends, styles 
and lifestyles. They challenge me. Not all of them, but the more 
radical ones. I consider them already as artists. 
 
Foreign art movements or artists? 
You can say that Leon Kossof, Frank Auerbach and Tony Bevan 
influence me, I appreciate most famous painters work, but feel a 
specific affinity to their paintings. 
 
Does your work express anything about you or your personal views of 
society?  
Yes. I am a skeptic. I don’t subject. I try not to subject to the art 
world as well. I do my own thing. I am an artist that makes art on 
the margins of the South African art world. South Africa itself as a 
country is marginalized. So it is a complex issue, since you can 
argue who is the most marginalized. The point is probably that 
marginalization can also be a position of power, but to live in an 
area outside Joburg or Cape Town imply that you stand the risk 
that you art can only be considered refreshing in the context you 
live in. The Free State as a province are stereotyped and Limpopo 



too. People see the Free State as backward and Limpopo artists 
as craftsmen. People look at art from the Free State and Limpopo 
with a veil of geographical discrimination. It is a type of snowball 
effect, since the artistic isolation is furthered by these actions. 
Many consider art from these areas as narrative, awkward and 
literal. Jeff Rankin of Walter Sisulu University had a good paper on 
the narrative (celebrating the narrative at his art school) at the 
VANSA (Visual Artist Network Conference). The work of 
marginalized artists are considered by many as part of this 
aesthetic and that it can be seen in lots of marginalized areas, but I 
feel it is widely misunderstood by many- and it is consider 
peripheral to the “mainstream”. The point is that everybody knows 
that terms like” mainstream” and “border pushing art” are 
contrived. The same can be said of terms used, such as” literal”, 
“narrative” and “outsider art”. There are not enough in depth-
research, recognition and exhibitions about art on the margins or 
the artistic resonance of this discourse.  
 
Your own art 
I see myself as an artist who has to evolve constantly from the 
point where my previous work ended. Most of my works are 
aligned-almost as Darwin’s evolution theory. I have quite a 
serialistic approach. It is probably expressionistic, emotional and 
inward. 
 
How did you go about choosing your subject matter? 
The girl in Screen sickbed actually had cancer and her hair were 
lost because of chemo. Most of the times I use myself as portrait, 
but friends also poses for me. The portrait of The tree grower is my 
friend and well-known ceramicist Charleen Stroud. She currently 
lives in Canada. I also derived reference material from images of 
X-rays, histology,  brain scans, etc. The UFS has a well-known 
medical faculty and I visit it regularly. The trees in Tree grower are 
Vodacom trees. They are painted in a plastic way and the 
“landscape” in it is secular and “unnatural”. 
 
Why are all you pieces of women?  
I have 5 sisters. I am the youngest of six girls. I hope this answers 
your question. Why not men? My next series will be about the men 
in my life-my husband and 6 months old son as nudes. I am 
probably a woman-man. I discovered my female side really only in 
my early 30’s. Males always dominated the figurative painting 
tradition, until the feminists made it totally politically incorrect to 



paint female nudes. I don’t paint nudes, but I intend to go back to 
that at some time. And painting itself became ostracized as a 
dominant male medium.  My figure aren’t in the nude, but I am 
intrigued by paintings of male painters like Auerbach, Kossof and 
Appel.  
 
The students’ lives? 
I think the students have an undeniable influence. One of my 
students had Aids and was in/ out of hospital. Later on he could 
only draw and paint images derived from his inner self. All outside 
influences were non-existing. He turned into himself. Terminal ill 
ness and all excruciating pain do that. 
 
Why do all of your subjects have strange facial expressions and why are they 
in odd positions? Does this add to the meaning of the painting? If so, how? 
Specific paintings have individual connotations so it is difficult to 
explain them in a general way. The tree grower’s figure is 
shortened, because the doll like figure becomes a type of medicine 
woman, a hybrid of various cultures. The figure is grotesquely 
different from the real model I used. In this painting I wanted the 
figure to be a sangoma, a witch or pêpêduma (doctor)-a spiritual 
apparition of sorts that act as a stimulus- bewitching us. 
Freestaters are inherently conservative, polite and driven by 
religion (from Protestantism to ancestral wisdom), conservative is 
probably not the right term. I experienced that inherently we are 
very aware of the distant past. Tree grower was influenced by my 
experiences as a lecturer in Puthadithjaba (in the remote Qwa-
Qwa region). The theme of Tree grower is not a search of identity. 
It wasn’t intended to be as a glorifying “melting pot” painting. It is 
rather a complex hybrid of common interests and how the process 
can be uncomfortable, but also sheltering. And how we have to 
deal with this in a technologically advancing society.  
 
The portrait heads in the sickbed paintings are crushed into the 
corner to advance the uncomfortable and irreversible process of 
death and dying. 
 
How did you come up with your unusual compositions? 
Screen sickbed’s composition was developed over a period of 
time-The lead blanket as well. In the lead blanket the portrait head 
is on the far right, in the corner to create a “claustrophobic terminal 
feel”. The screen in Screen sickbed is derived from a flat screen 
TV in which the body is processed. This relates to the patient that 
you become when you have cancer, without a name only a body 



with a (hopefully) medical aid number. For me personally the 
painting was intended to have a dual meaning, the one pertaining 
to issues surrounding the terminally ill, the other towards the 
issues surrounding being a painter in a marginalized area. The flat 
screen TV is supposed to act as a technological veil.  I think that 
what fascinates me of Appel, de Kooning and Auerbach. The 
(female) body competes with the paint. Does the paint become a 
vehicle for the body or the body as an too obvious vehicle for the 
paint? Out of a feminist point of view De Kooning made a monster 
of the female body, but these works need to be re-considered 
(again) without dis-acknowledging the underlying chauvinistic 
tendencies. 
 
Do the bright colours in some of your pieces have symbolic meaning? If yes, 
what is it? 
In Screen sickbed the yellow becomes the spiritual primitive 
underworld or “beginning”, fossil-like stuff floats in it.  
 
Do the distortions of the figures in some of pieces have symbolic meaning? If 
yes, what is it? 
In The terminal the body is a huge X-rayed intestine. The portrait 
becomes nullified and all that exists is the disease. People who 
lives with terminal illness eats, sleeps the disease and struggle to 
think of anything else. It is also a depiction of a specific point in 
time. 
 
What medium do you prefer to work in and why? 
Oil paint, but I am a nosy artist and regularly tries other stuff out. 
Oil painting has more options than playing chess- how many 
moves will you be able to make on a chessboard? I get urges to 
work in specific materials and see it as a challenge. I don’t get putt 
off by not having experience in working with a specific medium. 
 
You have used some interesting stenciling markings in some of your pieces; 
do these have any symbolic meaning? How do you get these markings? Do 
you make your own stencils?  
I make my own stencils by cutting for example serrated edges out 
of cardboard and pasting paint in the wholes and then repeating 
the maneuver till I get a pattern. I tried to create a steel 
environment in Screen sickbed for example. In Tree grower the 
same. On the top of tree grower there is pink stencil markings-it is 
suppose to be derivate of Sotho Ndebele hybrid patterns.  
 
How did you get into doing installations? 



I wanted to see if I can work with artworks that stands in dialogue 
with each other-and also the challenge of working with metal. I 
enjoy Egyptian sarcophagi- and Egyptian history being obsessed 
by the dead. So I used one of their methods to create the copper 
blankets. I wanted to work with metal for a change and something 
crafty. One person asked me why I turned to installation. I work in 
a serial manner and do what I need to do next. 
 
Why have you used those specific mediums in your Spiritscape installations?  
Using ammoniac, nitric acid and all sorts of acids in a very 
experimental and dodgy way acidifies the copper. I am also 
interested in alchemy and the spiritual connotations to certain 
metals. The colouring of metals is a type of painting after all. And 
it’s a type of magic. A little bit sinister like oil paint. I was interested 
in taking the painting to a next but not necessarily better level, but 
to consider death and dying out of a spiritual point of view. The 
words I think therefore I am should be altered to “ I believe 
therefore I am.” 
 
How did you come up with the names for your pieces and how do they relate 
to the pieces? 
I hope I have explained some of these by answering earlier 
questions. Reversion (which was not on KZNSA show) is a type of 
reversion of the male tachist painting tradition-thick paint used by 
male painters such as Tapies, Auerbach, Kossof etc.  
 
Why do you paint your subjects as idols, puppets or mascots? 
In my art I try to walk thin lines between certain conceptions of 
stuff. One is kitsch for example: to paint something that can be 
kitsch, but not quite be kitsch. Reversion for instance can be a 
good CD cover design for a metal band. I am also a child of the 
seventies and are interested in seventies aesthetics. Puppets, 
idols, etc. are the masses summarized in one object, you can say 
stereotype, but the stereotype is also kitsch-so I play with stuff like 
this-and obviously risk the fact that I can be considered kitsch. 
Emotions are also considered kitsch by many-an irony of the 
western world. The same wit plays in using copper as a medium if 
you think of all the “copper craft”.  
 
When did you decide that you wanted to be an artist? 
I knew all my life I wanted to be an artist. The problem was that I 
did not know how to become one. Even as an art student I pictured 
myself becoming an art teacher at a school. That was my frame of 
reference. Only in my third year of studying I experienced the 



flavour of becoming a professional artist. And maybe the need to 
visually express that is the carnal matter. 
 
Why do death and disease and what it does to the human body, 
interest you so much? 
I don’t only view the topic according to the physical degeneration 
of the body, but also the emotional experience it entails- and for 
the person that watches how somebody slowly dies-how it affects 
you and the person you initially become and how everything you 
do, think and act out are shaped according to the trauma that you 
have experienced. So you can probably say that my painting is a 
bit of both- interplays between the” impersonal” physical 
degeneration and personal emotive impulses that are not fully 
comprehended, even by myself. Trauma is muddled and even 
therapists struggle to understand this. If you experienced trauma 
as a child you don’t understand how it affects EVERYHTING your 
life entails. This clouds all your actions, even in subtle ways.  It is 
like being in a permanent state of survivor mode. Some of my work 
(the figurine series) deals with heroism and maybe that is the link 
between the two series. 
 
Thank you, 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
Paige Harris 
 
 


