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INTRODUCTION	

	

As	the	jacket	of	Six	Drawing	Lessons	declares	‘Drawing	has	the	potential	to	educate	us	about	the	most	

complex	issues	of	our	time’.	(Kentridge,	2014).	‘The	sheet	of	paper	with	its	black	shapes	have	become	

a	membrane	through	which	we	see	the	world’	(Kentridge,	2012).	

	

Fig.	1	

In	examining	contemporary	art’s	potential	as	a	resource	to	promote	learning	I	am	mining	the	work	of	

William	Kentridge	with	particular	reference	to	the	exhibition	William	Kentridge:	Thick	Time	21	

September	2016	–	15	January	2017,	at	the	Whitechapel	Gallery,	London.	Kentridge	works	very	directly	

with	both	historical	events	and	ideas	and	feelings	about	those	events.	In	this	exhibition	Kentridge	

offers	us	the	potential	to	learn	and	reflect	on	the	recent	colonial	and	post-colonial	history	of	South	

Africa,	as	well	as	the	global	experience	of	colonial	construction	and	constriction	through	the	

mechanisation	and	imposition	of	formalised	time.	The	educational	context	I	am	envisaging	is	the	one	

with	which	I	am	most	familiar,	the	school	group,	the	secondary	school	art	class.	
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DEAD	RECKONING		

Contemporary	art	is	the	art	of	today,	produced	by	artists	who	are	living	in	the	twenty-first	
century.	Contemporary	art	provides	an	opportunity	to	reflect	on	contemporary	society	and	
the	issues	relevant	to	ourselves,	and	the	world	around	us.	Contemporary	artists	work	in	a	
globally	influenced,	culturally	diverse,	and	technologically	advancing	world.	Their	art	is	a	
dynamic	combination	of	materials,	methods,	concepts,	and	subjects	that	challenge	traditional	
boundaries	and	defy	easy	definition.	Diverse	and	eclectic,	contemporary	art	as	a	whole	is	
distinguished	by	the	very	lack	of	a	uniform,	organizing	principle,	ideology,	or	‘ism.’	
Contemporary	art	is	part	of	a	cultural	dialogue	that	concerns	larger	contextual	frameworks	
such	as	personal	and	cultural	identity,	family,	community,	and	nationality	(NYU	Department	of	
Art	and	Art	Professions,	2016).	

In	some	senses	all	art	is	contemporary	as	it	is	produced	and	experienced	in	the	present.	Meaning	is	

inevitably	projected	on	to	works	from	our	individual	present	standpoint,	and	processed	with	all	the	

contemporary	knowledge	of	the	world	that	we	the	viewer	or	participant	may	draw	upon.	Peter	

Osborne	interprets	‘contemporary	art’	as	a	normative	concept:	art	that	is	in	critical	contact	with	the	

historical	present	is	contemporary’	(Stejskal,	2014).	So	what	is	particular	about	the	term	

Contemporary	Art?	In	recent	times	the	term	‘Contemporary	Art’	has	taken	on	a	variety	of	more	

specific	meanings	and	can	be	seen	as	taking	place	over	a	specific	period	and	within	a	broad	spectrum	

of	artistic	practices.	Post	1960	seems	to	be	generally	agreed	upon	and	working	definitions	will	often	

include	terms	such	as	global,	diverse	and	technological.	When	framing	definitions	for	exploring	

‘Contemporary	Art	and	the	Role	of	Interpretation’	Helen	Charman	and	Michaela	Ross	describe	it	thus,	

…the	field	of	contemporary	visual	art	is	seen,	in	the	words	of	Linda	Weintraub,	as	one	from	
which,	‘No	topic,	no	medium,	no	process,	no	intention,	no	professional	protocols,	and	no	
aesthetic	principles	are	exempt.’	To	this	we	would	add	that	the	work	of	contemporary	visual	
artists	is	as	much	defined	by	their	ideas	as	by	their	media	(Ross	&	Charman,	2004,	p.	1).	

Enwezor	also	insists	on	recognising	the	convergence	of	these	definitions	of	the	art	of	the	

contemporary,	with	the	post-colonial	era.		
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The	current	history	of	modern	art	sits	at	the	intersection	between	imperial	and	postcolonial	
discourses.	Therefore,	any	critical	interest	displayed	towards	exhibition	systems	that	takes	as	
its	field	of	study	modern	or	contemporary	art	necessarily	refers	us	to	the	foundational	base	of	
modern	art	history	and	its	roots	in	imperial	discourse,	on	the	one	hand,	and,	on	the	other	the	
pressures	that	postcolonial	discourse	exerts	on	its	narratives	today	(Enwezor,	2003,	p.	59).	

His	experience	of	apartheid	was	a	refracted	one,	not	as	a	black	African,	but	as	a	white	Jewish	boy	of	

politically	active	lawyer	parents.	The	work	is	positioned	between	Europe	and	Africa,	between	a	

colonial	Africa	and	a	post-apartheid	South	Africa	full	of	guilt	and	shame.	His	work	is	very	much	‘art	

that	is	in	critical	contact’	with	his	historical	present.	Kentridge,	himself	embodying	this	straddling	of	

worlds,	of	historical	narratives,	being	of	European	antecedents	living	in	Johannesburg,	an	African	city.	

He	illustrates	his	parallel	lives	thus,	

There	were	two	parallel	streams,	one	going	from	Michelangelo’s	Last	Judgement	(another	
book	from	my	grandfather)	to	The	Bar	at	the	Follie	Bergére.	The	other	was	the	growing	
awareness	of	the	unnaturalness	of	Johannesburg	Life.	The	fault	line	glimpsed.	The	sink	hole	in	
Carletonville,	the	man	in	the	gutter,	the	bullet	wounds	in	the	photographs	(Kentridge,	2014,	p.	
84).	

Further	explanations	include	the	terms:	participation,	antagonism,	ethics,	and	conscience	raising	all	of	

which	are	included	to	greater	or	lesser	extents	in	Kentridge’s	work.	Kentridge’s	acceptance	into	the	

canon	of	contemporary	art	is	‘not	one	feels	a	desire	of	his	own,	or	an	interest	of	his,	the	act	of	

immersion,	the	construction	of	spectacle	and	performance	is	integral	not	an	adjunct	to	satisfy	art	

critics’	(Kentridge	&	Goodwin,	2016).	In	his	exploration	of	these	complex	ideas,	Kentridge	constructs	

multi-media	works	that	encourage	embodied	experiences	in	the	viewer.	The	immersive	contemporary	

art	work	can	be	experienced	via	multiple	sensory	modes.	The	full	range	of	senses	are	engaged,	it	can	

be	seen,	heard.	The	experience	is	a	shared	social	one	with	several	seats	around	the	room.	A	dark	

cinematic	space,	a	mini	movie	theatre.	The	experience	perhaps	like	a	micro	version	of	1960s	

experimental	film	maker	VanDerBeek’s	immersive	movie-drome,		

By	exposing	the	individuals	gathered	together	to	an	overwhelming	information	experience	
through	submerging	their	bodies	in	incessant	waves	of	lights,	sounds,	and	images	in	an	effort	
to	penetrate	and	elicit	an	emotional	response,	the	Movie-Drome	produced	an	immersive	
subject	a	decidedly	social	subject	(Sutton,	2015,	p.	131).	
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Thick	Time	does	not	tick	all	the	boxes	of	the	contemporary	art	genre,	Kentridge	work	is	highly	skills	

based,	the	drawings,	performances	and	theatre	works	present	high	achievement	in	drawing,	

demonstrating	a	great	virtuosity,	having	clear	aesthetic	concerns.	This	emphasis	on	drawing	is	perhaps	

out	of	step	with	much	contemporary	art	that	has	sort	to	unbridle	the	yoke	of	aesthetics,	as	Jake	

Chapman	puts	it,		

…if	you	extrapolate	the	notions	of	aesthetic	beauty,	[the]	sublime,	you	end	up	with	a	…	moral	
gradient	going	towards	some	idea	of	teleological	perfection.	Some	of	the	questions	that	we	
are	interested	in	[are]	‘what	is	it	if	you	make	a	work	of	art	that	has	no	interest	in	positivity,	no	
interest	in	edifying	the	viewer…	how	do	you	make	something	which	is	irredeemable?	Just	
simply	that	‘is’,	in	a	culturally	void	way,	‘in	and	for	itself’	(Chapman,	2015).	

TIME	

The	exhibition	is	the	first	major	exhibition	in	the	UK	of	the	artist’s	work	for	15	years,	consisting	of	six	

large-scale	installations,	reflecting	his	complex	artistic	lexicon	including	animations,	tapestry,	set	

design	and	‘useless’	machines.	I	will	argue	that	this	exhibition	reflects	the	current	concerns	and	

preoccupations	of	art	and	artist	and	our	broader	society	right	‘now’,	and	as	Nicholas	Bourriad	

describes	in	his	Radicant	lecture	one	can	excavate	the	surface	of	images	(Bourriad,	2013),	of	art	and	

go	deeper	and	further	to	reveal	seams	of	the	historical	past.	Excavations	of	Kentridge’s	works	would	I	

believe	reveal	a	rich	vein	of	potential	to	promote	learning.	

Thick	Time	weaves	together	notions	of	time,	history,	triumphs	and	lamentations.	The	title	itself	

evoking	mental	images	of	blood	and	viscosity,	time	slowed,	thickened,	broadened	and	made	physical.	

Using	animation	(which	he	refers	to	as	‘drawings	for	projection’),	great	processions	of	rude	

mechanicals,	hybrid	objects	and	specially	composed	scores	he	draws	us	into	a	cacophony	of	ideas	and	

feelings.	The	theme	of	time,	a	common	theme	in	much	contemporary	art,	is	explicit	and	implicit	

throughout	the	exhibition,	time	is	played	with,	reversed,	abandoned,	layered	and	reformed	again.	

Posing	the	question	as	Smith,	M	tasks	all	contemporary	art	makers,	
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Art	makes	time	differently.	Art	gives	rise	to	concepts…The	task	of	art	is	not	merely	to	change	
the	world,	but	also,	and	above	all,	to	change	time.	And	us.	And	the	best	way	to	do	this	is	by	
asking,	time	and	time	again:	How	does	time	work?	(Smith,	2015,	p.	21).	

In	the	immersive	piece	‘The	Refusal	of	Time’	the	colonial	imposition	of	fixed	time	is	explored.	

Originally	conceived	for	Documenta	13	it	was	product	of	two	years	of	discussion	with	the	scientist	

Peter	Garrison.	The	implicit	purpose	of	this	work	is	to	teach	us	something	of	the	colonial	past,	and	its	

consequences	on	the	present,	through	the	recounting	in	various	forms	of	the	repeated	imposition	of	

mechanical,	standardised	time	from	Europe	to	the	rest	of	the	world,	and	the	doomed	attempts	to	

resist	this	imposition.	Laced	with	melancholy;	ideas	of	time	spent,	time	wasted,	action	not	taken,	TS	

Elliot’s’	perpetual	possibility	(Elliot,	1943).	

	

Fig.	2	

CLOWNING	

In	watching	these	seductive	and	moving	combinations	of	triumph	and	tragedy,	of	subversion	and	

ultimately	failed	rebellion	we	are	guided	through	a	multiverse	of	ideas.	Ideas	constructed	and	created	

by	Kentridge	and	his	team,	all	with	an	apparent	scientific	robustness,	illustrated,	labelled	and	
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explained.	A	carefully	constructed	non-linear	constellation	of	truths	and	ideas	which	offers	us	much	to	

learn,	think	on	and	perhaps	be	haunted	by.	

When	we	look	at	a	constellation	we	see	something	from	the	past	and	from	the	present	at	the	
same	time.	This	sheds	a	particular	light	on	a	pattern	which	is	really	important	in	contemporary	
art:	flickering	images...I’m	thinking	for	example	of	the	series	of	phosphorescent	drawings	
made	by	Philippe	Parreno,	which	fade	every	minute	and	are	reloaded	by	a	violent	lightning,	or	
spotlight	over	and	over	(Bourriad,	2013).	

The	strategies	Kentridge	uses;	cacophony,	surprise,	subversion,	success,	failure	and	reversal,	are	all	

tools	of	the	artist	but	also	of	the	clown.	Kentridge	was	trained	as	a	clown	at	the	Paris	school	Lecoq,	

and	has	cited	the	performances	of	clowning	in	Victoria	Chaplin’s	Le	Cirque	Imaginaire	of	the	1970s	as	

being	of	significant	influence	to	his	views	of	audience	perception.	

He	then	blew	more	bubbles	and	then	burst	them,	again	they	turned	in	to	glass	even	though	
the	technique,	the	illusion,	was	visible.	The	pleasure	changed	into	the	pleasure	of	being	so	
caught	in	the	pressure	of	that	which	could	appear	and	seem,	and	yet	not	be.	(Kentridge,	
2014).		

The	clown	as	commentator	and	mocker	(sanctioned	or	otherwise	)	has	a	long	history	of	these	

‘performance	strategies	for	social	critique	and	political	intervention’	(Weitz,	2012,	p.	79)	Through	this	

clowning	technique	of	upending	or	reversing	concepts	like	failure	and	authority,	Charlie	Chaplin’s	

flickering	repetition	of	despair,	Kentridge	challenges	our	feelings	about	and	our	complicity	in,	past	and	

present	events.	

DIGGING	DECONSTRUCTION	

	

The	spaces	in	which	the	objects,	machines	and	projections	operate	are	obviously	fabricated,	the	

construction	is	not	disguised	or	obliterated	by	render.	A	large	mechanical	object	stands,	spot	lit,	on	a	

large	empty	(one	assumes)	shipping	crate.	Stamped	repeatedly	on	the	crate	is	the	word	‘Fragile’	in	

red.	This	and	other	small	back	hieroglyphs	lead	us	to	believe	these	are	the	boxes	in	which	these	
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precious	objects	have	been	transported.	The	drawings,	both	static	and	animated,	have	spills,	

smudged,	torn	edges	revealing	the	method	of	their	creation.		

	

Fig.	3	

The	exhibition	is	deconstructing	and	reconstructing	itself	repeatedly,	this	explicit	deconstruction,	of	its	

own	making,	of	its	own	transport,	and	of	its	narrative	elements,	offer	the	audience	comforting	and	

intriguing	insights	into	the	processes	of	the	works	fabrication.	There	is	little	mystery	here,	though	

plenty	of	magic.	On	one	occasion	the	young	men	I	visited	with,	showed	obvious	pleasure	in	their	own	

understanding,	at	once	being	deceived	and	enlightened	by	an	animations’	play	in	reverse.	Kentridge	

describes	this	duality	of	feeling	when	he	witnessed	the	performances	of	the	Cirque	Imaginaire.	‘We	

the	audience	became	the	performers,	our	act	that	of	believing	and	disbelieving	at	the	same	

moment…The	movement	of	ourselves	as	more	or	less	enlightened	observers	toward	an	awareness	of	

ourselves	as	agents	of	understanding’	(Kentridge,	2014,	p.	16).	

I	witnessed	much	spirited	discussion	as	to	how	certain	elements	might	have	been	achieved,	the	

processes	valued	as	much	the	content.	The	audience’s	understanding	of	the	methods	of	production	of	

contemporary	art	have	been	shown	to	be	of	interest	to	audiences.	In	Gross	and	Pitts	paper,	one	of	
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their	findings	was	that	audiences	who	felt	they	could	understand	the	works’	production,	see	behind	

the	curtain,	were	more	interested	and	engaged	with	the	work	itself;	

Through	our	fieldwork	we	found	that	some	interviewees	had	a	strong	preference	for	engaging	
with	contemporary	arts	within	organisations	that	feel	‘unfinished’;	within	‘back	stage’	rather	
than	‘front	of	house’	organisations,	or	those	in	which	you	can	see	the	‘ropes	and	pulleys’,	as	
other	participants	put	it.	This	is	where	participation	feels	fullest	and	most	involving	to	these	
interviewees,	and	where	artwork	most	powerfully	facilitates	conversation	and	thought	(Gross	
&	Pitts	,	2016,	p.	14).	

MEETING	OF	WORLDS	

	

These	same	young	men	appeared	comfortable	and	unsurprised	by	the	experience	of	watching	five	

screens	at	once	in	an	unfamiliar	space.	They	sat	and	watched	the	screens.	I	imagine	this	interaction	

with	the	surface	of	things,	the	screen,	to	be	a	very	familiar	exercise	for	them,	a	repeated	part	of	their	

lives,	they	appeared	entirely	captivated.	They	were	engaged	in	the	immediate	‘in	the	moment’	

individual	experience,	and	the	shared	group	experience,	a	shared	experience	taking	place	together	in	

a	particular	space	at	a	particular	time.	This	form	of	potential	for	learning	through	experiencing	an	

artwork,	is	not	fixed	or	prescribed	by	the	art	work	or	indeed	the	audience	but	an	alchemical	mix	of	the	

audience	and	the	artwork.		

Ideas	about	the	artist,	the	artwork,	and	the	uses	and	functions	of	both	are	neither	self	-	
evident,	nor	fixed,	nor	universal.	They	are	facets	of	an	evolving	topological	matrix	of	
relationships	in	which	what	appears	natural	at	a	given	time	occludes	earlier	relationships	that	
continue	as	ghosts	haunting	the	present.	This	incursion	argues	that	art	cannot	be	adequately	
understood	apart	from	its	position	in	that	matrix	(Preziosi	&	Farago,	2012,	p.	22).	

Individuals	bring	with	them	all	their	knowledge	and	concerns,	their	experience	of	the	world,	

Grombrich’s	‘mental	set’.	The	school	group	for	example	will	also	have	a	developed	a	culture,	all	these	

complex	human	ontologies	exist	simultaneously	in	the	art	gallery	as	they	do	in	any	context.	‘We	meet	

the	world	half	way,	our	knowledge	travels	toward	meaning	in	the	image	and	the	meaning	comes	out	

to	us.	An	emblematic	representation	of	what	our	mind	is	doing	all	the	time,	seeing	the	unseen’	
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(Kentridge,	2014).	

The	specificity	of	the	art	gallery	creates	an	intersection	where	experience	meets	artwork,	with	all	its	

intended	and	unintended	meanings.	The	curation,	the	setting,	the	labels	and	the	room	full	of	books	

add	to	and	steer	our	meaning	making.	It	is	at	any	given	point	on	this	matrix	where	these	various	signs	

and	cyphers	meet	that	veins	of	potentiality	may	be	revealed.	‘To	recognise	something	is	necessary	to	

have	prior	knowledge	of	it-thus	observation	depends	on	already	knowing	that	for	which	one	is	

searching.	This	contradictory	and	complex	situation	is	at	the	heart	of	the	museum	experience’	

(Hooper	Greenhill,	2000,	p.	15).	

Beyond	or	beneath	the	‘surface’	experience,	in	the	substrate,	to	borrow	Bourriad’s	mining	metaphors	

again,	the	mediated	layer,	the	potential	learning	can	be	scaffolded,	strengthened	or	deepened	by	the	

interventions	of	the	gallery	and	or	educator.	If	we	accept	as	Kentridge	puts	it:	all	the	important	

learning	and	understanding	takes	place	in	the	in-between.	‘The	gap	between	the	two	certainties’	

(Kentridge,	2012).	Certainties,	he	warns	us	leads	to	fascism,	apartheid	and	great	moral	wrongs.	If	the	

artists	role	is	to	offer	provocations	not	answers;	‘my	job	is	to	make	art	not	sense’	(Kentridge,	2012),	to	

complicate	and	problematize	rather	than	elucidate	and	materialise,	then	Thick	Time	could	be	viewed	

as	providing	a	useful	ambiguity	of	both	possible	meaning	and	learning.		

TIME	IN	THE	STUDIO	

In	recording	and	presenting	the	studio	processes,	the	thinking	and	drawing,	the	pacing,	the	doing	and	

undoing.	In	Thick	Time	we	are	included	in	the	works	invention,	we	draw	along	with	Kentridge.	We	are	

taken	 through	 the	 creative	 process	 either	 forwards	 or	 backwards,	 and	 in	 turn	 then,	 the	 exhibition	

space	itself	creates	a	studio,	a	‘denkraum’,	a	space	for	thought.		

…ʻdenkraumʼ	-	a	space	where	the	individual	thinks.	It	can	be	drawing	processes,	where	one	
thinks	with	and	through	drawing	to	make	discoveries,	find	new	possibilities	that	give	course	to	
ideas	and	help	fashion	their	eventual	form...	Ideational	drawing	(as	process	and	as	artefact)	is	
a	thinking	space	–not	a	space	in	which	thought	is	re-presented	but	rather	a	space	where	
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thinking	is	presenced.	In	its	effectiveness,	its	period	of	efficacy,	ideational	drawing	is	ʻthinkingʼ	
not	ʻ	thoughtʼ	(Garner,	et	al.,	2008,	p.	109).	

Fig.	4	

	

Kentridge’s	vision	is	perhaps	utopian	one,	a	desire,	we	all	have	in	painful	moments,	to	be	able	to	undo,	

unmake,	of	redemption	and	renewal.	The	possibility	of	erasure	and	redrawing	resonates	powerfully	in	

the	here	and	now;	there	continues	to	be	much	we	would	rather	not	see,	not	have,	not	be	capable	of.		

If	only	we	could	undo,	unmake,	un-see.	Or	indeed,	like	the	clown	if	we	could	make	others	suffer	in	our	

stead.	Thick	Times’	transformative	processes	encourage	us	to	think	of	history	as	not	ossified	but	ever	

changing,	full	of	possibilities	and	dependent	on	our	interpretations	and	values	in	the	present.	Offering	

the	potential	that	this	renewed	and	redrawn	understanding	of	the	past	may	in	turn	affect	our	future.	

‘It	is	not	that	what	is	past	casts	its	light	on	what	is	present,	or	what	is	present	casts	its	light	on	what	is	

past;	rather,	image	is	that	wherein	what	has	been	comes	together	in	a	flash	with	the	now	to	form	a	

constellation	in	other	words	image	is	dialectics	at	a	standstill’	(Benjamin,	W	in	(Bourriad,	2013).	
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OBJECTS	PAST	AND	PRESENT	

There	may	be	a	perceived	risk	associated	with	the	examination	of	contemporary	art	that	the	works	

put	up	for	rigorous	examination	‘now’,	may	in	the	future	be	rendered	uninteresting	or	‘not	useful’	by	

the	architecture	of	art	theory	and	criticism	that	will	be	constructed	after	the	event.	The	perception	of	

the	lack	of	distance	to	accurately	review	and	assimilate	the	work	of	art	into	this	or	that	canon.	The	

closeness	to	its	inception.	‘How	can	contemporary	works	be	part	of	the	history	of	art	when	the	those	

works	have	not	been	time	tested	or	vetted,	when	the	necessary	critical	or	historical	distance	has	not	

yet	been	achieved’	(Meyer,	28).	

There	is	no	need	to	be	reassured	by	the	consent	of	history.	By	the	nature	of	its	parturition	the	

contemporary	art	work	is	in	and	of	its	time.	This	is	not	to	strictly	adhere	the	Hegelian	principle	that,	

there,	contained	in	the	ether	of	our	times	lives	a	collective	spirit	or	zeitgeist	to	which	all	art	produced	

in	any	period	is	inexorably	linked.	However,	I	do	believe	that	art	works	are	not	entirely	nescient	of	

their	times	either.	The	work	that	finds	favour	with	curators	and	galleries	will	be	reflective	of	the	

preoccupations	of	the	historian	and	curators	that	give	it	value.	This	choice	will	inevitably	be	aiming	to	

capture	some	concerns	or	theme	of	that	particular	society	more	generally.	Thick	Time	offers	us	

contemporary	works	that	show	insight	into	contemporary	media	and	processes,	into	contemporary	

issues	that	are	relevant,	as	well	as	historical	events,	technologies,	and	hegemonies.	

One	 of	 the	 elements	 affecting	 the	 potential	 for	 learning	 in	 contemporary	 art	 in	 the	 present,	 is	 the	

plethora	 of	 available	materials	 pertaining	 to	 art,	 art	 theory,	 art	 criticism	 and	 artists’	 own	 teleology	

available	now.	Videos,	websites,	books,	sound	recording,	live	webcasting,	etc.	are	all	readily	available	

to	 support	 contemporary	 art	 as	 catalysts	 for	 learning.	 The	 internet	 is	 a	 huge	 and	 continually	

generating	 archive.	 There	 are	 exhibitions	 that	 are	 taking	 place	 solely	 in	 virtual	 reality	 no	 longer	

confined	 to	 defined	 architectures	 of	 exhibition	 (see	 ‘Sailor	 and	 Daughters’	 (Smithsonian	 National	

Museum	of	African	Art,	2015)).	As	 in	all	 forays	 into	the	virtual	world,	some	critical	analysis	as	to	the	

usefulness	 or	 otherwise	 of	 any	 resource	 is	 necessary.	 Of	 course	 Kentridge	 is	 not	 the	 only	 voice	
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reflecting	on	post-colonial	Africa	or	South	African	history	and	cannot	be	viewed	as	such.	His	works	can	

be	seen	in	the	context	of	others	working	with	post-colonial	ideas	and/or	within	post-apartheid	South	

Africa	(Koloane,	1999).	As	Smith,	M	(2015)	asserts	‘Artists	have	always	been	interested	in	time’.	There	

have	been	many	other	approaches	to	concepts	of	history	and	time,	by	many	other	artists.	

Other	contemporary	resources	will	support	and	counter	any	arguments	one	might	 illustrate	with	his	

work.	In	a	school	context	Thick	Time	would	be	just	a	part	of	an	art	curriculum	that	perhaps	seeks	(as	

Foucault’s	 ascribed	 task	 to	history):	 ‘to	define	 the	 conditions	 in	which	human	beings	 'problematize'	

what	they	are,	what	they	do,	and	the	world	in	which	they	live’(Foucault,	1976).	In	Kentridge’s	case	he	

is	a	gifted	self-promoter,	a	charismatic	speaker.	He	is	a	prolific	maker	of	art	and	books	about	art	and	

meaning.	Six	Lessons	the	book	that	arose	from	the	Norton	Lecture	Series	is	a	key	text	in	understanding	

both	William	Kentridge’s	work,	and	 in	understanding	processes	available	for	 learning	 in	and	through	

art.	 In	Kentridge’s	 creations	of	 films,	 constructions,	mechanical	hybrids,	he	makes	objects	 that	have	

their	 own	 power	 to	 evoke	 meaning,	 as	 the	 article	 entitled	 ‘Evocative	 Objects’	 puts	 it,	 the	 use	 of	

material	 ‘things’	can	‘summon	a	network	of	associations	and	evoke	cross-disciplinary	 inquiries,	using	

both	visual	and	verbal	resources	in	an	effort	to	make	meaning’	(Hesse	,	et	al.,	2012,	p.	325).	

CONCLUSION	

Thinking	of	‘art	as	phenomenon	and	embedded	in	that	phenomenon	there	may	be	meaning’	(Muniz,	

et	al.,	2014),	if	an	art	work	can	embed	possible	meanings,	then	the	art	work	indeed	has	potential	for	

learning.	And	that	the	meaning	remains	fluid,	is	actively	made,	not	fixed,	creates	good	conditions	for	

learning.	’The	meaning	is	always	a	construction,	a	projection	and	not	an	edifice	something	to	be	made	

and	not	found’	(Kentridge,	2012).	By	accessing	art	at	the	particular	moment	of	its	creation	(or	within	

the	 life	 time	 of	 the	 artist,	 and	 their	 contemporaries	 perhaps)	 we	 are	 privileged	 in	 having	 the	
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opportunity	 of	 seeing	 and	 understanding	 the	 context	 of	 its	 creation.	 A	 privilege	 which	 will	 offer	

particular	insights	and	potentiality	that	accessing	works	of	another	past	era	may	not.		

It	could	be	argued	that	these	exemplars	are	more	difficult	to	understand	than	contemporary	
art	 because	 the	 contexts	 that	 once	 conditioned	 their	 production	 are	 less	 evident	 than	 the	
conditions	 and	motivations	 stimulating	 contemporary	 practice.	 Students	 and	 contemporary	
artists	 have	 a	 similar	 field	 of	 experience;	 and	 experience	 in	 and	with	 difference	 (Burgess	&	
Addison,	2000,	p.	27).		

In	saying	that	I	do	not	seek	to	privilege	meaning	over	technical	content,	I	hope	I	have	shown	there	is	

potential	for	learning	in	both,	in	everything,	forward	and	back,	back	and	forth.	

THE	EQUIVALENCE	OF	FORM	AND	EXPRESSION		
	

When	we	scan	things	for	traces	of	the	shape	of	the	past,	everything	about	them	deserves	our	
attention.	Yet	this	conclusion,	which	is	self-evident	once	we	recognize	that	things	alone	allow	
us	to	know	the	past,	is	generally	ignored	under	the	demands	of	specialized	study.	
Archaeological	studies	and	the	history	of	science	are	concerned	with	things	only	as	technical	
products,	while	art	history	has	been	reduced	to	a	discussion	of	the	meanings	of	things	without	
much	attention	to	their	technical	and	formal	organization.	The	task	of	the	present	generation	
is	to	construct	a	history	of	things	that	will	do	justice	both	to	meaning	and	being,	both	to	the	
plan	and	to	the	fullness	of	existence,	both	to	the	scheme	and	to	the	thing.	This	purpose	raises	
the	familiar	existential	dilemma	between	meaning	and	being.	We	are	discovering	little	by	little	
all	over	again	that	what	a	thing	means	is	not	more	important	than	what	it	is;	that	expression	
and	form	are	equivalent	challenges	to	the	historian;	and	that	to	neglect	either	meaning	or	
being,	either	essence	or	existence,	deforms	our	comprehension	of	both	(Kubler,	2008,	p.	126).	
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I	made	some	playful	short	30	second	films	as	little	illustrations	available	‘Vimeo’.  

An illustration of 'Contemporary', For Masters in Art and Design in Education IoE UCL. Term 1 Assignment 
Contemporary Art and Artists 

https://vimeo.com/193526411 password: jasminbhanji_illustrations_1 

An illustration of 'Antagonism', For Masters in Art and Design in Education IoE UCL. Term 1 Assignment 
Contemporary Art and Artists 

https://vimeo.com/193528553 password; jasminbhanji_illustrations_2 

An illustration of 'Learning', For Masters in Art and Design in Education IoE UCL. Term 1 Assignment 
Contemporary Art and Artists 

https://vimeo.com/193532042	password;	jasminbhanji_illustrations_3 

	

Further	listening	and	watching	

Radio	and	TV	interviews	with	William	Kentridge	

The	Forum,	BBC	Radio	World	Service	First	Broadcast	Tuesday	18th	November	2014	

South	African	Art	South	African	Art:	William	Kentridge,	Vivienne	Koorland,	Gavin	Jantjes.	Free	Thinking,	BBC	
World	Service	first	broadcast	Wednesday	26th	October	2016	

Front	Row,	BBC	Radio	4.	First	Broadcast	Tue	20	Sep	2016	19:15	

Free	thinking,	BBC	World	Service,	First	Broadcast	Tue 15 Sep 2015 

Imagine	BBC1,	Tuesday	22	November	First	Broadcast	10.45pm-11.45pm	


