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Terdiman (1993: poesis); Marianne Hirsch (1997: ñpostmemoryò); and Hayden White 

(1996: historical metafiction); among others. There have already been numerous 

references to how William Kentridge has depicted the ephemeral nature of memory / 

memories (Boris 2001; Cameron, Christov-Bakargiev and Coetzee, 1999; Christov-

Bakargiev 1998; Sitas 2001).  However an in-depth, hermeneutic, comparative analysis 

has not yet been undertaken. This study is therefore significant in that it explicates 

William Kentridgeôs works, making the following contributions: to the scholarship on 

Kentridgeôs work; to a South African perspective to the growing field of trauma studies; 

and to the apartheid and post-apartheid reflections on re-remembering and forgetting, 

memorialisation, forgiveness and guilt. Through socio-cultural and historical 

comparisons as well as artistic contrasts, the films themselves are acknowledged as an 

important source of reference of South African society. They are a documentation of life 

lived during apartheid and post-apartheid South Africa. 
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TERMINOLOGICAL SYNOPSES OF CONCEPTS  

As this study of William Kentridgeôs animated films is so eclectic, a brief summation 

of the most important terms / concepts has been provided up front here. 

absent memory (Sicher 2004) 

Efraim Sicher coined this term to describe memories that are ñtransferredò to those 

that were not present first-hand (2004).  This term is used to describe how 

Kentridge has adopted memories not of his own, and, through his identification with 

them, how he has portrayed them in his art works.  He has appropriated the 

documented / recounted traumatic memories of others and attempted to portray 

them in his artistic endeavours. 

anamnesis 

William Kentridge defines this concept as a healing through remembering (cf. Boris 

2001:33).  His character Soho/Felix remembers both his own memories and those 

of others.  However, although it is assumed, it remains an unanswered question as 

to whether these ñmemoriesò have actually resulted in Kentridgeôs protagonist, 

Soho/Felix, being healed. 

ñanti-narrative non-storiesò (White 1996) 

Hayden White suggests that ñanti-narrative non-storiesò as found in filmic and 

literary forms are non-linear stories that do not represent historical events as fixed 

narratives (1996). Rather they are open-ended, mixed narratives, somewhat 

chaotic and even surreal at times.  White argues that these anti-narratives are 
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more realistic in the portrayal of remembered events because memories are also 

recalled in such a manner.   This is appropriate for describing William Kentridgeôs 

animated films as he tries to draw or present memory and history as it is thought 

and remembered. 

chronotope (Bakhtin 1981) 

It has been posited by many authors that memories are structured through the 

means of certain cultural conventions (Antze and Lambek 1996; Kirmayer 1996; 

Lambek 1996).  Mikhail Bahktin identified what he termed the ñchronotopeò as one 

of these cultural conventions (1981).  He specifically used it in language analysis 

and defined it as a space-time continuum / narrative, explaining that they are 

interdependent.  Michael Lambek has used it to explain how memories are linked 

to their recounting.  (See Chapter Five: Memory of this dissertation.) 

disremembering (Kentridge 2001; Rollet 2007) 

William Kentridge refers to ñforgettingò as ñdisrememberingò.  He uses the word to 

emphasise that ñforgettingò is a conscious act; one chooses what to remember and 

what to forget.  Author Sylvie Rollet has used the word (2007) in a similar way (see 

Chapter Eight: Memory, History, Identity, Time and Space). 

fortuna (Kentridge 2001) 

William Kentridge has described his artistic creative process as ñfortunaò. He has 

defined this process as a combination of both rationality and chance (cited in Boris 

2001:35).  Essentially it is Kentridgeôs way of stating that while his work is not 
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completely planned and structured, it is also not completely a form of word / 

drawing association or rather, not completely an unconscious act.  He has given 

numerous examples of instances where he has drawn an image for his films, or 

included words or word plays, where he has only retrospectively realised that these 

words, and even drawings are specifically based on his past experiences or on his 

memories of these past experiences.  It is often only retrospectively that this 

merging of ideas, emotions, words and images has made sense to him and he has 

been able to make an association between them and previous experiences. 

generational transference of traumatic memory / second-generation 

witnessing 

This is a concept of memory that serves to explain how some second generation 

individuals have inherited the traumas endured by their parents or siblings (Bar-On 

1995; Bauman 1998; Berger 1998; Brodzki 2004; Fox 1999; Hass 1996; Sicher 

2004; Zeitlin 1998 / 2004).  It is a concept that helps one to understand the desire 

for the re-enactment or re-presentation of trauma that has been passed down 

generationally. This concept serves to help understand Kentridgeôs and other 

artistsô obsessions with the depiction of past traumas that they have ñinheritedò 

from their family members.  William Kentridgeôs historical background as a South 

African Jew could be used to explain his desire to portray Holocaust images as 

part of his inheritance.  He is only too well aware that had his grandfather Morris 

Kantorowicz not immigrated from Zhager (Lithuania) to South Africa in 1903, he 

and his family members would have been decimated along with all the other 

Lithuanian Jews. 
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historicising process (Bathrick 2004) 

David Bathrick uses this term to explain how artists and others rework or re-

present historical events that they have not experienced personally (2004).  

Through this process of re-presentation the emphasis is not on the events 

themselves but on how individuals recover these past events.  In this process of 

recovering them, and re-presenting them, the individual makes sense of what they 

do not understand.  In this way the individual also comes to experience a form of 

closure.  This term is especially important for explaining how second generation 

survivors come to terms with their familiesô tortured pasts.  It is not only applicable 

to understanding William Kentridgeôs animated films and other art works, but also 

to understanding other artists and their works.  These artists include art 

spiegelman (sic) and Pascal Croci (see Chapter Seven for more details). 

intertextuality (Kristeva 1996) 

Julia Kristeva coined the term ñintertextualityò to describe how texts are not stand-

alone texts (1996).  Rather texts are made up of other texts, they are interrelated 

and various and diverse texts assimilate one another.  It emphasises that texts are 

not made in a vacuum, but are ideological, cultural, political, and religious. It is also 

used to explain texts as having a multiplicity of meanings and interpretations.  This 

study refers to Kentridgeôs works as intertextual as they are created within his and 

South Africaôs history; they relate to South Africaôs social and cultural past and 

present, as well as those of other countries.  His films are not bound to only one 

interpretation, but to a proliferation of different meanings. 
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landscapes (Cosgrove 1998; cf. Osborne 2001) 

Dennis Cosgrove refers to the concept as a word that implies a historical 

discourse, through which various peoples have situated themselves (1998).  This is 

appropriate to the interpretation of Kentridgeôs films, especially that of Felix in Exile 

where he marks the land, using red pastels.  It is this authorôs opinion that he does 

so in an attempt to show how the indigenous peoples of South Africa have their 

histories and identities bound to the land.  This is particularly tragic in light of forced 

removals that took place during the apartheid era, such as that of District Six. 

ñlieux de m®moireò / sites of memory (Nora 1989) 

Pierre Nora, a French social historian, claims that ñlieux de m®moireò / sites of 

memory are monuments, museums, festivals, and even archives that document 

history (1989).  He claims that these historical artefacts are essential to 

remembering histories that have been abandoned.  This concept is prevalent in the 

animated film of William Kentridge, Monument, which initially positions the 

monument as a testament to the mine workers who had perished, as a site of 

memory. 
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ñmemoire trouéeò / ñmemory shot through with holesò (Raczymow 1994)  

Henri Raczymow defines this memory as a void, or an absence, a memory of not 

ñremembering and not being thereò (1994:101-102).  It is memory at a distance: 

geographical, historical and spatial. These ñmemoriesò are not of first hand events 

and experiences, but through historical and personal accounts, appropriated and 

represented and ñrememberedò by others; they are ñperspectivalò, constantly 

moving through time.  This concept describes how Kentridge is able to represent 

and ñrememberò othersô memories and portray them through his imagination, in 

some cases as though they are his very own memories. 

memory envy (Hartman 2004) 

Geoffrey Hartman has postulated that there is a form of memory which he has 

termed ñmemory envyò that defines an individual who has not experienced 

traumatic experiences first hand, but has adopted them through completely 

identifying with them (2004:230; cf. Hartman 1996; Hirsch 1997). This is almost 

identical to Marion Hirschôs concept of ñpostmemoryò (1997).  Both concepts are 

useful in explaining and understanding Kentridgeôs depictions of traumatic 

experiences. He has not experienced these traumas personally, but through 

identifying and empathising with them he has chosen to portray them in his films 

and other artistic works. 

narrated memory: poesis (Terdiman 1993) 

Richard Terdiman considers narrated memory to be a ñpoesisò, or rather a creation 

and an alteration or an adaptation of remembered experiences; an individualôs own 
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memory as well as their adoption of othersô memories (1993).  This is a concept 

that is vital in understanding William Kentridgeôs animated films.  Not only are the 

films themselves told / re-told in a narrative form, they are the re/creation of 

memories, that of his memories as well as that of othersô memories.   

politics of memory (Antze and Lambeck 1996) 

Paul Antze and Michael Lambeck believe that memory, while inherently connected 

to identity, has become ñpoliticisedò. Memories are interpretive reconstructions 

made up of cultural and social conventions. This interpretation of memory is 

important to understand Kentridgeôs portrayals of a traumatic historical past which 

he attempts to situate politically, socially and culturally.  Memory is centred on an 

essential subject, but that subject could either be an individuated ñIò or a collective 

ñweò. 

memoro politics (Hacking 1996) 

Ian Hacking, while studying the science of memory, introduced this new term to the 

discourse of memory. Memory is intrinsically bound to the concept of identity. He 

defines memory as being constituted through politics.  This thesis links this concept 

of memory to Sigmund Freudôs idea that individualsô identities are created / formed 

predominantly by what they have forgotten.  This thesis then positions Soho/Felixôs 

identity as having been formed through politics.  
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postmemory (Hirsch 1997)   

This concept was coined by Marianne Hirsch, who uses it to describe a form of 

memory that is connected to an object or source as mediated not through 

recollection but through imagination (1997:22).  This is used to describe 

Kentridgeôs ñmemoriesò of othersô past trauma (individual / collective / historical) 

through empathy and identification and through his imagination.  

post post-apartheid 

ñPost post-apartheidò, has not, as far as can be determined, been defined or 

specifically delineated.  For purposes of this dissertation, the concept is 

amalgamated out of a few very observations concerning South Africa, fourteen 

years after the establishment of the TRC. The year 1994 in South Africa serves as 

marker for the beginning of the era and state termed ñpost-apartheidò.  In April of 

that year, Nelson Mandela was elected as President of South Africa in the first 

democratic elections.  Obviously cultural, social and political change, rarely, if ever, 

coheres instantaneously and around a particular event, however, this era is one of 

them.  Apartheid was defined by its racial inequality, human rights abuses, 

segregation, by-laws, and censorship.  It was also defined by a State of 

Emergency and by the civil war between the Inkatha Freedom Party and the United 

Democratic Front in Natal (now Kwa-Zulu Natal).  Post-apartheid, after 1994, was 

an era seen to encapsulate the ethos of reconciliation, mourning and forgiveness.  

This was part of the aim in establishing The Truth and Reconciliation Commission. 
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Post post-apartheid can be viewed as the era, circa 2003 onwards, where many 

individuals experience existential anxiety. There are persistently racialised fears, 

and a constant uncertainty about the future political and social directions of South 

Africa.  It also encapsulates an era that does not concern itself with the 

repercussions of apartheid, but rather with the here and now and problems 

pervading South Africans in the present (Buys 2010; Goldstuck 2006).  These 

concerns include xenophobia; government corruption and nepotism; the ever-

growing divide between the classes, to mention a few. 

screen memories (Freud 1899a and 1899b) 

This phrase was introduced by Sigmund Freud to explain his view that individuals 

do not remember actual instances or events (1899a and 1899b).  Rather, they 

remember memories: or memories of memories; or remembered fantasies. Freud 

also postulated that the act of remembering is one of narrative. This idea is used to 

explain Kentridgeôs propensity to remember memories of memories, both his own 

and those of others.  (Freudôs concept of screen memories is much more 

complicated than this brief encapsulation suggests.  It is, however, explained, 

discussed and applied in more detail throughout this study.) 

self-identity 

This concept, as defined and explained by Victor Burgin (1996), links the self, the 

ñIò to: place; time; space; history; and geography.  Therefore any identity, whether it 

is the subject / individuated ñIò, or the collective ñweò, is related to both a time and a 

place.  This idea, as expounded by Burgin, is used within this study to reference 
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William Kentridgeôs films as being partly autobiographical.trauerarbeit (Freud 1917 

/ 1957; Freud 2005)  

Sigmund Freud coined the term ñtrauerarbeitò, which basically means ñpsychic 

traumaò.  William Kentridge has placed it on the cover of his book that deals with 

his miniature theatre production Black Box / Chambre Noir (2006), as well as using 

it within the theatre production itself. This thesis refers to this concept to explain the 

difference between physical and psychical traumas and their resultant memories.  

It is also a reference as to how William Kentridge tries to depict ñpsychic traumasò 

by drawing the insides of brains which contain red lines ð evidence of traumas 

experienced by individuals, either as individuals or part of a nationôs trauma.  It is 

linked to the concept of ñtraumatic memoryò. 

traumatic memory (Young 1996) 

Allan Young stresses two meanings of traumatic memory (1996).  The first 

meaning of traumatic memory is psychical.  This memory is made up of imagery of 

past torments / tortures, and disturbing psychical sensations.  The second meaning 

of traumatic memory that Young emphasises is that of a neurological or physical 

trauma (cf. Stone 2003).  The latter meaning of traumatic memory is a physical or 

body trauma which continues to remember pain, both physical and mental.  

Underlying this concept of ñtraumatic memoryò is Sigmund Freudôs belief that the 

unconscious mind is filled with memories that are too awful to acknowledge 

consciously (1899a).  Kentridge attempts to portray both types of traumatic 

memory in his films and other artistic works.  Not only does he draw images of 
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physiological brains and what their innards ñconsistò of, in an attempt to draw / 

represent / portray psychical trauma; he also draws images of physical trauma, for 

instance, images of individuals who suffered torture at the hands of the supporters 

and enforcers of apartheid. For example, in his film History of the Main Complaint 

he draws images of individuals having electrodes attached to their bodies and 

being shocked continuously.  He uses his artistôs imagination to depict what he 

perceives these traumatic memories to look like.   

 



CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 William Kentridge: A study in memory 

This dissertation critically analyses William Kentridgeôs animated, charcoal, 

hand-drawn Drawings for Projection film series (1989 - 2003) in order to argue 

that Kentridgeôs works represent memory ð both personal and collective, within 

a specifically South African context.   There have already been numerous 

references to how William Kentridge has depicted the ephemeral nature of 

memory / memories (Boris 2001; Cameron, Christov-Bakargiev and Coetzee, 

1999; Godby 1992; Sitas 2001). However, this thesis explicates Kentridgeôs 

works further by linking memory and trauma and his representation of the horror 

of apartheid. Several seminal works have been referenced, such as those of 

Sigmund Freud (1899: ñscreen memoriesò; 1917: ñtrauerarbeitò); Henri 

Raczymow (1994: ñmemoire trouéeò / ñmemory shot through with holesò); 

Richard Terdiman (1993: ñpoesisò / narrated memory); Marianne Hirsch (1997: 

ñpostmemoryò). By connecting memory and trauma this paper articulates how 

and why Kentridge portrays apartheidôs atrocities and their traumatic aftermath 

surrealistically and in a unique manner. This thesis will further argue that 

Kentridge uses the concept of memory to bring together identity, being, time, 

space, history and place.  Through his artistic technique of incomplete erasure 

he reveals the continuing effect that the past has on the present: Kentridge 

draws an image or scene, which he photographs and then ñerasesò.  These 

ñerasuresò leave behind imprints, or smudges, which he then draws over, which 

morph into different images, and different meanings. His work physically depicts 

layers of reality, a reference to his drawings and erasures ð the supposedly 

dominant and ñofficialò present and the unsuccessfully erased past.  In other 
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words, he depicts memory itself.  That Kentridgeôs animated films represent 

memory is a well-documented interpretation of Kentridgeôs work1.   However, 

while this is a well-established interpretation of Kentridgeôs films, it must be 

noted that the majority of authors who contend this, including the artist himself, 

are writing for art books, art reviews, art journals, newspapers, and lectures, 

with only the very occasional academic article amongst them (for instance see 

Dubow and Rosengarten 2004; and Taylor 2008; see Chapters Two and Three 

for the relevant literature reviews).   There are also several post-graduate 

studies on Kentridge, but none of these studies deal with the filmic series in its 

entirety and many focus on his other art works, such as his tapestries, prints or 

still lifes2.   The majority of these writings are descriptive and not analytical, as 

Chapter Two, a literature review, will make apparent. This chapter reviews the 

substantive writings on Kentridgeôs art works.  While many art books that are 

dedicated to the work of Kentridge include essays by esteemed academics 

such as Michael Godby (1992), Dan Cameron (1999) and Ari Sitas (2001), no 

academic book has been written on Kentridge and his animated filmic series. 

Also, to date (2011), and as far as can be determined, no doctoral study has 

focused entirely on Kentridgeôs filmic series and his representation of memory 

(see Chapter Two for review of post-graduate studies on Kentridgeôs works).  In 

                                                           
1
 Cf. Alemani 2006; Benezra 2001; Boris 2001; Cameron 2001; Christov-Bakargiev 1998 and 

1999; Coetzee 1999; Coetzee 2001; Cooke 2001; Dubrow and Rosengarten 2004; Enwezor 

1998; Enwezor 2007; Godby 1992; Kentridge 1999b, 2001, 2006a, 2006b, 2006c, 2006d, 

2007a, 2007b, 2007c; Krut 2006; Law-Viljoen 2007a, 2007b, 2007c; Oppelt 1999; Sitas 2001; 

Stewart 2006; Stone 2003; Taylor 2008; Wilson 2006. 

  
2
 Cf.  Belluigi 2001; Bergman, 2010; Chen, 2004; Collier, 2004; Garza 2011; Hennlich, 2010; 

Kapitza-Meyer 1994; Kucharski, 2005; Maltz, 2008; McIlleron 2003; Oliver-Smith 1999; 

Opperman 1999; Pai, 2003; Sasson (no date); Schoeman, 2007; and Thompson 2005. 
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1989), government secrecy was at its strictest, police and army control was at 

its most enforced.  South African society was still at its most naïve and very little 

was known about the inner machinations of the South African Nationalist Party.  

William Kentridge was an exception to this, having had first-hand experience of 

the Nationalist Party and its rule as he grew up in an anti-apartheid 

environment. His father, Sir Sydney Kentridge, was involved in defending anti-

apartheid activists in a number of landmark trials, including the Steve Biko 

inquest, the Treason trials and the Nelson Mandela trials (Christov-Bakargiev 

1998:13).   Kentridge himself, while a student at the University of the 

Witwatersrand, took part in protests against the militant White Nationalist Party 

(Christov-Bakargiev 1998 and 1999).  Even during his school years Kentridge 

was aware of the ñoutrageous thingsò that were happening in an ñabnormal 

societyò: torture; detention without trial; police brutality (Kentridge cited in 

Christov-Bakargiev 1998:13).  His films provided evidence of this ñabnormal 

societyò: the inhumane treatment and capitalist exploitation of workers in mines; 

the extreme disparity between the ñhavesò and the ñhave-notsò; evidence of a 

split society kept separate by razor wire and inhumane laws.  For instance, the 

elite suburb of Houghton (Kentridgeôs family home) is separated by razor wire 

from the township Alexandria (cf. depicted in his film Johannesburg, 2nd 

Greatest City after Paris; Mine).  As an anti-apartheid activist and executive 

member of the Black Sash (from 1987 ð 1990), this researcher was able to 

relate to the depictions of an apartheid society as represented by Kentridge, 

having experienced them first-hand, with for instance, the researcher having 

been arrested at peaceful protests; being constantly intimidated by the police; 

and learning of the torture, rape and death of close associates and community 
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members who were involved in the anti-apartheid movement.  Also, while living 

in Imbali5 as a peace monitor, this researcher was exposed to the inhumane 

living conditions of the community:  abject poverty; no amenities; a lack of 

infrastructure; police curfew; constant police and army harassment and 

presence; and constant civil unrest.6 Personal experience of these two different 

worlds ð the ñhavesò and the ñhave-notsò ð was indeed ñsplitò or 

ñschizophrenicò. This personal identification with Kentridgeôs works was the 

inspiration for this study.  However, this over-identification led to one of the 

limitations of the study: a naturally biased and subjective interpretation of 

Kentridgeôs works.  Had the researcher not experienced these conditions and 

events first-hand, the interpretation might have well been different.  A severe 

hindrance of this study was the almost complete unobtainability of his films7 or 

direct access to his installations and other art works.8  Another hindrance was 

the fact that Kentridge himself writes and speaks prolifically on his own works, 

thereby leaving little room for elaboration or outside insight.  Because Kentridge 

has largely driven the debate around his works through his own erudite 

commentary, and, given the assumption that he cannot be conversant with all of 

                                                           
5
 A township found outside of Pietermaritizburg, KwaZulu-Natal. 

 
6
 The Inkatha Freedom Party was led by Zulu Chief, Mangosuthu Gatsha Buthelezi. He was 

elected head of the non-independent black state of KwaZulu-Natal (previously Natal) in 1972 

and revived the Inkatha Freedom Party in 1975 after breaking with the African National 

Congress (ANC). Rejecting full independence for KwaZulu-Natal, he worked within the white 

Afrikaans establishment to end apartheid. In the late 1980s and early 1990s he engaged in a 

fierce struggle for leadership with the ANC. Thousands were killed and left homeless in the 

violent Inkatha-ANC clashes. Following the 1994 democratic national elections, he was 

appointed Minister of Home Affairs by Nelson Mandela (SA history online é 2012).  

 
7
 The filmsô price ranges went from R110.00 in 1994 to 100s of thousands in the early 21

st
 

century. 

 
8
 This was somewhat overcome with the assistance of the artist himself who was kind enough to 

provide copies of his films and other artworks to the researcher. 
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the manifold academic discourses dealing with, for instance, trauma and 

memory, his own interpretations of his work are often limited.  One of the 

reasons for the lack of scholarship and theoretical framework on Kentridgeôs 

works is undoubtedly in part because Kentridge himself has articulated his own 

works in terms of his artistic technique and motive.  His own, often erudite, 

contributions and participations in the debate surrounding his work, through 

books (cf. Breidbach 2006b and Stone 2003), lectures (cf. Christov-Bakargiev 

1998 and 1999) and interviews (cf. Oppelt 1996) have in turn led to the debate, 

scholarship and commentaries being somewhat defined and influenced by 

Kentridgeôs own commentaries.  This has resulted in the terms of debate 

inevitably concentrating on the relationship of Kentridgeôs works and memory 

but only to a very superficial level.  The assumption here is that as Kentridge 

himself is not conversant with different academic discourses on theory dealing 

with, for instance, trauma and memory, his interpretations and commentaries 

are limited.  As an authorial voice it is assumed that he has the final say on his 

work, although Kentridge himself is adverse to there being any authoritative, 

final interpretation of his works (Kentridge cited in Cameron; Christov-Bakargiev 

1998; and Godby 1992).  However, this limitation was overcome with the 

introduction (1994) of new discourses on memory and trauma.  These new 

discourses provided this study with the tools to explicate how and why 

Kentridge portrayed / portrays what he did / does. Through these discourses, 

associations and interpretations never made before are now made clear, such 

as that of postmemory (Hirsch 1997).  The extremely well-documented research 

that stated that Kentridgeôs works depicted memory could now be expounded 

upon, foregrounded in the theoretical discourse on memory.   
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The aim of this study is primarily to describe and critically analyse the 

representation of memory / memories within Kentridgeôs animated series.  

Therefore, the objectives of the research are: hermeneutic; exploratory; 

explanatory; and descriptive.  The objective is hermeneutic because it interprets 

and analyses the textual-visual material being studied.  The objective is also 

both exploratory and explanatory because it explains new knowledge, such as 

the different theories dealing with historical trauma, memory trauma, memory, 

and identity.  This new knowledge is then used to explicate the latent meanings 

of Kentridgeôs visual texts.  Lastly, the objective of this study is descriptive in 

that it seeks to identify themes and motifs within Kentridgeôs Drawings for 

Projection series. 

 

1.3 Need and motivation for the research 

The need for the study is founded on the fact that there is undoubtedly a lack of 

a theoretical framework from which to analyse and critique the themes found 

within Kentridgeôs films.  Numerous journal articles, art books, art reviews and 

several post-graduate studies have analysed Kentridgeôs works.  However, the 

majority of these works have focused on his artistic representations and are 

primarily found in visual arts studies.  In addition to that, when the films are the 

focus of a study, the focus is on one or two of the films, but not on the series in 

its entirety9.  

                                                           
9
 Cf. Alemani 2006; Belluigi, 2001; Benezra 2001; Bergman, 2010; Boris 2001; Cameron 2001; 

Chen, 2004; Christov-Bakargiev 1998 and 1999; Coetzee 1999; Coetzee 2001; Collier, 2004; 

Cooke 2001; Dubrow and Rosengarten 2004; Enwezor 1998; Enwezor 2007; Garza, 2011; 

Godby 1992; Hennlich 2010; Kentridge 1999b, 2001, 2006a, 2006b, 2006c, 2006d, 2007a, 

2007b, 2007c; Krut 2006; Kucharski 2005; Law-Viljoen 2007a, 2007b, 2007c; Maltz, 2008; 
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1.4 Introduction and demarcation of subject area 

The subject area of this study is described and demarcated in the title of the 

thesis: Landscapes of the unconscious mind: a dialectic of self and memory on 

a post-colonial, South African landscape in the hand-animated, charcoal-

medium films of William Kentridge.  ñLandscapesò here is both a metaphorical 

reference and a literal one.  Kentridge depicts the physical landscapes of South 

Africa ð which are the most visible reminders of history as well as constituting 

the actualities of place, such as the Johannesburg Highveld; the Johannesburg 

rand mines; and the Johannesburg city landscape. He also depicts the fluid and 

ever-changing landscapes of the human mind (being, identity, the unconscious, 

and memory) through the ephemeral nature and process of his work.  This is in 

turn a representation of memory and being, or memory and identity. Kentridge 

situates himself at the centre of these representations as both his characters 

Soho Eckstein and Felix Teitlebaum are drawn in his exact likeness. Kentridge 

also looks at the role of memory and history and the effects of history on the 

physical landscape (place), where artefacts are created, and landscapes are 

reshaped through architecture and engineering. In other words, Kentridge looks 

at the effect of apartheid on South Africa: its peoples; their land; their psyches; 

their communities; their cultures; and their way of life.  By situating himself at 

the centre of his films and through his depiction of history, place and politics the 

viewer is presented with a subjective perspective of South Africa through a 

period time which extends from the height of apartheid and an enforced State of 

Emergency (1989) to the era of post post-apartheid (2003).  

 
                                                                                                                                                                          

McIlleron 2003; Oliver-Smith, 1999; Oppelt 1999; Pai, 2003; Sasson (no date); Schoeman, 

2007; Sitas 2001; Stewart 2006; Stone 2003; Taylor 2008; Thompson 2005; and Wilson 2006. 
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books; flipbooks; set design; installations; performance in plays; writing, 

directing and producing plays; acting in, writing and directing films (such as the 

film I & T10); prints; and operas.  

 

The discussion of these films is informed by Kentridgeôs other works in various 

mediums: his other animated works ð both stand-alone films, and those made 

for multi-medium theatre productions which he has directed (including an opera, 

The Magic Flute (2007a),  and several plays ð for example,  Ubu and the Truth 

Commission (1997)); other conventional plays in which he has been involved as 

director, actor, set designer, and contributor to collective scriptwriting initiatives 

(e.g. Will of a Rebel, 1979); a number of live-action or mixed live-action and 

animated films (e.g. Salestalk, 1984); documentaries (e.g. David Goldblatt, 

1985); and his still artworks. However, these serve as secondary sources and 

are not the focus units of analysis. 

  

1.5 Theoretical and conceptual foundations of the study 

This study, through theoretical and analytical sampling, as well as comparative 

analysis, has provided the means to interpret Kentridgeôs films in a new and 

meaningful way, affording inimitable insight into the artistôs works, for instance 

through relating the relatively ñnewò discourse on memory, circa 1994, to 

Kentridgeôs works. In addition to that, by explaining how Kentridge has depicted 

various themes such as identity and memory, trauma, and guilt, this study has 

highlighted the importance of Kentridgeôs works in the way that he has 

represented historical and cultural phenomena, such as those of apartheid and 

the decimation of the Herero peoples. Through this research, the way in which 
                                                           
10

 Based on the myth of Tristan and Isolde. 
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Kentridge has provided astonishing and creative insight and understanding to 

culturally and historically specific contexts has been brought to the fore. This 

study has also contributed to the understanding and meaning of Kentridgeôs 

emergent themes and idiographic depictions of trauma, guilt, history, memory 

and identity in his Drawings for Projection animated film series. 

 

Although there is an extensive body of critical work that already exists on 

Kentridge, this study has explicated new meanings and interpretations of his 

animated film series that add new knowledge and understanding to the field of 

scholarship of Kentridgeôs works.  Different theories (for example theories that 

dealt with historical trauma, memory trauma, memory, identity) were used to 

elucidate the latent meanings of Kentridgeôs visual texts.  Artistic sources of a 

comparable and similar nature were also selected (artists whose works dealt 

with the representation of the Holocaust, for example Joe Kubert and art 

spiegelman (sic)). These different comparative analyses investigated topics 

such as traumatic memory and their depiction in artistic works. This is an 

important, but hitherto unexamined perspective on Kentridgeôs films. This study 

also provides information to the ever-growing discourse on memory and trauma.   

 

Different meanings and interpretations were elicited through the application of 

complex conceptual and theoretical sources, with specific reference to seminal 

works, such as those mentioned as primary sources (for instance, Sigmund 

Freud, Marianne Hirsch, Laura Mulvey and Roland Barthes) and supporting 

sources such as art reviews; newspaper reports; documentaries; journal 

articles; and book chapters. 
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1.6  Methodological research strategy 

The research design itself is qualitative, with an emphasis on a descriptive 

analysis of the textual-visual material (i.e.  William Kentridgeôs animated film 

series). This study explores the portrayal of memory and identity in William 

Kentridgeôs Drawings for Projection series by means of a qualitative content 

analysis, and since this is an exploratory study, this thesis attempts to answer 

the following main research problem:   

Does William Kentridgeôs animated film series represent memory / memories?   

 

The main research problem can be subdivided into the following sub-problems:  

How does William Kentridgeôs animated series represent memories (his own 

and others)?11 Whose memories does he represent?  Why, if at all, does he 

depict memories in his films?   Do Kentridgeôs animated films represent a 

specific South African political socio-historical period of time?  Can Kentridgeôs 

films be considered an ñauthenticò form of documenting South African history? 

 

The collection of data in this study is selective / purposive, and includes a 

multitude of both primary and secondary sources.  The primary sources include: 

DVDôs of William Kentridgeôs animated films Drawings for projection; the DVD of 

Ubu Tells the Truth; video of his Drawing the Passing, which filmed him making 

and drawing his film Stereoscope; screenplays of Kentridgeôs plays such as Will 

of a Rebel; home videos provided by the artist for the purposes of this study; 

attending his multi-media play productions such as Woyzeck on the Highveld; 

                                                           
11

  The ñhowò in this instance refers to the metaphorical representations, and not to the ñhowò in 

terms of Kentridgeôs drawing techniques. 
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attending art exhibitions of William Kentridgeôs still lifes, his installations, 

drawings, sculptures and photographs exhibited from his Drawings for 

Projection series and other works; attending his opera, The Magic Flute; 

attending his Black Box / Chambre Noir miniature, mechanical,  theatre 

production; a book-length interview with Angela Breidbach. Primary sources 

also include reading and viewing comparative examples for study, such as: the 

DVD Shoah (Claude Lantzmann); memoirs of apartheid and the Holocaust (for 

example Elie Wiesel and Ruth Kluger); plays (for example Georg Taboriôs plays; 

Jane Taylorôs play Ubu and the Truth Commission); testimonies (the Holocaust 

and apartheid); fine art works (for example Anselm Kiefer); graphic novels (for 

example art spiegelman (sic): Maus I and Maus II; and Pascal Croci: 

Auschwitz); photographical and documentary material (such as: the Soweto 

uprising in South Africa; the Sharpeville massacre; armed forces during the 

occupation of townships in South Africa during apartheid; the Holocaust; and 

World War II); case studies; and art exhibitions. Seminal theoretical works used 

as primary data, and presented cogently in a literature review, include a 

selection of sources from authors: Sigmund Freud; Hayden White; Theodor 

Adorno; Walter Benjamin; Roland Barthes; Jean Baudrillard; Jacques Derrida; 

Julia Kristeva; Marianne Hirsch; Victor Burgin; and James E. Young.   

 

Secondary sources of data selection include: news and newspaper articles (for 

example, news reports on the Truth and Reconciliation Commission12); 

                                                           
12

 South Africaôs Truth and Reconciliation Commission, which was formed in 1996, was 

established to hear testimony from both perpetrators and victims for the purpose of retrieving 

lost stories and histories, bearing witness to atrocities, to make reparation for those who had 

suffered and to provide amnesty for the perpetrators of the atrocities of apartheid and South 

Africaôs civil war. The emphasis was on reconciliation and to provide a new context of 

forgiveness in a post-apartheid and post-colonial era. Archbishop Desmond Tutu wrote in his 
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historical documentaries (covering diverse subjects such as the Holocaust; 

apartheid atrocities; civil wars); news footage; interviews; journal articles; 

reviews; books on William Kentridgeôs art works; numerous academic sources; 

and films.  The review of both primary and secondary sources established that 

this is not a ñreplication studyò but is a work of original research.    In addition to 

these sources, the dissertation relies heavily on this authorôs personal 

observations. 

 

Data collection occurred along the following lines: after first viewing Kentridgeôs 

two films at the Durban Film Festival in 1994, the researcher bought these films 

through the Film Resource Unit.  Whenever the artist produced / created a new 

project, the researcher attended the installation, art exhibition or film viewing, 

such as his play Woyzeck on the Highveld; and Ubu tells the Truth.  In addition 

to this, any art book or review was immediately bought or obtained for possible 

future research, such as Drawings for Projection by Michael Godby (1992); 

William Kentridge (Christov-Bakargiev 1998) and William Kentridge (Cameron, 

Christov-Bakargiev and Coetzee 1999).  Having followed his career closely and 

considering that an in-depth study of his work might be worth undertaking, the 

researcher contacted the artist at his Houghton studio (and family home) and 

spoke to him of a possible doctoral research project (2000).  He invited the 

                                                                                                                                                                          

book No Future without Forgiveness that ñTrue forgiveness deals with the past, all of the past, 

to make the future possibleò (1999:279).  Kadar Asmal, in the same vein, quotes Alexander 

Solzhenistsyn:  

 

By not dealing with past human rights violations, we are not simply protecting the 
perpetratorsô trivial old age; we are thereby ripping the foundations of justice from 
beneath new generations (cited in Krog 1998:37). 
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researcher to meet with him immediately at his studio.  Kentridge was very 

enthusiastic about the project and in preparation provided extensive video 

material, (personal and copies of all his films); copies of his plays (extending 

back to his university days); videos of his outdoor work which featured the 

making of the art work for example, the making of Memory and Geography  

(with artist Doris Bloom, 1995).  He also gave a detailed tour of his studio which 

included images from his films in the series as well as his current work in 

progress (at that time, early 2000, they were images from the film Stereoscope).  

Although it was not a formal interview, Kentridge explained his film-making 

process and many unknown details of his artistic technique were elaborated on, 

such as how he ñpaintsò with loose charcoal powder.  His insight into his own 

works was apparent, and it was very clear to the researcher why his own 

commentaries are highly valued and sought after.  From then onwards, the 

artist and his curator Ms. Anne McIIleron, met any requests for information or 

copies of films.  Also, and most importantly, Kentridge provided this author 

copyright to use his work in any future research, such as the (then) proposed 

doctoral study and articles and seminars.   

 

The sampling criteria:  any installations, still lifes, or art works relating to the 

Drawings for Projection series.  The preliminary data consisted of all nine films: 

this was based on the accessibility and availability of Kentridgeôs works.  

Obviously not every one of Kentridgeôs works are now available, for instance 

the play Ubu and the Truth Commission only performed for a short period in the 

late 1990s and there have been no repeat performances since then.  Many of 

the plays Kentridge wrote, directed and performed in, such as Will of a Rebel 
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and Faustus in Africa!, were performed in the late 1980s and were therefore 

completely inaccessible except in their written form.  As Kentridgeôs series of 

nine films had come to an end in 2003 with the creation of Tide Table and all 

were accessible, it was decided that this would be the actual sample for 

analysis.  However, in addition to these nine films for analysis, any 

accompanying works, such as drawings, etchings, tapestries, prints or still lifes 

relating directly to any of the nine films in the series would also be analysed as 

they form an extension of the films themselves13. 

 

1.7 Definitions of key terms 

A Terminological Synopses of Concepts was included to avoid any 

misconceptions of the several significant terms that are used throughout this 

thesis, such as postmemory, fortuna, and intertextuality.  These terms are 

included as a prelude to the thesis and are presented prior to Chapter One.   

 

1.8 Layout of the thesis 

The thesis comprises ten chapters.  Chapter One, the introduction, details the 

research design and limitations of the study as well as the contributions it 

makes and outlines the different chapters briefly. Chapters Two and Three are 

Literature Reviews.  The former deals specifically with the substantive works on 

William Kentridge and it also includes a brief summary of each of the nine films 

that make up the Drawings for Projection series.  The latter chapter introduces 

the reader to the seminal works that are used throughout this study.  This 

Chapter Three will also provide the motivation for utilising certain concepts 

                                                           
13

  An example of this is the drawing series Sleeping on Glass, which were drawn as part of the 

Stereoscope film installation. 
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within this dissertation.  Chapter Four explains how and why this study makes 

use of qualitative research methods.  Chapter Five focuses on theoretical 

conceptualisations of memory and how they are to be applied in the 

understanding of William Kentridgeôs works.  It also examines the way in which 

one can take on the traumatic memories of others (a process known as 

postmemory), such that they have the same impact on oneself as oneôs own 

ñrealò memories.  Chapter Six examines the effects of traumatic (i.e. tormenting) 

memory on the individual; the relationship between traumatic memory and 

postmemory; memory and dreams; and screen memories. Chapter Seven 

focuses on how traumatic events have been depicted artistically, and questions 

whether such representations are ethically justifiable.  It specifically looks at the 

different artistic mediums of the graphic novel and film.  The concepts that are 

raised within this field are applied to Kentridgeôs films.  The concepts of history, 

time, space and identity and their relationship to memory are the specific focus 

of Chapter Eight.  Lastly, the different concepts of landscapes, cities and 

monuments are all prevalent within Kentridgeôs films.  How they are depicted 

and their relationship to memory are discussed within Chapter Nine.  The 

dissertation concludes with Chapter Ten, which provides an overview of some 

of the artistic projects William Kentridge has produced since his last film in the 

Drawings for Projection series was made (Tide Table ð 2003).  This chapter 

also mentions Kentridgeôs very latest artistic endeavours and then provides a 

very brief summation of the thesis itself.  Lastly, it provides suggestions for 

further research.   
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1.9  Contributions and limitations of  this study 

It is the ñmannerò in which Kentridge depicts the unconscious, memory and 

identity that is the very basis of this thesis.  It is from that basis that it makes the 

following contributions: to the scholarship on Kentridgeôs work; to a South 

African perspective to the growing field of trauma studies; and to the apartheid 

and post-apartheid reflections on re-remembering and forgetting, 

memorialisation, forgiveness and guilt.   

 

The challenge and limitation of this research design methodology as applied in 

this dissertation is mostly one of over-generalisation. The other limitation is that 

the sampling method was purposive. William Kentridge is a prolific artist 

working in artistic mediums of sculpture (bronze, paper, iron), plays, operas, still 

lifes,  prints, tapestries, and etchings.  However, it is the animated film Drawings 

for Projection series that was selected as the primary sample to be studied 

because it is highly representative of his oeuvre. Even though Kentridgeôs other 

works have been referred to, the series is clearly demarcated and only allows 

for brief comparisons and references to his other artistic works, and this is 

primarily due to time constraints. 

 

1.10 Conclusion 

This chapter introduces the focus of the study, discusses the objectives and 

demarcations and research design of the study.    
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The next chapter, Chapter Two, is a literature review on Kentridgeôs works.   

 

(Godby 1992: the front cover of the book). 
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CHAPTER TWO: WILLIAM KENTRIDGE: LITERATURE REVIEW (PART I) 

The extensive writings on Kentridge are divided into two very different kinds of 

works.  The one caters for an art audience, is mostly descriptive and deals with very 

specific subjects and very detailed descriptions of the artistôs oeuvre.  The emphasis 

is on colour reproductions and photographs of the artist and his artistic creations.  

The second kind of writings caters for an academic or scholarly audience and is a 

discourse that has emerged mainly from journal articles and post-graduate studies.  

These are pre-dominantly analytical in nature and their critiques of Kentridgeôs works 

are elucidated on in this chapter.  Both writings proffer insight and analysis of 

Kentridgeôs work and both are invaluable. This chapter therefore deals with both 

approaches and writings on and about Kentridgeôs films.  The first section assesses 

the literature from art books, art critiques, art reviews, and interviews.1 The second 

section reviews the academic and scholastic writings about Kentridgeôs works. 

 

2.1  Part I: Art books 

These books also have several foci in common: they detail Kentridgeôs background, 

both personal and artistic; they emphasise his artistic influences; they focus on the 

most recent work of Kentridgeôs; and they almost always include a retrospective of 

his oeuvre.  These retrospectives are significant of, and by, themselves.  They offer 

an overview of Kentridgeôs development as an artist.  Some of the most noteworthy 

inclusions in these books focus on the themes inherent in his works; in addition to 

this, they almost always include an interview or foreword by the artist himself.  While 

                                                           
1
 Newspaper reports, which range from Die Beeld to the Mail & Guardian to the New York Times, are 

simply too numerous to include in this study.  Anyone who has a particular interest in these reviews 

and reports can access them through the Goodman Galleryôs online archive. 



William Kentridge: Chapter Two: Literature Review (Part I) 

 

21 | P a g e  

 

they are extremely important, they are limited by what they accentuate.  And while 

several academics have contributed by writing essays that are included in these 

books, the nature and style of the essays remain essentially descriptive with some 

interpretation or ñreadingò of Kentridgeôs works.  One of the exceptions that falls 

within this collective literature on Kentridge is his interview with Angela Breidbach.  It 

is a book-long interview that is appositely titled Thinking Aloud: Conversations with 

Angela Breidbach (2006), and contains many small doodles and several black and 

white reproductions from Kentridgeôs works, including of course, his animated films. 

 

These art books are not only descriptive in writing style but are also considered to 

be, colloquially put, ñcoffee-table booksò.  In other words, their (perceived) worth is 

predominantly in the reproductions of Kentridgeôs art works, accompanied by 

detailed descriptions.  However, many of these art books have made an extremely 

significant contribution to the understanding and interpretation of Kentridgeôs 

artworks, and it would be completely remiss of this study to ignore them.  In fact, this 

thesis argues that they are the foundational works that make up the extensive 

literatures on Kentridge, including the scholastic writings on Kentridgeôs oeuvre.   

 

For instance, one of the most notable contributions that these art books make to the 

on-going critical enquiry into Kentridgeôs works are the inclusion of screenshots from 

his films as well as photographs of the installations that often accompany a 

screening of his films at a museum.  This allows access to his compilations when 

they are inaccessible by either time or geography.  These screenshots and other 

objets d'art attached to the films, such as his still lifes, can therefore be analysed in 
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detail and a sense of their temporal-spatial mise-en-scène can be appreciated in the 

way that it was meant to be ð in context; but at a distance and often retrospectively.  

For example, in Chapter Six: Memory and Trauma of this thesis, an analysis of six 

etchings is proffered.  These etchings, collectively entitled Sleeping on Glass, as well 

as an installation, showing discarded mining and industrial machinery, were 

exhibited as an extension of Kentridgeôs film Stereoscope.  The film was also 

screened, projected onto a sculpture that doubled up as a screen.  This particular 

installation was only exhibited at the Villa Medici in Rome in 1999.  Without their 

inclusion in these foundational art books, the detailed critique of the exhibit would not 

have been afforded to this researcher (cf:  Chapter Six: Memory and Trauma; 

Alemani 2006; Christov-Bakargiev 1999: 81; Benezra, Boris, Cooke, Sitas and 

Cameron 2001:134-135).  

Thus, Part I of this chapter provides a review of these foundational literatures which 

includes: Kentridgeôs personal background; his artistic endeavours prior to his 

animated film series2; his artistic influences; discussion of his artistic animated 

technique; a brief overview of the nine films in the series; and, the themes found in 

his films.   

2.1.1 Kentridgeôs personal background  

William Kentridge is a secular Jew whose father is the renowned anti-apartheid 

activist lawyer, Sir Sydney Kentridge, who was involved in most of the key political 

cases in South Africa in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s (Alemani 2006:10; Cameron 

1999:40; Christov-Bakargiev 1998:13; Christov-Bakargiev 1999:35).  These cases 

                                                           
2
 William Kentridge: Five Themes, edited by Mark Rosenthal, incorporates a complete chronology of 

Kentridgeôs artworks up to the year 2009 (2009). 
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included the Steve Biko3 inquest in 1977, the Treason trial and Nelson Mandela4 

trial.  His mother, Felicia Kentridge, is also an attorney, who instituted the Legal 

Resources Centre which provides legal assistance for individuals who are unable to 

pay for any (Alemani 2006:10; Christov-Bakargiev 1998:13-15; Cameron 1999:40).  

His maternal great-grandfather fled to South Africa just before the South African War 

at the end of the nineteenth century, escaping the incessant Pogroms of Eastern 

Europe.  His paternal great-grandfather also immigrated to South Africa at the outset 

of the 20th century and changed his ethnic family name ñKantorowitzò to that of 

Kentridge (Christov-Bakargiev 1998:13).  Interestingly, his maternal grandmother, 

Irene Newmark, was the first female barrister in South Africa.  His grandfather, 

Morris Kentridge, was also a lawyer and a parliamentarian for the Labour Party and 

he was incarcerated for being a socialist in the 1920s (Christov-Bakargiev 1998:13).  

Kentridge was brought up in Johannesburg and has lived in his childhood Houghton 

home for most of his life as he and his family (his wife Anne and their three children) 

moved back into his family home after his parents divorced and his father emigrated 

to England (Alemani 2006:10). 

                                                           
3
 Stephen Bantu Biko (1946-1977) originated the Black Conscious Movement in South Africa in the 

late 1960s.  He was incarcerated and brutally tortured and beaten to death.  As a result of local and 

international pressure there were several inquests held to determine the cause of death.  This 

inquest, however, had the police claiming that Biko died after embarking on a hunger strike.  

Independent sources, however, stated that he was murdered by the police. The inquest attributed his 

death to a ñprison accidentò; although evidence presented at the inquest revealed that he had been 

viciously tortured and murdered.  The outcome of the inquest was not accepted.  Despite this, Biko's 

death caused an international outcry, which increased the pressure on the South African government 

to abolish its detention policies and called for an international probe on the cause of his death. It took 

another eight years and intense pressure before the SAMDC took disciplinary action against two 

doctors who treated Steve Biko during the five days before he died (SA history online é 2012).   

 
4
 The Nelson Mandela Trial is also known as the ñRivonia Trialò.  It took place in Johannesburg in 

1963 when Mandela and 10 other anti-apartheid activists went on trial for sabotage, treason, terrorism 

and conspiracy.  They were all found guilty (SA history online é 2012). 
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William Kentridgeôs personal background is repeated in almost every book or review 

about him.  Hence, while it might might seem unnecessarily repetitive to include 

here, this study argues that it is absolutely imperative that Kentridgeôs personal 

heritage and background is known as it not only informs his own works, as this 

research will show, but by extension it therefore also informs this study.  For 

instance, Kentridgeôs ancestry includes both a Lithuanian-Jewish and German-

Jewish lineage (Alemani 2006:10; Christov-Bakargiev 1998:13-15; Cameron 

1999:40).  Had his paternal great-grandfather not immigrated to South Africa before 

World War II, there would no William Kentridge or Kentridge lineage to speak of, as 

Jews living in Lithuania were all slaughtered by the Nazis.  In addition, Kentridge 

himself makes many revealing remarks about the Holocaust and genocide and this 

also allows for a strong comparative study with Kentridgeôs works and those art 

works that are representative of the Holocaust, which is expounded on in Chapter 

Nine of this thesis: Memory, Landscapes, Cities and Monuments.  Even the fact that 

Kentridge grew up in an anti-apartheid environment is significant to know as it sheds 

light on his knowledge of apartheid atrocities and the abnormal situations and 

abhorrent conditions of this highly dichotic society.  He was aware of these atrocities 

long before South African society at large was aware of them; he also had first-hand 

information of these atrocities from the cases that his father took up as a trial lawyer.  

He was exposed to them long before they became general knowledge or were 

exposed at the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in 1996 (Kentridge cited in 

Christov-Bakargiev 1998:13; Kentridge cited in Cameron 1999:40). One of the most 

meaningful, and certainly harrowing, experiences for Kentridge was an incident that 

occurred when he was still a child, Kentridge relates it thus: 
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At the time, I was six years old and my father was one of the lawyers for the 
families of the people who had been killed [in the Sharpeville5 massacre in 
1960]. I remember coming once into his study and seeing on his desk a large, 
flat, yellow Kodak box, and lifting the lid off of it ð it looked like a chocolate 
box. Inside were images of a woman with her back blown off, someone with 
only half her head visible. The impact of seeing these images for the first time 
ð when I was six years old ð the shock ð was extraordinary (cited in 
Christov-Bakargiev 1998:13). 
 

 
Another disturbing childhood experience for Kentridge was when he was driving with 

his grandfather and they saw four or five men kicking a third man who was lying in a 

gutter at the edge of a road6. These experiences made Kentridge realise, at a very 

young age (five years), that the world was not as he conceived it. Having knowledge 

of these early, troubling childhood experiences is important because these 

experiences have been referenced in his work, most especially in Felix in Exile 

(1994) and History of the Main Complaint (1996).  This then allows for deeper insight 

into his works.  Firstly, it shows undoubtedly that these are indeed very personal 

works of art; secondly Kentridge has again placed himself at the very centre of this 

narrative by including these incidences in his films; and thirdly, his films are a form of 

bearing witness, years later, to apartheid atrocities that he had witnessed first-hand. 

 

Even the somewhat innocuous fact that Kentridge lives in Houghton is important, 

simply because of its geography.  The upper-class suburb is directly adjacent to the 

township of Alexandra.  Many homes in the opulent suburb often protect their houses 

and perfectly landscaped gardens with high walls topped with razor wire.  The 

                                                           
5
 Kentridgeôs father, Sir Sidney Kentridge, served as counsel for the victimsô families. His father was 

knighted in 1999 by the Queen for his immense contribution to human rights (SA history online é 

2012). 

 
6
 This incident occurred in Valley Road, which is a road that turns off a main road, Jan Smuts Avenue 

in Johannesburg (Goldberg and Kentridge 2001:96). 
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significance of this to this study is that it shows that not only has Kentridge observed 

the difference in living environments, vis-à-vis the ñhavesò and the ñhave-notsò but he 

has chosen to represent them in his films.  For instance, in Johannesburg, 2nd 

Greatest City after Paris, he depicts these schizophrenic living conditions.  Also, it 

reveals that he chooses to tell his own stories and the untold stories of the 

marginalised: for instance he represents his own very comfortable suburban life in 

WEIGHING é and WANTING, even including images of his own wife, Anne 

Stanwix; while in the films Johannesburg, 2nd Greatest City after Paris, Mine, 

Monument, and Felix in Exile he depicts the stories of the working-class, the 

oppressed, the subalterns.  He often juxtaposes the two extreme living conditions 

with one another, as found in the film Mine; and the apposition of luxury and poverty, 

residing next to one another, just as the upper-classes of Houghton live next door to 

the poverty-stricken township dwellers of Alexandra (this is discussed in further detail 

in Chapter Nine: Memory, Landscapes, Cities and Monuments). 

 

Also, with regard to one of the main characters portrayed in his Drawings for 

Projection series, Soho Eckstein, Kentridge has stated that he is a ñmodelò for this 

character (cited in Christov-Bakargiev 1998:13).  He has elaborated on this by 

stating that this character is a ñdisplaced self-portrait: that there is a strong male 

family resemblance down the generationsò (Kentridge cited in Christov-Bakargiev 

1998:13; cf. Alemani 2006:13, 47 and 81; Benezra 2001:15; Cameron 1999:45; 

Coetzee 1999:86).  He has also stated that in some images in his first film 

Johannesburg, 2nd Greatest City after Paris the character Soho Eckstein looks very 

similar to his maternal grandfather (Kentridge cited in Christov-Bakargiev 1998:13).  

This is noteworthy as this study positions both the central characters Soho Eckstein 
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and Felix Teitlebaum as being facets of the artist himself.  It is therefore fundamental 

to this thesisô argument that Kentridge represents not only collective cultural and 

political memories, but personal ones as well, in his animated series.  It positions 

Kentridge, his self, his identity, in constant dialogue and dialectic with his own 

unconscious as well as the collective unconscious.  In a rather perspicacious 

statement cited in Carolyn Christov-Bakargievôs book in 1998, Kentridge comments 

on how his main character Soho Eckstein resembles his paternal grandfather Morris 

and early on in his career he did a linocut based on an old photograph of his 

grandfather sitting on the beach in Muizenberg, in Cape Town, in a pinstriped suit.  

The pinstriped suit is the character Soho Ecksteinôs constant dress.  Many years 

later, Kentridge completed the last film in this series, entitled Tide Table (2003).  In it 

he includes a drawing of Soho/Felix on the beach, all alone, in a deck chair and 

wearing a pinstriped suit.  In an interview with Claire Wegener, Kentridge stated that 

his character Soho/Felix was on holiday in Muizenburg, Cape Town (2006:271).  

This provides further evidence that Kentridgeôs character / s is / are a facet of 

himself.  Here you also have a statement made in 1998 coming full circle with his 

proclamation made in 2006, with reference to the last film made in his filmic series 

(Tide Table 2003).  Please see Chapter Eight: Memory, History, Identity, Time and 

Space for further elucidation on this argument.  

Knowing that Johannesburg has been his home for all of his life, barring a year in 

France while studying at the lôÉcole Jacques Lecoc (Alemani 2006:10; Cameron, 

Christov-Bakargiev and Coetzee 1999; Christov-Bakargiev 1998:15), is also 

extremely relevant.  In interviews Kentridge speaks very fondly of his family home 

and of Johannesburg.  His love of the rather desparate province is apparent in his 

films.  This is another example of the importance of noting Kentridgeôs personal 



William Kentridge: Chapter Two: Literature Review (Part I) 

 

28 | P a g e  

 

background. His very first film of the series pays tribute to the city in its very title.  All 

his films in the series feature some aspect of the city, from the dry, sandy Highveld, 

to the Rand mines to the cityscapes, suburbia-scapes and the landscapes.   This 

affection that Kentridge has for Johannesburg and how he situates himself within it 

and how it features within his films is analysed predominantly in Chapter Nine:  

Memory, Landscapes, Cities and Monuments. Another piece of autobiographical 

information that sheds light on his drawing process is revealed. His motherôs name, 

Felicia, became the name for one of the central characters in his cinematic series, 

Felix Teitlebaum7.  However, he was only aware of the unconscious association 

sometime after naming his alter ego.  This is yet another example that reveals how 

his biographical details, his early socialisation, childhood experiences and lived 

environment, both social and geographical, are intrinsic to his films. Kentridge 

experimented with many different artistic mediums prior to his cinematic series.  It is 

to this that the chapter now turns. 

 

2.1.2  Kentridgeôs artistic endeavours prior to his animated film series 

The art books always include some information on Kentridgeôs artistic undertakings 

prior to his commencement of the Drawings for Projection series.  In 1975, while 

studying a Bachelor of Arts (majoring in Politics and African Studies) at the 

University of the Witwatersrand, he co-founded the Junction Avenue Theatre 

Company ð a non-racial theatre company based in Johannesburg and the township 

of Soweto.  His previous work leading up to his animated films includes writing, 

directing and acting in several plays: he performed in the play Ubu Rex (1975), an 

                                                           
7
 Kentridge, Rinder, Rosenthal and Silverman (2009), podcast, Round Table discussion at the 

University of California Berkeley, on 16 March 2009. (Accessed 2010/June/22.) 
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adaption of Alfred Jarryôs Ubu Roi; co-authored, designed and acted in the play The 

Fantastical History of a Useless Man (1976); co-authored and performed in the play 

Randlords and Rotgut; acted as Tristan Tzara in Travesties (1978); collaborated and 

performed in Security (1979); directed Will of a Rebel (1979) written by Ari Sitas; 

Dikhitsheneng: ñThe Kitchensò: a farcical play (1980); he co-directed the video fiction 

Howl at the Moon with Hugo Cassirer and Malcolm Purkey (1981); he made the film 

Salestalk (1984); he directed the play Catastrophe written by Samuel Becket (1984).  

From 1976 to 1978 he studied fine art with Bill Ainslie.  He completed his first 

animated film Title / Tale in collaboration with Stephen Sack and Jemima Hunt in 

1978.  He took part in exhibitions from 1978. His first group exhibition, and his first 

solo exhibition were in 1979 at the Market Gallery in Johannesburg.  Kentridge also 

studied mime at the lôÉcole Jacques Lecoc (1981-1982). 

At first glance this summary of Kentridgeôs endeavours prior to the creation of his 

animated series might seem peripheral or superfluous.  However this is not 

necessarily the case.  There are many themes and motifs that have their roots in 

Kentridgeôs early works.  For instance, the play Randlords and Rotgut (1978), which 

is based on the essay written by Charles van Onselen, concerns the plight of the 

mine workers on the Rand goldmines found in the Witwatersrand area. The mine 

workers endured extreme hardships working underground in very dangerous 

conditions. They were paid poorly and they lived in hostels away from their wives 

and children.  A culture of alcoholism and prostitution became a way of life.  These 

themes are resurrected in the Drawings for Projection series, most notably in the film 

Mine.  This film has several disturbing images depicting the horrors of life in the 

subterranean world of gold mining.  For example, the hostels are portrayed as rows 

upon rows of shelves containing decapitated heads ð disembodied, hideous.  A 
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scene where the protagonist of the series, Soho Eckstein, the owner and exploiter of 

the miners, lies in his bed where a coffee plunger moves through the bed, through 

the mines and into a slave ship, makes a very emphatic statement ð the miners are 

no different to those slaves held captive on the slave ship.  

 

Another example of the relevance of this information to the understanding and 

contextualisation of Kentridgeôs films is that of the Beckett play Catastrophe.  

Kentridgeôs entire film Monument (1990), the second film in the series, is based on 

this play. Very simply, the play is about a man, the protagonist, standing completely 

still on a theatre stage as an autocratic director and his female assistant put the final 

touches to the scene he is directing.  Author Sportelli defines the play as ñan action 

bringing ruin and pain on stage, where corpses are seen and wounds and other 

similar sufferings are performedò (1988:126).  This description of the play is useful in 

critiquing Kentridgeôs film Monument which is dealt with in Chapter Nine of this 

dissertation.  

 

2.1.3 Kentridgeôs artistic influences 

William Kentridgeôs influences and artistic references include: German 

Expressionism8; Goya9 10; the post-Cubism of Max Beckmann11 12; William Hogarth13 

                                                           
8
 Cf. Cameron 1999; Christov-Bakargiev 1998; Christov-Bakargiev 1999; Coetzee 1999; Kentridge 

1998 and 1999; Kentridge cited in Cameron, Christov-Bakargiev and Coetzee 1999. 

 
9
 Francisco José de Goya y Lucientes (1747-1828). 

 
10

 Cf. Alemani 2006:9-11 and 21; Kentridge cited in Cameron, Christov-Bakargiev and Coetzee 1999; 

Christov-Bakargiev 1998; Godby 1990. 
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14; Berlin Dada15 16; Russian Futurism17 18; Constructivism19 20; and Russian 

Formalism21 (these latter three movements are also referenced in the fact that theirs 

were considered a socially involved art)22.  German Expressionism is referenced not 

only with regard to the artistsô works but also to that of film makers of the movement, 

who used techniques such as surrealistic drawings and the discarding of distinct 

outlines (Kuhn and Knight 1999:67). In fact, this thesis argues that his work is mostly 

referenced by German Expressionistic filmmaking23 (Kentridge cited in Christov-

Bakargiev 1998:14-15), certainly more so than German Expressionism artwork / 

paintings, as the latter of course espouses bright, surreal colours, while Kentridge 

does not.  Furthermore, this thesis also argues that Russian Formalist filmmaking is 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
11

 Born 1884, died 1950. 

 
12

 Cf. Alemani 2006:10-11; Benezra 2001: 14,15; Christov-Bakargiev 1998 and 1999; Kentridge cited 

in Cameron, Christov-Bakargiev and Coetzee 1999:103-105. 

 
13

 Born 1697, died 1764. 

 
14

 Cf. Alemani 2006:11 and 21; Cameron 1999; Christov-Bakargiev 1998; Christov-Bakargiev 1999; 

Godby 1990. 

 
15

 Art movement circa 1918-1922. 

 
16

 Cf. Kentridge cited in Christov-Bakargiev 1999:14; cf. Alemani 2006:11; Christov-Bakargiev 1998. 

 
17

 Cf. Christov-Bakargiev 1998 and 1999; Coetzee 1999; Kentridge cited in Christov-Bakargiev 

1999:15 and 105. 

 
18

 Art movement circa 1910-1920. 

 
19

 Art movement circa 1919-1929. 

 
20

 Cf. Alemani 2006:12 and 52-53; Christov-Bakargiev 1998 and 1999; Coetzee 1999; Kentridge cited 

in Christov-Bakargiev 1999:15 and 105. 

 
21

 Russian Formalism is sometimes referred to as Soviet Montagism. 

 
22

 Cf. Christov-Bakargiev 1998 and 1999; Coetzee 1999; Kentridge cited in Christov-Bakargiev 

1999:15 and 105. 

 
23

 German Expressionist filmmakers include: Paul Wegener, The Golem (1914); Robert Wiene, The 

Cabinet of Dr Caligari (1919); Fritz Lang, Metropolis (1925); and Friedrich Murnau, Nosferatu (1922). 
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an influence in Kentridgeôs works, both in terms of stylistic filmic techniques 

(predominantly with the use of montage) and in terms of their socially engaged art24.  

Please see Chapter Eight for a brief exposition on this.   It is the Russian Formalist 

documentary filmmaker Dziga Vertov who coined the term ñKino-Eyeò or cinematic 

eye ð referring to what the eye does not see, or rather to the X-Ray eye (discovered 

after watching films in slow motion and realising that in the process of film making, 

there is much that is on celluloid that the eye does not consciously see) (1973:79). 

The Russian Formalists, most especially Sergei Eisenstein, used the philosopher 

Georg Hegelôs (1770-1831) revolutionary formula that antithesis plus thesis equals 

synthesis25 with the aim of exciting their audience (Feaster 1993:24).  Their rapidly, 

multiple-imaged films create a never-ending discourse.  How this is relevant to 

Kentridgeôs films is explained below, where his artistic technique is discussed.  

Although both German Expressionism and Russian Formalism are influences on 

Kentridgeôs work, it must be noted that these two film movements are diametrically 

opposed to one another.  For instance, the German Expressionists placed great 

emphasis on an individualôs experience rather than a national collective experience.  

German Expressionists focussed on the characterôs psychology ð on terror, pathos 

and agony.  This is antithetical to the Russian Formalists, who focussed their 

filmmaking on social / radical events.  German Expressionist film making also 

completely and totally rejects realism. Kentridgeôs films, however, do both: they focus 

on an individual, Soho Eckstein and Felix Teitlebaum, but they also focus on South 

                                                           
24

 Russian Formalist filmmakers include: Lev Kuleshov, Vsevolod  Pudovkin, Alexander Dovzhenko, 

and Sergei Eisenstein (as well as documentary film makers Dziga Vertov and Esther Shub).  Sergei 

Eisenstein is most famous for his film Battleship Potemkim (1925) and Vsevolod Pudovkin is most 

famous for his film: Mother (1926). 

 
25

 In filmic terms this refers to the juxtaposing of two different cinematic images (antithesis plus thesis) 

to produce a new idea or image (synthesis). 
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Africaôs social events of a specific culturally defined time, that is, for example, 

apartheidôs State of Emergency.  Kentridge himself has stated that the themes of 

German Expressionist filmmakers and the Russian Formalists which used their own 

emotive feelings of anger to raise social consciousness paralleled his own feelings of 

anger and social responsibility (cited in Christov-Bakargiev 1999:15; cf. Coetzee 

1999:92). Of course, the social awareness and anger towards the inhumanity and 

atrocities that Kentridge refers to speaks directly to the socio-political and cultural 

period of his time: apartheid. In terms of being influenced technically, both these 

filmic movements can be referenced; for instance, Kentridge makes use of the 

Russian Formalistôs cinematic styles, for example in Stereoscope.  He uses 

montage; split screens; isolated close-ups; disjointed continuities; jump-cuts; 

vertiginous camera vantage points.  He juxtaposes a violent dystopian society with 

that of a homebound melancholy protagonist.  However, using the same filmic 

example he also makes use of German Expressionist filmic styles: close-ups of 

Soho/Felixôs pathos; surrealistic imagery, such as the static or electric blue cat, 

which continuously morphs and brings with it the extremes of both comfort and 

annihilation. There are also the portrayals of a nightmarish and hallucinatory society 

whose dark, shadowy elements are perpetrators of violence, terrorism and thuggery.  

Kentridge also incorporates the use of chiaroscuro lighting26.  All these are stylistic 

rudiments of German Expressionist filmmaking.  The fact that both film movements, 

and many different artists, can be referenced as influences on his work, both in 

terms of artistic style and themes is a testament to the ñuniquenessò27 of Kentridgeôs 

                                                           
26

 This refers to Kentridgeôs drawing technique and not as lighting set up for a mis-en-scène. 

 
27

 Cf.  Rosalind Krauss in her article entitled The Rock: William Kentridgeôs ñDrawings for Projectionò 

discusses his animated technique and argues for ñthe uniqueness of Kentridgeôs mediumò, and that 

his innovative animated process ñinvents a mediumò (2000:8).  Carolyn Christov-Bakagiev suggests 

rather that although Kentridgeôs technique of drawing and erasure are not unique to Kentridge, it is 
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work and the fact that it is actually quite difficult to try and categorise his work neatly 

and definitively. 

With regard to his collaborations with the Handspring Puppet  Company, specifically 

with director Basil Jones and Adrian Kohler for their works Faustus in Africa!, Ubu 

and the Truth Commission, and Woyzeck on the Highveld, artistic inferences can be 

made directly with Japanese Bunraku28; pre-colonial African puppet theatre and 

English puppetry (Christov-Bakargiev 1998:18-19).  Also in terms of themes, such as 

the inclusion of recurring motifs, for example, dreams, mirrors and labyrinths, 

Kentridge has referenced magic realist writer Jorge Luis Borges (Christov-Bakargiev 

1998:19). 

 

Kentridge himself has expressly stated that the most significant local artist to 

influence him was Dumile Feni29.  While studying at artist Bill Ainslieôs art studio 

Kentridge encountered Feni working there.  According to Kentridge, it was Feniôs 

large scale ñdemonicò charcoal drawings that made him understand the power and 

expression of charcoal (Kentridge cited in Christov-Bakargiev 1998:27; cf. Alemani 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
the manner in which he employs it to express ña metaphor for the loss of historical memory ð the 

amnesia to which injustice, racism and brutality are subjected in societyò that is of significance 

(2004:32).  See also Tom Gunning: Stereoscope: Doubled Vision peering through Kentridgeôs 

ñStereoscopeò (2001). 

 
28

 Created in Osaka in 1684, the theatre production includes three performers on stage, including the 

puppeteers (Brazell 1998:115-124).  This is similar in style to the Kentridge collaborations which have 

both the puppets and the puppeteers appearing on stage as an integrated part of the production.  

More typical puppet shows have only the puppets on stage, with the puppeteers coordinating the 

strings from behind the scenes and hidden away. 

 
29

 His full name is Zwelidumile Geelboi Mgxaji Mslaba Feni (1942-1991). He was known as the 

ñTownship Goyaò (cf. Campbell-Smith 2004; Dumile Foundation; Sack 1988). 
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2006:10; Benezra 2001:12)30.  Feniôs portrayals included scenes of everyday 

township life, poverty and the brutality found in townships (cf. Christov-Bakargiev 

1998; Dumile Foundation; and Johans Boormanôs on-line Museum of South African 

Art).  Another artist who is referenced is German artist Anselm Kiefer, albeit 

extremely briefly (cf. Alemani 2006:14-15; Christov-Bakargiev 1998).  It is important 

to note this brief reference as Chapter Nine: Memory, Landscapes, Cities and 

Monuments of this thesis elaborates on this influence and does a comparative 

analysis between the two artists. 

In terms of Landscape Art, this too has been referenced as a source of incentive for 

Kentridgeôs works, although in a rather adverse manner.  Rather than emulate the 

Romanticist, colonial depictions of South Africa, such as those of Jan Ernest 

Abraham Volschenk31  and J. H. Peerneef32, which depicted the South African and 

African landscapes with exotic lushness and verdure, Kentridge chose to depict the 

landscapes as he saw them (Cameron 1999:47-50; Christov-Bakargiev 1998:26; 

Kentridge cited in Christov-Bakargiev 1999:22; 109-110).  That is, he chooses to 

depict the landscapes that are embedded with the human condition, with humanity.  

From his contributions to his conversations with Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev 

(1998:26; cf. Alemani 2006:45; Coetzee 1999:84-85) he seems to be challenging 

that version of landscape history.  He contests the perfectly portrayed Romantic 

ideal.  He therefore renders the landscape as he sees it: scarred and pitted with 

                                                           
30

 Dan Cameron in his book, William Kentridge, published in 1999, incorrectly states that Kentridgeôs 

work can be directly tied to Dumile Feniôs Expressionistic work and ñwith whom he studiedò (1999:41).  

Kentridge was a teenager taking night time art classes at his art teacher Bill Ainslieôs home when Feni 

often visited, but Feni left South Africa in 1968.  Kentridgeôs works are certainly influenced by his work 

as he himself has clearly stated (Kentridge cited in Christov-Bakargiev 1998:26), but it is remiss to 

dismiss the other German Expressionistic influences on Kentridge. 

 
31

 Born 1853, died 1936. 

 
32

 Born 1886, died 1957. 
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mines; traumatised and raped through constant exploitation from the rand mines; 

littered with old mining debris and old electrical pyres; dry; stripped of its fertility and 

bereft of life, absolutely desolate.  Most importantly, he sees the landscapes as a 

text to be deconstructed. These depictions are central to his films, most specifically 

Johannesburg, 2nd Greatest City after Paris, Mine, Felix in Exile, and WEIGHING é 

and WANTING.  These ideas are explicated on in Chapter Nine, where Kentridgeôs 

depictions of landscapes are linked to the concept of geography and memory.  He 

also challenges the artistic notion of ñLandscape Artò by using the land as a drawing 

board, in collaboration with artist Doris Bloom.  In a series of artistic creations they 

first drew an anatomically correct heart in the Rome landscape and then they drew a 

huge gate with an emblematic heart, in Newtown Johannesburg, which they set 

alight.  As such, they challenged both the Land Art of the 1960s and Landscape Art.  

The former is a movement whereby artists changed the actual, physical landscape 

for artistic purposes.  The latter deals with any recording ð photographs, paintings, 

filming, drawings ð of landscapes in their natural formations, recorded in situ 

(Büttner 2006).  Kentridge does neither, rather he and Bloom create images on top 

of barren land and then record those images (cf. Chapter Nine). 

 

2.1.4  A discussion of Kentridgeôs artistic animated technique 

All these books have another theme in common.  They include a discussion and a 

description of the drawing technique used by Kentridge.  He usually works on a large 

sheet of paper ð which sometimes covers an entire wall of his studio.  Working 

between drawing and a still camera which he uses to film the drawings, he moves 

painstakingly between the two.  An image drawn, using charcoal (the residue of fire), 
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is changed, erased; all the time he steps back from the process to photograph the 

changes, the erasures and the metamorphosis of the images in question. Kentridgeôs 

filmmaking technique consists of making a series of charcoal drawings, using 

charcoal sticks as well as charcoal dust, with which he literally paints33.  Sometimes 

he uses blue pastel ð usually to identify and separate the images from one another 

ð to illustrate water, which symbolises cleanliness, anxiety34, innocence, and 

femaleness / sexuality (cf. Alemani 2006:22, 33 and 93; Cameron 1999:66; Godby 

1992: unpaginated)35.   He occasionally uses red pastel as well ð these red strokes 

tend to symbolise anger, geography and even death.36  He makes a series of 

drawings which he then films two or three times, by himself, and then he alters the 

drawings in question, filming each alteration as he goes along.  He alters the 

drawings, erases the images, but charcoal can never be entirely erased. He literally 

makes hundreds of modifications.  A trace of soot is always left behind. Some of the 

remaining traces are incorporated into new images, others simply leave behind a 

ghostly trace or imprint. The drawings therefore, are layered and are sedimental or 

akin to a palimpsest. These drawings are reminiscent of memories, which are often 

mere traces of forgotten events, and are fragmentary and layered upon one another. 

Kentridge has himself said of memory:  

                                                           
33

 The artist was kind enough to explain his artistic process, as well as provide a tour of his Houghton 

studio, to this researcher. 

 
34

 This evidenced in two of Kentridgeôs films Felix in Exile and WEIGHING é and WANTING. For 

instance, while Felix Teitlebaum sits mournfully and desolate in his hotel room, filled with anxiety, 

depression, melancholia and frustration.  His hotel room is flooded with bright blue water and is 

named ñANXIETYò.  

 
35

 Cf. the following films Johannesburg, 2
nd

 Greatest City after Paris; Sobriety, Obesity & Growing Old; 

Felix in Exile and Stereoscope for examples of such representation. 

 
36

 Cf. the following films Felix in Exile; WEIGHING é and WANTING and History of the Main 

Complaint as evidence of this observation.  For instance, dead bodies are outlined in red pastel; bullet 

wounds are emphasised with a cross in red pastel. 
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The difficulty in holding onto passions, impressions, ways of seeing things, the 
way that things that seem so indelibly imprinted on our memories still fade 
and become elusive (cited in Boris 2001:31; cf: Kentridge in Christov-
Bakargiev 1998:96). 

 

It is this very ephemeral nature of memory that inspired Kentridge to an art form that 

is persistently and relentlessly in motion ð moving art (cf.  Boris 2001:31).  Thus 

Kentridgeôs artistic technique of drawing in charcoal has inherent tensions within it ð 

between drawing and erasure; memory and amnesia; remembering and forgetting.  

Art curator Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev pontificates that Kentridgeôs  

process of re-drawing and erasure means that each drawing is poised in a 
state of uncertainty.  Each stage of the drawing carries with it the visual 
memory of its recent pasté. This suggests a view of knowledge as constantly 
negotiated between present and memory, as if forgetting and remembering 
were not distinct moments, but overlapping (1999:34). 

 

Through these erasures which leave elusive traces of absence, Kentridge ratifies the 

processes of forgetting, by effacing, and remembering, by drawing and redrawing.  

The traces that are left are, according to Kentridge, ñevidence of some disturbanceò 

ð every stage of the drawing conveys with it the visual memory of its recent past.  

This is akin to Sigmund Freudôs conceptualisations of memory which he explicates in 

his A Note upon the Mystic Writing Pad (1899a / 1984) which Chapter Eight deals 

with in great depth.  Interestingly, Kentridge did not at first accept his inability to 

completely erase his charcoal strokes.  He has often described his initial frustrations 

at not being able to eradicate the charcoal traces, describing it thus: 

When I started doing animation, it was a real problem that I couldnôt erase 
images perfectly.  I tried every kind of eraser to make the charcoal drawing 
disappear completely é it was only ages later that I understood they were 
vital (cited in Enright and Kentridge 2002:27). 
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The making of a film could involve a drawing of a particular  scene which would be 

filmed up to 500 times, prompting Kentridge to describe the process as ñstone-age 

filmmakingò (cited in Boris 2001:32)37. If a scene changes, he starts with a new 

drawing and the process begins all over again.  However, only twenty still lifes38 

might be left over from a film that is about eight minutes long, and he can take up to 

two years to complete the process.  When his film is complete he works with an 

editor, such as Angus Gibson, or Cathy Myberg, to produce the final cut.  During this 

process he will, for example, add accompanying music, normally the evocative and 

haunting music of Philip Miller.   

The importance of noting Kentridgeôs artistic animation style is unequivocally critical 

to understanding the films themselves as it reveals how his work is said to represent 

memory or memories, metaphorically speaking of course39:  

From the material process of animation ð producing a moving image through 
a succession of drawings ð Kentridge derives a metaphor, simultaneously 
slippery and incisive, for the processes of memory, insight and evasion 
(Gunning 2001:65). 

 

However, not only do his works represent memories, but with their cultural, historical 

and political themes they are also a testament against forgetting oneôs past.  

Kentridge stated in 1992: 

                                                           
37 The documentary video Drawing the Passing (1999b), records this entire process as the artist 

works on his film Stereoscope.   

38
 This differs from cell animation, whereby thousands of cells remain at the end of the celluloid, or 

traditional cell animation process (Preston 1994). 

 
39

 Cf. Alemani 2006; Benezra 2001; Boris 2001; Cameron 2001; Christov-Bakargiev 1998 and 1999; 

Coetzee 1999; Coetzee 2001; Cooke 2001; Dubrow and Rosengarten 2004; Enwezor 1998; Enwezor 

2007; Godby 1992; Kentridge 1999b, 2001, 2006a, 2006b, 2006c, 2006d, 2007a, 2007b, 2007c; Krut 

2006; Law-Viljoen 2007a, 2007b, 2007c; Oppelt 1999; Sitas 2001; Stewart 2006; Stone 2003; Taylor 

2008; Wegener 2006; Wilson 2006. 
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I have never tried to make illustrations of apartheid, but the drawings and films 
are certainly spawned by and feed off the brutalized society left in its wake.  I 
am interested in a political art, that is to say an art of ambiguity, contradiction, 
uncompleted gestures and uncertain endings.  An art (and a politics) in which 
optimism is kept in check and nihilism at bay (cited in Godby 1992: 
unpaginated). 

 

Kentridge wants to erect ña beacon against the process of forgetting the routes of our 

recent pastò (cited in Boris 2001:33; Christov-Bakargiev 1998:97).  He also 

advocates what Staci Boris defines as ñhealing through rememberingò (Boris 

2001:33).  Kentridge further stated that his metaphor of drawing is ña multi-layered 

highway of consciousness, where one lane has one thought but driving up behind 

and overtaking it is a completely different thoughtò (1999:415).  He has also 

philosophised that ñthe activity of drawing is a way of trying to understand who we 

are or how we operate in the worldò (1999:419).  Having discussed his artistic 

technique the focus now turns to the narrative and stories of the nine films at the 

centre of this study. 

 

2.1.5  The nine films in the Drawings for Projection40 series 

The art books also include detailed descriptions of the films in question.  The 

descriptions usually differ in length, depending on the size and length of the books, 

as well as the time of printing.  So for example, author Michael Godby in his book 

Drawings for Projection provides a very detailed description of Kentridgeôs works, but 

as the book was written and printed in 1992, Godby only focused on the films that 

had been released up until that time: the first four films in the series.  However, 

                                                           
40

 To reiterate, all the films, and copyright, are provided by very kind courtesy of the artist, William 
Kentridge (PhD). 
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rather than rely on the different authors and their descriptions of the films, what 

follows is a transcription of the films based on several viewings by this researcher, 

summarised as part of the methodological process. 

 

There are initially two central characters in this filmic series ð Soho Eckstein and 

Felix Teitlebaum ð then they merge into one (referred to as Soho/Felix in this 

thesis).  Soho Eckstein is identifiable by his pin-striped suit and cigar, whilst Felix 

Teitlebaum is always represented naked.  Soho Eckstein is at first represented as an 

un-empathetic character, an industrialist, a negligent husband, a mining magnate 

and exploiter of his workers.  Felix Teitlebaum on the other hand has an innocent 

aura about him, a dreamer, who constantly fantasises about Mrs. Eckstein.   His 

nakedness implies vulnerability, and in Felix in Exile he is depicted as desolate and 

melancholic.  Finally the two characters merge into one in the film History of the Main 

Complaint.  The individual that is the result of this collusion has the more distinct 

appearance and likeness of Kentridge himself.  The character retains the capitalist, 

or executive-type pin-stripe suit, which is particularly ironic in the poignant scenes of 

Soho/Felix on the beach in the film Tide Table ð this also references Kentridgeôs 

earlier statement made in 1998 about how his character is a ñdisplaced self-portraitò 

(Kentridge cited in Christov-Bakargiev 1998:13).  Ecksteinôs suit and resemblance to 

Kentridge make him easily identifiable, and he retains some of the innocence of Felix 

Teitlebaum, and a sense of responsibility and guilt that come into play in the 

conscious and unconscious being that is Soho/Felix (themes most prevalent in the 

film, History of the Main Complaint).  The merging of the two characters sees a more 

self-reflexive individual, who as time passes confronts his past choices and 

decisions, and his responsibilities, and deals with feelings of guilt and remorse. 
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A brief synopsis of each film follows:  

Johannesburg, 2nd Greatest City after Paris (1990): Kentridge introduces the 

audience to three central characters: Soho Eckstein, Felix Teitlebaum and Mrs. 

Eckstein. Soho Eckstein is represented as a capitalist, a mining magnate, dressed in 

a pin-stripe suit and an ever-present cigar. He is also depicted as gluttonous and un-

empathetic and exploitative of his workers. His wife, Mrs. Eckstein, is a neglected 

wife, and coveted by Felix Teitlebaum, who is always represented as naked. He 

seems to represent the proletariat, the subaltern, or the innocent; although he is at 

first elusive and enigmatic it is very apparent that he is the exact opposite of Soho 

Eckstein. The film focuses on Soho Eckstein and his grand empire, which includes 

him buying up half of Johannesburg, the setting of all nine films. While Soho 

Eckstein focuses on his capitalist exploits, Felix Teitlebaum initially fantasises about 

having an affair with Mrs. Eckstein. The film includes a fight between Soho Eckstein 

and Felix Teitlebaum, with a victorious Felix Teitlebaum. The film also includes 

scenes of Soho Eckstein feeding the poor, presumably his mine workers, but the 

food that he literally throws at them also obliterates them from the scene, erasing 

their existence.  Soho Eckstein is drawn with an obese face, which is in sharp 

contrast to the lined, painfully thin faces of the poor. 

In Monument (1990), Soho Eckstein is depicted as a great philanthropist. He unveils 

a monument, supposedly erected to his workers, with great fanfare, and much 

grandeur. The monument, which is formed from the words of Sohoôs presentation at 

the unveiling, is unexpectedly a sculpture of a character named ñHarryò, based on a 

hobo that the artist had encountered many times living on the streets. ñHarry the 

Hoboò is pinioned to the base of the monument, and he is overly burdened by a huge 

mass of rock on his back. A close-up focuses on the face of Harry, only to have him 
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open his eyes ð the ñstatueò is alive, the close-up fades to the sound of his 

extremely laboured and painful breathing.   

Mine (1991): this film follows on from Monument and is a horrifying view of the 

miners working underground in the goldmines, owned and excavated by Soho 

Eckstein. Soho Eckstein, still wearing his pin-stripe suit is shown to be seated behind 

his office desk, which then turns into a bed.  His bed serves as his desk, which is 

littered with office machinery including a ticker-tape machine that spews out ticker-

tape and a Nigerian head. Soho Eckstein presses his coffee plunger, which turns 

into a lift shaft that then continues to tunnel into a dormitory filled with bunks and 

bodiless heads.  This is intercut with shots of miners working in the mines drilling in 

the rockface; the plunger continues until it turns into a transatlantic slave ship. The 

association is clear ï the miners are no more than badly paid slaves living and 

working in abominable conditions. The lift returns, but with a gift, a tiny rhinoceros. 

Soho Eckstein, with one sweep of an arm, clears his desk or bed, of all his office 

machinery and men that have been spewed out of the ticker-tape machine, so that 

he can play with his new acquisition, a tiny rhinoceros. The scene ends with the desk 

becoming a big luxurious bed again where he plays leisurely with his new pet.   

Sobriety, Obesity & Growing Old (1991) reintroduces both Mrs. Eckstein and Felix 

Teitlebaum, who is now her lover. There are opening scenes of (a still naked) Felix 

Teitlebaum sitting in a vast, empty landscape. In opposition, Soho Eckstein, whose 

building empire keeps growing and expanding is featured sitting at his desk 

surveying his empire. He is then shown alone in his bed, with a caption óSoho 

Abandonedô, a reference to his wifeôs affair with Felix Teitlebaum. A street protest is 

portrayed, watched by the lovers, and graphic love-making scenes are depicted, 

rather surrealistically in a photograph frame which sits on Soho Ecksteinôs office 
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desk. The love-making scenes emit a flood of water which in turn floods Soho 

Ecksteinôs office and building empire, destroying the office blocks, including Soho 

Ecksteinôs headquarters. Soho Eckstein is left alone with his cat in an empty 

landscape, with the inscription ñHer Absence filled the Worldò; he picks up his cat, 

which transforms into a bullhorn that booms out ñCome Homeò. The message 

continues, as days turn into nights; through the vast landscape and into Felix 

Teitlebaumôs territory. Felix Teitlebaum retreats to his forlorn landscape while Mrs. 

Eckstein and Soho Eckstein are shown together, with a halo of water growing around 

them while marchers move along the horizon.    

Felix in Exile (1994), the fifth film in the series, chronicles the story of Felix 

Teitlebaum, and Soho Eckstein and Mrs. Eckstein are erased temporarily. This film 

also begins with a forsaken landscape, littered with mining and industrial debris.  It 

then cuts to a scene of a woman, ñNandiò, who, with the aid of a theodolite, is 

surveying the landscape.  She is drawing, or documenting, the landscape where a 

brutal atrocity has occurred; she tries to draw what she sees before the bodies are 

reabsorbed into the land. Felix Teitlebaum is depicted in a rather depressing hotel 

room, which contains a suitcase of Nandiôs drawings that he is looking at. As Nandi 

draws, dead, dying and wounded bodies emerge. Their wounds bleed into the 

ground. While Felix Teitlebaum is not there to personally witness what Nandi is 

witnessing, through her eyes, her drawings, her testimony, he ñseesò the protesters, 

the dead, the wounded, the bleeding, suppurating bodies, which are then absorbed 

into the landscape, completely disappearing.  Nandiôs drawings fly out of the suitcase 

and cover the hotel walls, creating an interior landscape in the room. Newspapers 

cover the bodies and they then too turn into drawings, and also plaster the hotel 

walls. There is a close-up of Felix Teitlebaum shaving, the mirror dissolves and he 
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finds not his own reflection in the mirror but Nandiôs. The mirror fills up with water 

which then floods his room.  Nandi then looks at Felix through a double-ended 

telescope; they then embrace in a pool of water; as she bathes she is shot and 

becomes yet another body appropriated by the landscape, just as the earlier bodies 

she had drawn became embedded in the landscape. In the meanwhile, Felix 

Teitlebaum is left alone and melancholic in his hotel room, watching, both impotent 

and seemingly imprisoned.  As the room fills with water the drawings continue to 

peel off the walls into the water and Felix Teitlebaum is left alone and despondent. 

The film fades with Felix Teitlebaum looking towards the barren landscape bereft of 

any bodies, and all traces of a massacre have been completely erased.  

History of the Main Complaint (1996) sees the morphing of the characters Soho 

Eckstein and Felix Teitlebaum (henceforth referred to as Soho/Felix so as to 

distinguish from the previous versions of the formally disparate personae). Soho 

Ecksteinôs characteristic pin-stripe suit is still apparent, but prior to this morphing of 

the two characters; Soho Eckstein had been drawn in a very indistinct manner, with 

a rather messy technique and ill-defined and rough facial features. Felix Teitlebaum 

was depicted more distinctly and definitely more clearly so as to resemble the artist 

himself, who has clearly stated that both characters are alter-egos for himself.41 

Soho/Felix clearly keeps the outer appearance of Soho Eckstein, but his facial 

features are in the exact likeness of Felix Teitlebaum and of course, the artist 

himself. The film begins with a shot of an empty city street, in stark comparison to 

previously portrayed streets filled with protesters. It has the tense atmosphere of a 

significant aftermath. The film then cuts to a hospital ward where Soho/Felix is lying 

in a coma behind a hospital curtain. He is wearing a respiratory mask and 

                                                           
41

 Kentridge cited in Christov-Bakargiev 1998:13; cf. point 2.1.1 above. 
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surrounded by medical machinery. A doctor uses a stethoscope to check 

Soho/Felixôs body and drawings of X-Rays appear as the sensor penetrates deep 

into his body; X-Rays not only of his bones but also office equipment that forms a 

montage with his physical innards.  Many more doctors surround Soho/Felix and all 

are identical versions of himself (and of the artist). On the screen of a sonar machine 

a scene of the outside world appears, with Soho/Felix looking through the 

windscreen of a moving car.  Other images appear ð telephones and typewriters ð 

emblems of his previous corporate life. His past is appearing in his present. The 

scenes then form a montage, with the use of jump-cuts from one scene to another 

from his hospital bed to his driving outside. He keeps looking into his rear view 

mirror. His bodily tests run parallel to his memories of brutal attacks on black South 

Africans ð horrific images of men beating another man feature. Soho/Felix then 

remembers an accident where he hit a man on the road while driving. His 

remembering awakens him from his coma and he can no longer lie there as an 

unengaged, unresponsive witness of events. The white curtain opens and we then 

see him at his desk. The question that is raised is whether or not Soho/Felix has 

made any moral progress. Does he feel any guilt at the past apartheid atrocities? 

The audience is left wondering whether or not his memory and recognition of things 

past has changed anything or whether it is simply business as usual?42 

                                                           
42

 This film coincided with the establishment of South Africaôs Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

which was formed to hear testimony from both perpetrators and victims for the purposes of retrieving 

lost stories and histories, bearing witness to atrocities, making reparation for those who had suffered 

and providing amnesty for the perpetrators of the atrocities of apartheid and South Africaôs civil war. 

The emphasis was on reconciliation and to provide a new context of forgiveness in a post-apartheid 

and post-colonial era.  Please see Terminological Synopsis of Concepts for more details. 
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With WEIGHING é and WANTING (1998),43 the filmôs narrative begins with a close-

up of a white, blue-rimmed tea cup and matching saucer. A scene then emerges to 

reveal a living room, complete with a fire-place and a vase full of fresh flowers. 

Although the room is empty, pieces of random papers are found on the table, while a 

word, ñWEIGHINGò, is spelt out on the wall, followed by the words ñand WANTINGò. 

A large rock appears on the landscape, which resembles a brain; and a CAT scan, 

an image which is from the last film and is included here. The CAT scan resembles a 

crematorium oven from one of the death camps, which is possibly an indirect 

reference to the Holocaust. Soho/Felix enters the CAT scan and his brain is 

ñexcavatedò, revealing layers of his brain, some with images of a mine, a reference 

to his previous life as an exploitative capitalist. The scene ends abruptly, reverting to 

another landscape; this time however, instead of being a barren wasteland there are 

tall trees and they protect a house. Soho/Felix is seen walking towards the house; he 

stops and picks up a stone. A jump-cut takes us inside the house where Soho/Felix 

is sitting inspecting the stone. There are scales and loose papers on the table where 

he sits. The film then shows different views of the world and fragments of the past 

inside the stone. Soho/Felix then tenderly embraces a naked, thin woman wearing 

glasses.44 Afterwards, the film reverts to its focus on the large rock in the landscape. 

Soho/Felix is also seen listening to the teacup, holding it close to his ear, as if it were 

a sea shell.  The image of the naked woman is erased and the remnants from her 

body morph into a steel framework.  Soho/Felix places his head in her lap, but she 

                                                           
43

 This film continues chronicling the life of Soho/Felix, but it is a film that is clearly made post-

apartheid and is clearly separate from the depiction of the incidents of protesting, rioting, and violence 

experienced during apartheid. Following on from History of the Main Complaint, this film is centred on 

reconciliation and memory, a mirror reflection of South Africa during that era. 

 
44

 This woman is drawn in the likeness of William Kentridgeôs wife, Anne Stanwix, whom this 

researcher has had the opportunity to meet briefly. 
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morphs into a telephone. Several brief scenes of domestic conflict appear. She is 

shown beating him, and the tea cup shatters. The ensuing chaos and violence is 

represented by black charcoal marks and red pastel slashes as well as torn pieces of 

paper. Soho/Felix is then shown completely alone in his home. The woman emerges 

from the rock on the landscape. He is shown listening to her, they meet again and 

the torn fragments of paper are united. The camera then reveals the rock, complete 

again. There is a room with a basin of water on the table and the re-joined pieces of 

paper are seen to completely disappear. Soho/Felixôs head rests on the rock outside. 

The audience is left with a question ð was this a dream, was he just sleeping?  

Stereoscope (1999) sees the continuation of the central character Soho/Felix; this 

time the screen and images are split into two. They are seemingly identical to each 

other, but of course are not. The central story however is on the city in chaos ð 

uprisings, violence, beatings, destruction of shops and the city centre. The city is 

presented as bustling and alive, with telephone wires and poles, power stations and 

a telephone switchboard. These images of a city in chaos are juxtaposed with 

domestic or work scenarios where Soho/Felix is shown in his office or home, often 

looking pensive and melancholic. There are images that he incorporates from 

previous films, such as a room filling with water as with Felix in Exile, and the 

character ñNandiò reappears. There is also the ever-present cat, which as with earlier 

films, turns into different objects, such as a toaster, a telephone and a bomb.  The 

film ends with the flashing words óGIVEô and then óFORGIVEô.45 

                                                           
45

 In his Round Table discussion Kentridge states that he attended Jacques Derridaôs lecture on 

forgiveness, in Johannesburg in 2002: 

Derrida who came and gave a lecture at that time which I could not understand but he said 
that the word give has an interesting etymology, that the word comes from the Germanic root 
gif and knowing from Afrikaans, I donôt know German but from Afrikaans the word gif means 
poison é there is a poison in the giving.  And that acts of giving are acts of aggression and 
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Tide Table (2003) is the last film to be made by Kentridge for this series. It opens 

with Soho/Felix, in pin-stripe suit, sitting on a beach in an old-fashioned deck chair46. 

Waves swell in the sea, then retreat; a shore line advances, then retreats. It is an 

almost utopian image. He watches a boy playing on the sand. It is not clear if the 

child is his own, or a grandchild, or possibly, it might be a recollection from his own 

childhood. The child throws stones into the waves, climbs over rocks, builds sand 

castles in the likeness of hotels and bathes in a pool of sea water. Soho/Felix 

watches a religious baptism take place in the waves; he reads a newspaper which 

shows stocks rise and fall; there are cows present, fat and lean, some stray into the 

sea; there is a bathing booth filled with deck chairs that morphs into a 

slaughterhouse, then a death camp, and lastly, a hospital filled with sick ailing 

bodies. Simultaneously, three military generals watch Soho/Felix from a hotel 

balcony with binoculars. All the while a black South African woman watches both the 

boy as well as the sometimes dozing Soho/Felix.  The film ends with the boy on the 

beach and Soho/Felix having exchanged places at the shoreline, with Soho/Felix 

throwing stones into the waves. 

The descriptions of these films are significant as they chronicle the narrative and the 

main events of the characters. The descriptions are also important to include here as 

Kentridgeôs films are not that accessible for general viewing, and while they cannot in 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
that the idea of forgiveness becomes very complicated (Kentridge, Rinder, Rosenthal and 
Silverman 2009). 

Kentridge therefore uses these words in his film as a reference to Derridaôs lecture and his 

understanding that to give can poison one.  This is a possible questioning of the call for forgiveness 

by the TRC.   

 
46

 In an interview with Claire Wegener William  Kentridge states that his character Soho/Felix is on 

holiday in Muizenburg, Cape Town (2006:271). 
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any way substitute for watching the films themselves, they do at least provide an 

overview of their content and stories.  

2.1.6  A discussion of the themes and motifs found in Kentridgeôs films 

Kentridgeôs films are not just about historical events that occurred during apartheid, 

they are about themes and concerns that relate to apartheid and other atrocities and 

wars, such as identity, guilt, memory, forgiveness and reconciliation.  The latter films 

specifically focus on Soho/Felixôs constant struggle for forgiveness and his remorse.  

Other themes however, deal with the more intimate experiences of his characters.  

For example, Felix Teitlebaumôs personal interaction with the character Nandi, the 

sexual relationship that Felix Teitlebaum has with Mrs. Eckstein; the inclusion of his 

own wife, Anne Stanwix; domestic scenes in a home with a fireplace and having tea; 

walking up his garden pathway to his home.  Kentridge expressed it succinctly and 

insightfully when he stated in an interview with Claire Wegener in 2006: 

All the films Iôve made Iôd say are not documentary.  They are not 
documenting what happened here, but theyôre trying to make some kind of 
map of how what happened here impacts in oneôs head, which is not the 
same thing.  é my other long-term project is to consider how we become who 
we are, what agency we have in the construction of ourselves, what things 
have an effect, how strong those effects are, how long memories are retained, 
how long strong compassion can be maintained.  All of those things are 
questions that interest me (2006:272). 

 

There are also many diverse, but recurring motifs found in his filmic series.  These 

include: cats and rhinoceroses; landscapes ð urban and rural; water; disused 

machinery and industrial waste; pollution of land and water; old fashioned 

telephones (known as ñbakelitesò) and typewriters; eyes; mirrors; tea-cups and other 

household items such as beds, and fireplaces; medical equipment such as X-Rays 
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and CAT scans.  Two stylistic motifs include the use of red and / or blue pastel.  This 

is mentioned above in point 2.1.4 which details Kentridgeôs artistic oeuvre. Thus, 

many of the motifs found in his films relate to the individual, such as domestic 

scenes, as well as the collective, such as rioters, miners and protesters.  

To conclude this section of Chapter Two it is imperative to note that this thesis is 

greatly indebted to these foundational works and to Kentridgeôs own elucidations of 

his works. 

2.2 Part II: Scholarly works on Kentridge 

Part II of this chapter focuses on the scholarly research about Kentridgeôs works, 

which includes post-graduate studies as well as other academic literature. A brief 

overview of these studies and articles is proffered here. Broken Vessels: The 

Impossibility of the Art of Remembrance and Re-collection in the work of Anselm 

Kiefer, Christian Boltanski, William Kentridge and Santu Mofokeng (2001), is an MA 

thesis written by Dina Zoe Belluigi.  This study focuses on two of Kentridgeôs films 

from the Drawings for Projection series, namely Felix in Exile (1994) and History of 

the Main Complaint (1996).  Her theoretical framework centres on the works of 

Walter Benjamin, Jacques Derrida, and Jean-Francois Lyotard and the role of the 

historian and the artist in representing history.  She also expressly focuses on the 

concept of melancholia in all four artists.  Although she analyses these four artists 

she does not do a comparative analysis between them and they are analysed as 

separate entries / entities.  Her analysis of Anselm Keifer therefore is not duplicated 

in this dissertation.  (Please see Chapter Nine for more details.)  A PhD dissertation 

entitled Melancholy Constellations: Walter Benjamin, Anselm Kiefer, William 

Kentridge and the Imaging of History as Catastrophe is written by Gerhard Theodore 
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Schoeman.  As with the previously mentioned MA thesis, he similarly focuses on 

melancholia and the representation of history and uses a theoretical framework 

based predominantly on Walter Benjamin and to a lesser degree Theodor Adorno.  

His analysis only focuses on one of the films from Kentridgeôs series:  Felix in Exile.  

His study does overlap to some degree with the MA thesis written by Dina Zoe 

Belluigi.  Another doctoral study that emphasises melancholy and mourning is 

Kristina Maria Ottolina Hagstromôs Melancholy Traces: Performing the Art of 

Mourning. Hagstrom presents three case studies: the testimonial writings of 

Auschwitz survivor Charlotte Delbo; William Kentridgeôs play and opera; and the 

public discourse surrounding the ñhonour killingò of Fadime Sahindel that took place 

in Sweden. With regard to Kentridge her chapter centres on his theatrical production 

Black Box / Chambre Noir and the accompanying opera The Magic Flute.  Only 

passing references are made to his Drawings for Projection series, most specifically 

History of the Main Complaint.  She focuses on the relationship between 

performance and mourning, or performance of melancholia.  Her theoretical 

framework includes Judith Butler (peformative art); Walter Benjamin, Theodor 

Adorno and Michel Foucault.  While Hagstromôs chapter on Kentridge provides an 

absorbing and thorough historical overview and detailed analysis of The Magic Flute 

and colonial Enlightment and colonialism her thesis is not pertinent to this study.  A 

book by Jennifer Arlene Stone entitled Freudôs Body Ego or Memorabilia of Grief.  

Lucien Freud and William Kentridge, was published in 2003.  Stone is a practising 

psychoanalyst in New York and her work was a comparative analysis of the artists 

Lucien Freud and William Kentridge.  The focus is also on melancholia and mourning 

as thematics inherent in both artistsô works.  Her theoretical framework is entirely 
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based upon that of Sigmund Freud and his work on melancholia and the body ego47.  

Stoneôs work is referenced in Chapter Five of this thesis.   

 

Healing Violence in South Africa: A Textual Reading of Kentridgeôs ñDrawings for 

projectionò (2005) is another PhD study on Kentridge by Vanessa Thompson.  Her 

methodology is comprised of three main sections.  The first is a humanist reading of 

Kentridgeôs films up to his eighth film in the series, Stereoscope (1999), based on the 

works of Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow.  The second part of her methodology is 

a semiotic reading based solely on the work of Hugh J. Silvermanôs Textualities: 

Between Hermeneutics & Deconstruction (1994).  This is an extremely brief chapter 

that does not really contribute to the elucidation of Kentridgeôs films at all.  The last 

part of her study is comprised of a frame-by-frame transcription of all eight films in 

Kentridgeôs series.  Her research is not at all relevant to this thesis. 

 

A very interesting doctoral study was completed by Sara Matthews (2008) titled: A 

Pedagogy of Implication: Witnessing Historical Trauma as a Question of Learning.  

Her study focuses on the teacherôs testimony to the pedagogy or teaching of trauma.  

In other words, how does one teach traumatic events, especially those relating to 

civil war(s)?  What effect does it have on the teacher and their learners? Matthews 

flew to South Africa and conducted interviews with teachers.  She suggests that one 

way to teach and engage with the pedagogy of traumatic events is to convey or 

teach them through creativity or artistsô work.  It is in this capacity that she refers to 

                                                           
47

 Please see Freudôs: Mourning and Melancholia (1917 / 1957); Sigmund Freud: on Murder, 

Mourning and Melancholia (2005); and The Ego and the Id (1923 / 1961). 
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Kentridgeôs work as an example of teaching trauma through art (she also uses John 

Keats as an example).  She references Kentridgeôs still lifes and film Ubu Tells the 

Truth; as well as his films Johannesburg, 2nd Greatest City after Paris, Sobriety, 

Obesity & Growing Old and Stereoscope.  Her theoretical foundation is based on the 

theories of pedagogy such as those of Deborah Britzman and Donald Meltzer.  The 

former academicôs field of expertise is psychology and education and teaching what 

she terms as ñstudies in difficult knowledgeò and ñstudies of the emotional worldò 

(cited in Matthews 2008:4-8).  The latter academic, Donald Meltzerôs field of 

expertise is Kleinian psychoanalysis, based on the work of Melanie Klein.  While 

Matthewsô thesis is not germane to this study, the results from her interviews and her 

unusual stance on how to teach the traumata of history were most thought-provoking 

and very well argued. 

 

Arlene Murphy completed an MA report as part of a coursework MA that was entitled 

the Use of Medical Imagery in Hand Drawn Animation Artworks: William Kentridgeôs 

ñHistory of the Main Complaintò and Other Works (2008).  Her focus is on Kentridgeôs 

animated films History of the Main Complaint and WEIGHING é and WANTING as 

well as her own artistic work in the mediums of stop-frame animation, painting and 

printmaking.  Her report examines how Kentridge, as well as herself, use medical 

imagery in their works as a means to narrate the self.  Her theoretical focus is on 

Lisa Cartwrightôs book Screening the Body: Tracing Medicineôs Visual Culture 

(1995); Barry Saunderôs CT Suite: The work of Diagnosis in the Age of Non Invasive 

Cutting (2008); and, Kathleen Adler and Marcia Pointonôs The Body Imaged: the 

Human Form and Visual Culture since the Renaissance (1993).  Andrew Joseph 

Hennlich completed his doctoral research, (un)Fixing the eye: William Kentridge and 
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the Optics of Witness in 2010.  He clearly states that his central line of inquiry into 

Kentridgeôs works is comprised of how the artist uses ñoptical toysò as metaphors in 

his artworks (2011:12).  He has selected the following artworks for his analysis: Ubu 

Tells the Truth (camera); Felix in Exile (theodolite); History of the Main Complaint 

(medical imaging devices); and lastly Black Box / Chamber Noir (camera). His 

literature review for a reading of the complex narratives of history and apartheid 

consists of a central key text, Antjie Krogôs Country of my Skull: Guilt, Sorrow, and 

the Limits of Forgiveness in the New South Africa, published in 1998 (2011:27). 

Other texts include the works of Melanie Klein and Jonathan Carey respectively.  

The latter author deals with the problematics of visual modernism and social 

modernity and looks at the significance of physiological optics. The film Felix in Exile 

is the focus of chapter two which interestingly includes a comparative analysis 

between Kentridgeôs work and the South African artist J. H. Pierneef. In Chapter 

Three of his thesis, which in his introduction he states deals predominantly with 

Kentridgeôs film History of the Main Complaint, Hennlich makes constant reference to 

another of Kentridgeôs films in the Drawings for projection series: WEIGHING é and 

WANTING.  He also references two main sources: Lisa Cartwrightôs book Screening 

the Body: Tracing Medicineôs Visual Culture (1995); and Barry Saunderôs CT Suite: 

The work of Diagnosis in the Age of Non Invasive Cutting (2008).  The reason for 

highlighting his two central sources is that this chapter is very similar to Arlene 

Murpheyôs MA study, which preceded Hennlichôs dissertation by two years.  The 

overlap is quite considerable in places. 

 

Leora Ruth Maltz completed her doctoral dissertation for the discipline of art and 

architecture in 2008.  Her dissertation is titled: William Kentridge: Process as 
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Metaphor and Other Doubtful Enterprises.  This is another fascinating analysis of 

Kentridgeôs oeuvre.  It is entirely focused on Kentridgeôs artistic or stylistic aesthetic 

process: the act of drawing.  It is based on the theories surrounding the concept of 

metaphysics and change founded on the philosophical works of Alfred North 

Whitehead, Charles Hartshorne, Nicholas Rescher and Henri Bergson.  This 

metaphysical philosophy is termed ñprocess philosophyò and defines reality as a 

process.  Her argument is that through his act of drawing Kentridge links it to the real 

world beyond the drawing.  She also includes film maker George Meliès48, 

dramaturge Samuel Beckett and artist George Brecht49 as part of her methodology.  

Other theories that form part of her methodology are John Dewyôs aesthetics of 

action; Hannah Arendtôs ethics of action; Harold Rosenbergôs writings on process; 

and Marxist theories of history.  Much of her dissertation focuses on Kentridgeôs very 

early works, such as his performance, direction and artworks in the Junction Avenue 

Theatre production of plays.  Her work is ultimately indebted to an article on 

Kentridge by academic Rosalind Krauss published in 2001 (this article is mentioned 

further on in this thesis).  However, her emphasis is on Kentridgeôs process as it fits 

into post-war discourses of American art. 

Several scholars have also written articles on Kentridgeôs cinematic project.  

Rosalind Krauss in her article: The Rock: William Kentridgeôs ñDrawings for 

Projectionò (2001) was the first to emphasise the significance of Kentridgeôs 

aesthetic act or process in drawing his art.  As already mentioned, Leora Ruth Maltz 

has used that article as the basis for her doctoral research (2008).  Tom Gunning, a 

professor in the Department of Art History at the University of Chicago, wrote an 

                                                           
48

 A French illusionist, born 1861, died 1938. 
49

 A conceptual artist, born 1926, died 2008; he was also a composer and chemist, and a creator of 

participatory art. 
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article on the film Stereoscope: Doubled Vision peering through Kentridgeôs 

ñStereoscopeò (2001).  He too focusses on the process of the medium of animation 

as ñinventedò50 by Kentridge (2001:66).  He attempts to decipher the erasures and 

the spaces between the drawings.  He suggests that Kentridgeôs films raise more 

questions than answers and concludes that ñthe animation of this world [the violent 

city of Johannesburg as depicted in Stereoscope] seems demonic, with the only 

solution (perhaps) being that of complete erasureò (2001:73; parenthesis ð author of 

this dissertation).  Susan Stewart, a poet and critic, wrote an intriguing article on 

Kentridgeôs works, with reference to many of the different mediums he employs, 

simply titled A Messenger.  In this article, Stewart argues that Kentridge, through his 

use of animation and fantasy-inspired content, suggests that there is a place for 

ñfantasy in an art of public conscienceò (2001:87).  This is very similar to what 

academic and historian Hayden White (1996) argues, that is, that surrealism and 

fantasy can be used to re-represent historical events.  Chapter Eight of this thesis, 

which deals with this line of enquiry, therefore sources Susan Stewart as support for 

Hayden Whiteôs discourse on historical re-representation as it applies to Kentridgeôs 

films.  Susan Stewart also contributed an article to the book William Kentridge: Prints 

(2006), entitled Resistance and Ground: the Prints of William Kentridge.  While the 

book does not deal with his filmic series, Stewartôs insights on Kentridgeôs prints 

have been extrapolated from and linked to his films in Chapter Nine of this thesis. 

 

In ñHistory of the Main Complaintò: William Kentridge and the Making of Post-

apartheid South Africa (2004), academics Jessica Dubow and Ruth Rosengarten 

                                                           
50

 As with Krauss (2001), Gunning clearly states that while this process of animation as used by 

Kentridge is not entirely new, the way that Kentridge explores it and develops it is (2001:66). 
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situate Soho Ecksteinôs body as the locus and backdrop to the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission.  Several of their interpretative readings of Kentridgeôs 

film History of the Main Complaint are similar as those proffered in this dissertation 

and as such are mentioned and sourced in Chapter Eight:  Memory, History, Identity, 

Time and Space.  Jane Taylor, writer of the play, Ubu and the Truth Commission 

(1997), which was directed by Kentridge, has written two articles on Kentridge.  The 

first article, Spherical and without Exits: thoughts on William Kentridgeôs anamorphic 

film ñWhat Will Come (Has already Come)ò (2008) only cursorily references 

Kentridgeôs Drawings for Projection series.  The second article Tide Tables Turned: 

Fathers and Sons in William Kentridge (2009), concerns itself with the last film in 

Kentridgeôs series: Tide Table. Taylor gives a particularly intriguing textual reading of 

the film: she proffers that this film of Kentridgeôs deals with a sub-text: the post-

apartheid problem of Aids in South Africa.  While this is most fascinating her 

interpretation is not at all relevant to this dissertation.  

 

In summation of this section, there are many other articles and scholastic studies on 

Kentridgeôs work, but they do not concern themselves with his Drawings for 

Projection series.  With regard to the studies and academic articles discussed here, 

they generally fall outside the purview of this dissertation. 

 

2.3  Conclusion 

To conclude then, while many of these analyses, including both the foundational and 

the scholastic works on Kentridge, have become virtual truisms, the fundamental 
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questions subtending these critiques and observations, that is, why and how 

Kentridge engages with and depicts memory /memories) remain unasked and 

unanswered, until now.  This thesis therefore opens up a new avenue of 

interpretation, focusing on the series that inaugurated Kentridgeôs double-enacted 

aesthetic operation of inscription and erasure and provides a theoretical framework 

never before considered.  



CHAPTER THREE: LITERATURE REVIEW: THEORETICAL (PART II) 

 

The chapter provides an overview, critique and substantiation of the relevant seminal 

works required for the analysis of the topic.  Furthermore, it contextualises the 

investigation within previous, related research and therefore also provides supporting 

theory (i.e. secondary sources).  As with all literature reviews, the seminal and 

ancillary theoretical works designated also clearly demarcate the boundaries of 

knowledge relating to this study, as obviously not all research can be included.  As 

mentioned in Chapter One (and Chapter Four: A Methodology of Memory, which 

explains the qualitative process that resulted in this choice) the literature selected is 

extremely eclectic, as dictated by the themes and the sensitised concepts initially 

identified in Kentridgeôs films.  Also, as elucidated on in Chapter Four, the 

perspectives selected in order to explicate Kentridgeôs films started with a very 

simple premise, the researcherôs own world-view: a repudiation of grand narratives; 

an abjuration of any absolute / one ñtruthò; and an incredulity of ñobjectivityò. The five 

broad themes covered in this chapter are: psychoanalysis; post-structuralism; 

postmodernism; memory studies; and, trauma studies. 

 

3.1  Psychoanalysis and Sigmund Freud 

Sigmund Freud is the founding father of psychoanalysis. While Sigmund Freudôs 

works have been celebrated or denigrated, refuted or practised, he has undeniably 

had an influential impact as a major historical figure in the Western world.  His works 

have introduced such concepts as ñthe Unconsciousò; ñpenis envyò; the ñOedipus 

Complexò; ñpsychoanalysisò; ñpsychic traumaò; and the ñtalking cureò, to mention a 

few.  Countless books, articles, theories, and curricula have been generated 
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discussing his works, either disparagingly or positively.  Ultimately though, Freud 

generated a unique form of discourse which is either used as a psychotherapeutic 

practice or as a critical method of analysis / critique for analysing history; narratives; 

media and literary texts; culture; and politics (Forrester 1990; Payne 2005).   

 

Sigmund Freud created psychoanalysis as ña procedure for the medical treatment of 

neurotic patientsò (1915 / 1991a:39).  At the basis, or creation of every self, lies 

psychical trauma, usually traced to some infantile experience. Freudôs theory was at 

first known as a theory of ñhysteriaò simply because the psychiatric work that he was 

doing involved his female patients whose symptomology he diagnosed as ñhysteriaò.  

He then concluded that these symptoms could be traced back to some form of 

childhood abuse that had been forgotten and repressed in their unconscious minds.  

They then resurfaced and presented themselves as ñhysteriaò. He published his 

findings in 1896, entitled: The Aetiology of Hysteria.  He also argued that women 

were in some way responsible for their own sexual abuse.  As his work progressed, 

he dismissed that argument and instead introduced the Oedipus Complex, based 

entirely on the myth of Oedipus Rex1.  Freud only returned to his concept of 

psychical trauma (ñtrauerarbeitò 2 3) after he began treating shell-shocked soldiers 

                                                           
1
 Oedipus Rex is a tragedy by the Greek playwright Sophocles.  Due to an oracle, Oedipus fled the 

house of his (adoptive) parents and thus encountered his biological parents, unwittingly murdering his 

father, King Laius, and committing incest with his mother, Jocasta.  The prophecy foretold by the 

oracle was fulfilled. When Oedipus realised his sin, he punished himself by gouging out his eyes.  

Although Sigmund Freud, who first analysed the myth, recognised that the story of Oedipus Rex was 

a Greek myth, he also saw this tragedy as a symbolic description of man's greatest psychological 

conflicts (this myth is the basis for Freudôs concept of menôs ñOedipal Complexò first introduced in his 

work The Interpretation of Dreams (1900 / 1991a); the corresponding complex in women is called the 

ñElectra Complexò).  In effect, the myth represents every child's unconscious desire to possess the 

opposite-sexed parent and simultaneously dispose of the same-sexed parent (Freud 1991a). 

 
2
 Freud coined this term ñtrauerarbeitò or ñpsychic traumaò. 
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returning from the First World War.  Ultimately, in the psychoanalytic account the 

individual subject is formed in the face of trauma or as a result of trauma.  In order to 

understand how such trauma is initially repressed or denied Freud introduced 

several seminal concepts to further his, and our, understanding of trauma.  He 

argued that emotions, thoughts and desires are mental, and are known consciously.  

However, the self has unconscious components too, which he said included 

ñinstinctual impulses é [which] can only be described as sexualò (1982:47).  He saw 

psychoanalysis as a means of delving into the unconscious in order to trace desire, 

wish fulfilment and the residues of trauma.  He defined the process thus: ñto make 

mysteries and fish in troubled waters,ò where the psychoanalyst finds the self in a 

constant struggle between ñthe pressure of the exigencies of lifeò and ñthe 

satisfaction of the instinctsò (1982:46-47).  For Freud this meant an intensive reading 

of the hidden strata of the stories told by his patients.  He employed several methods 

as techniques to achieve this underside or the buried layers, which included ñthe 

talking cureò or ñfree associationò: the patient talks at will in consultation with the 

psychoanalyst about intimate subjects, subjects so sensitive that the patient normally 

conceals them from the outside world.  He used a form of free association as well as 

analysing the contents of a patientôs dreams, which he felt contained the residues of 

the unconscious mind.  He argued that ñchance and symptomatic actionsò had to be 

understood as ñvalid psychical actsò.  One such act would be that of ñforgettingò 

which uses absent-mindedness as a device for secreting data.  For Freud 

ñforgettingò was the ñintention to avoid unpleasureò (1982:52, 88, 87, 100-103).  This 

notion of avoidance became the purpose of looking for structured absences that are 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
3
 Cathy Caruth defined trauma in her book, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative and History, as 

ñan overwhelming experience of sudden or catastrophic events in which the response to the event [is] 

é often delayed, uncontrolled [and] repetitiveò (1996:11).  It is overwhelming because it is 

unprecedented.   
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founded on displacement, denial and over-determination.  The central idea behind 

this is that an individualôs psyche denies stress and displaces it onto something else, 

which gives credence to the psychoanalytic premise as a theory of conflict.  Freud 

writes: ñthe ideas which people try to suppress in this way turn out invariably to be 

the most important onesò (1982:52).  Freud also introduced the concept of 

ñscopophiliaò or simply ñthe pleasure in lookingò (1982:65).  Freud argued that sexual 

life is characterised by the ñdesire to look at the other person or to feel him or to 

watch him in the performance of his intimate actionsò (1982:258, 347, 371, and 364).  

This concept was later adopted and expounded on by Laura Mulvey and Jean-Paul 

Sartre. (These ideas are central to studying Kentridgeôs films and are elucidated on 

in Chapter Seven.)  Psychoanalysis as a therapeutic theory is simply an individualôs 

psychic struggle to overcome trauma and form an integrated self.  These psychic 

struggles are fought in the realm of the unconscious, which means that they cannot 

be known or thought of in the conscious realm or neurons of individuals.   

 

Freud used archaeology4 as a recurrent analogy for exhuming psychical processes 

and buried impulses, wishes, desires and trauma. Understanding the unconscious as 

a (metaphoric) archaeological excavation site uncovering the unconscious and 

repressed impulses and memories is fundamental to comprehending repressed 

trauma as related to Kentridgeôs works.  Freud considered the psychoanalystôs role 

to be the excavation of the analysandôs unconscious.  And many theorists have 
                                                           
4
  Imagine that an explorer arrives in a little-known region where his interest is aroused by an  

expanse of ruins, with remains of walls, fragments of columns, and tablets with half effaced 

and unreadable inscriptions. é he may start upon the ruins, clear away the rubbish, and, 

beginning from the visible remains, uncover what is buried.  If his work is crowned with 

success, the discoveries are self-explanatory é the fragments of columns can be filled out 

into a temple; the numerous inscriptions, which, by good luck, may be bilingual, reveal an 

alphabet and a language, and when they have been deciphered and translated, yield 

undreamed-of information about the events of the remote past, to commemorate which the 

monuments were built (Freud 2001 / 1896:192).  
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argued that this archaeological exhuming of an unconscious is not limited to the 

excavation of an individualôs psyche but that of historyôs psyche too (Harvey 2007; 

Irigaray 1985 / 1977). French feminist philosopher Luce Irigaray, while accusing 

Freud of disregarding and neglecting history, took it upon herself to appropriate 

Freudôs idea and protract his concept of the unconscious beyond the constraints of 

the individualôs psyche to comprehend a culture that is as resounding with memory 

as childhood is for the subject (1985 / 1977).  Freud often referred to this trope as an 

analogy for the sedimentation of the psychic unconscious, his metaphors even 

extended to referring to ñunearthingò and ñrecoveryò of memories or latent desires 

(2001 / 1896).  His idea of exhuming or excavating an individualsô unconscious 

psyche as well as excavating history and culture are absolutely essential to the 

methodology of this thesis. That is, this thesis has endeavoured to excavate not only 

the artistôs unconscious, but also the historical psyche of a traumatised and often-

times repressed unconscious of South African culture.  With regards to 

ñpsychoanalysingò the artist himself: his intentions, motivations and desires, it has 

been used to understand his motivation behind what he chooses to depict and why.  

It also makes a direct link to Kentridgeôs own traumata experienced as a child which 

has informed his later decisions of what to draw.  For instance, both the traumatic 

events from his early child hood years are referenced in films, the one where he 

finds the photographs of the dead bodies in his fatherôs study and the one where he 

witnesses the beating of a man in the street (please see Chapter Two for a detailed 

description of both instances, as recounted by Kentridge himself, as well as a 

depiction of the films in which they resurface).  The archaeology metaphor has also 

been used to draw an analogy of how Kentridgeôs films themselves are sedimented 

with history, culture, politics and trauma, buried deep beneath their charcoal images 
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(please see Chapter Nine for a comprehensive analysis).  It has even gone so far as 

to explain how Kentridgeôs artistic technique is also a process of sedimentation and 

recovery: his charcoal drawings are layered one upon another and erasures reveal 

different images with different meanings.  In addition, it has used Freudôs 

understanding of sedimentation and recovery to assist with understanding and 

recovering South Africaôs collective trauma and repressed memories of the apartheid 

years. Please see Chapter Eight of this thesis for the sections on history and 

Sigmund Freudôs A Note upon the Mystic Writing Pad (1899a).  Both sections make 

use of Freudôs ideas to construe and disinter Kentridgeôs films. Also see Chapter Six: 

Memory and Trauma, which details Freudôs concept of ñtrauerarbeitò; and Chapter 

Nine, which applies these theories to the use of landscapes in Kentridgeôs filmic 

series.  

 

Some of the foremost difficulties with Freudôs theories include: his central positioning 

of the role of the father in the family set-up; the lack or absence of the mother figure; 

his emphasis, or rather over-emphasis on the Oedipal myth5; his biological 

determinism; the belief of feminist scholars who argued that Freud reinforced cultural 

and societal disadvantages that women experience in the Western world (Burnham 

                                                           
5
 The general scholarly view is that while the Oedipal myth is given credence, it is criticised for its 

absolutism, totalisation and reductionism.  For instance, Catherine Kearns in her book entitled 

Psychoanalysis, Historiography and Feminist Theory, uses Freudôs theory of Oedipal myth in order to 

analyse historyôs phallocentric centre.  However, she still distances herself completely from Freudôs 

subscription to the Oedipus myth as a ñdevelopmental absoluteò (1997:6; [emphasis, this researcher]).  

 

Similarly, authors Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, in their work Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and 

Schizophrenia state:  

 

We do not deny that there is an Oedipal sexuality, an Oedipal heterosexuality and 

homosexuality, an Oedipal castration, as well as complete objects, global images, and 

specific egos.  We deny that these are productions of the unconscious (1972:74). 
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20066; Elliot 1994; Green 2004; Harvey 2007; Irigaray 1985 / 1977; Mitchell 2000).  

His works have been critiqued as sexist and dismissed as ñpseudo-scienceò (Mitchell 

2000, and Webster 2005 respectively); and he has often been accused of eliding 

history (Harvey 2007; Irigaray 1977). Although it is not the purview of this thesis to 

delve into the problematics of all of Freudôs theories, one such example of such a 

critique would concern the deficient definition of the ñUnconsciousò.  Very simply the 

ñUnconsciousò refers to a mental process of which the individual is unaware.  The 

ñUnconsciousò or the ñSystem of the Unconsciousò as defined by Freud is the 

opposite of the conscious and is an ñentityò that influences oneself unbeknown to 

oneself.  Its specific structure as characterised by Freud is defined thus: ñexemption 

from mutual contradiction, primary process, timelessness, and replacement of 

external by psychical realityò (1915 / 1999a:40).  It is also, according to Freud, the 

ultimate motivational source.  However, Ann E. Berthoff pertinently asks: how does 

this ñunconsciousò differ from ñmotivation and determination?ò (2008:148). She also 

refers to Susanne K. Langerôs astute observation that: 

ideas, intentions, images and fantasies é are rooted in the fabric of totally 
unfelt activities which Freud reified with the substantive term, óthe 
unconsciousôò, which further leads to the critique of Freudôs ñsingle systemò as 
ñoverassumptiveò (cited in Berthoff 2008:148).   

 

Catherine Kearns adds to the argument by stating that the ñUnconsciousò should not 

be accepted as a deified absence ñunknowable, and (omni)present)ò (1997:7).  

However, while acknowledging its limitations, this concept is significant in its 

explanatory value in understanding the concept of trauma and excavating the 

ñunconsciousò in Kentridgeôs films. It is also absolutely essential in understanding 

                                                           
6
 See Freudôs Women, written by Lisa Appignanesi and John Forrester, who discuss this debate, that 

is, whether a women is born or made, in great detail (1992).  
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concepts such as ñfree associationò, ñscreen memoriesò, ñrepressionò, and the 

interpretation of latent content in an individualôs psyche, all of which, in turn, are 

highly pertinent to this study.  Please see Chapter Five for an elucidation and 

application of Freudôs ñscreen memoriesò; and Chapter Eight for Freudôs A Note 

upon the Mystic Writing Pad, which looks at the metaphor of the unconscious as a 

palimpsest, and is thus compared to that of a stylus writing on parchment, which 

when erased, leaves a residue or trace.  This is then likened to Kentridgeôs charcoal 

drawing process, which has already been explained in Chapter One and Chapter 

Two.  Briefly, however, it is a process of multiple layering of charcoal drawings upon 

one another, which when erased leave behind ghostly traces or residues.  Patrick H. 

Hutton in his book, History as an Art of Memory, has postulated psychoanalysis as 

the ñart of memoryò (1993:66).  It is in this very vein that Freudôs psychoanalytic 

method of inquiry has been applied to William Kentridge, as this thesis focuses on 

how and why Kentridgeôs filmic series depicts memory.  

 

Contemporary psychoanalysis is less a therapeutically practiced form of 

psychotherapy and tends to take its form as ñpsychoanalytic critiqueò, used by film 

and media theorists; in literary theory; in feminism and gender studies; in cultural 

studies; and even within political and social theories (Elliot 1994:2; Cohen 2007)7.  

                                                           
7
 John Forrester posits this ardently: 

Freudôs writings are an extraordinary resource, they are so and continue to be so only as long 
as the practice of analysis preserves and develops the form of discourse that Freud invented.  
And this form of discourse has become even more vital and fundamental insofar as other 
disciplines, from the theory of cinema to the philosophy and sociology of science, have looked 
to a general theory of discourse.  The specific theory of the psychoanalytic discourse pre-
exists all the other post-modern general theories of discourse; it challenges them to justify the 
very project of their generality, it offers them an example, maybe even a template, and it 
incites the question that is antecedent to any possible treatment of discourse.  Freud did 
invent a new form of discourse whose extraordinary laws and possibilities are still being 
investigated (1990:3). 
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Textual criticism has been equated to that of psychoanalysis in its goal to uncover 

secrets and explain them, or as Toby Miller clearly sates: ñsurfacing the sedimented 

to satisfy the analystôs professional dutyò (2000:475).  This involves examining ñthe 

dregs, one might say, of the world of phenomenaò (1982:52).  For example, referring 

specifically to the use of psychoanalysis as a critical method of inquiry in film, Dudley 

Andrew posits that  

psychoanalysis has been deployed to account for the unconscious of 
filmmakers and spectators, the nature of film as fantasy, the inevitability of 
identification for fantasy to come into play, and how the unconscious in film 
may intersect with wider connections of psychoanalysis and culture 
(1984:135).   

 
This encapsulates what forms a part of the principal undertaking of this research: 

trying to account for Kentridgeôs unconscious (predominantly in Chapter 6: Memory 

and Trauma); as well as the spectators of his films (evidenced in Chapter 7: 

Questions of (Post)memory, Representation and Aesthetics); and how the 

ñunconsciousò in Kentridgeôs films mirrors or portrays the wider connections of a 

South African psyche and culture (a theme found throughout this inquiry). 

 
However, it must again be stated that despite the importance of Freudôs 

psychoanalytic ñtemplateò or method of discourse, this thesis distinguishes itself 

somewhat from this treatise in that it does not appropriate it as is.  In other words, 

this is a dissertation that cannot be categorised as a purely psychoanalytic study.  It 

in no way adopts this methodological framework in toto.  This is despite that fact that 

many of the theorists8 who have been referenced in this thesis themselves have 

been influenced by, or use psychoanalytic concepts.  In keeping with the overall 

                                                           
8
 His works have influenced the following authors, all of whom are pertinent to this study, in some 

manner: Roland Barthes; Victor Burgin; Jacques Derrida; Michel Foucault; Michael Halbwachs; Julia 

Kristeva; Laura Mulvey; and Hayden White.  
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approach used within this research, this study has adopted a deconstructive or 

sceptical approach to any one ñgrand narrativeò or ñmaster narrative / theoryò of 

which psychoanalysis is one such an example.  One such scholar who also makes 

use of Freudôs (and Jacques Lacanôs) theories is feminist filmmaker, Laura Mulvey, 

who this section now discusses. 

 

3.2 Psychoanalysis and Laura Mulvey 

Laura Mulvey wrote the seminal article Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema in 

19759 (reprinted 1989).  It is almost canonical in its stature, and has in the past thirty-

something years been interrogated, refuted, revised and reiterated.  It is even 

considered by some academic scholars as the ñmost influential publication in 

contemporary film studiesò (Merck 2007:2).  For those uninitiated in film or cultural 

studies, feminist or gender or even media studies, very simply put, Mulveyôs article 

argues that mainstream Hollywood cinema represents women as passive objects of 

male desire.  She uses Freudian psychoanalysis and structuralism to support her 

argument.  Her essay is often referred to as the theory of the ñmale gazeò, and her 

theory is so eminent that oft times little more is proffered by way of theory or 

explication. However, her theory is not without criticism and this study does not wish 

to make any assumptions on the part of the reader.  Therefore, without transcribing 

her article in its entirety, a few important points need to be elaborated on.  Mulvey 

                                                           
9
 Reprinted in 1989, which is the edition that this thesis uses, but also in many anthologies, for 

example:  

 

Robert Stam and Toby Millerôs (eds) Film and Theory: An Anthology (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000); and  

 

Bill Nicholsô (ed.) Movies and Methods.  Volume II (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of 

California Press, 1985); and  

 

Philip Rosenôs (ed.) Narrative, Apparatus, Ideology (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986). 
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writes that ñthe determining male gaze projects its fantasy on the female figureò 

(1989:19).  In doing so, the male characters are ñbearers of the lookò which is aimed 

at physically attractive, but sexually submissive female characters.  Furthermore, the 

audience watching these films does so through the eyes of the dominant male 

protagonists, thereby positioning all of them as though they are heterosexual men 

desiring heterosexual women.  In addition to that, she theorises that the camera 

(read here cameraman) that records the film is male.  In other words she is referring 

to phallocentric Hollywood ð the predominantly male directors and producers who 

make the decisions as to what a film records ð who devise a voyeuristic position for 

the assumed heterosexual male spectator.  As already stated, Mulveyôs article has 

been critiqued almost ad nauseum, and revisited repeatedly, including constant re-

examination from Mulvey herself10.  A few of the central criticisms are discussed 

here briefly.  Linda Kauffman criticises the essay for its lack of objectivity (1998:72); 

and Mandy Merck argues that the essay is lacking in academic rigour (2007:11).  Not 

only because it is so descriptive in style, but because the foundational (that is, 

psychoanalytical) concepts are neither defined in the text nor footnoted, which as 

Merck rightly argues, would make the terminology and constant reference to 

psychoanalytic discourse impossible to understand if the reader was not already 

familiar with these terms (2007:11).  No±l Carroll contests Mulveyôs article on 

empirical grounds: he suggests that male erotic display in mainstream Hollywood 

film is not that rare (1996:260-274).  He also argues that the genres of comedy and 

biopics do not eroticise the female form.  Bill Nichols criticises Mulveyôs over-reliance 

                                                           
10

 For instance, please see Visual and Other Pleasures (1989) and Fetishism and Curiosity (1996) 

where Mulvey discusses contemporary political, economic, social and cultural changes that have 

impacted on her article. 
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on psychoanalysis and its perceived ñindifference to social specificityò (2000:47)11.  

Another criticism of the psychoanalytic tenets she uses is articulated by Dan 

Laughey, that of her presumed audience responses (2007:105).  In other words, she 

assumes that because visual pleasure is constructed by unconscious psychical 

processes and fashioned by invisible patriarchal ideologies, female cinema 

spectators are repressed without being conscious of this.  This also pre-empts an 

argument as postulated by academic Annette E. Kuhn of Mulveyôs lack of empirical 

research, which if carried out would deliver conflicting results (2000:442-447).  These 

criticisms, while valid, are not relevant to this thesis.  Neither is her theory of the 

ñmale gazeò.  What is relevant is her general idea of the visual pleasures, or 

scopophilic / voyeuristic pleasures, which are experienced when viewing a film.  It is 

also the embodiment of the diegetic look and the identification of the spectator with 

the character in a film that is of consequence to this study.  This therefore relates 

directly to the pleasure enjoyed by viewing the aesthetics of Kentridgeôs films, 

despite their often gory depictions. It is also academic support of the idea of the 

spectatorôs identification with the central characters, Soho Eckstein and Felix 

Teitlebaum.  The spectatorôs identification with these characters means empathising 

with the issues that these characters grapple with, such as, guilt, responsibility, 

mourning and accountability, within the context of apartheid and post-apartheid.  Her 

work is therefore referenced in Chapter Seven of this study, albeit very briefly.  As 

Miriam Hansen reiterates, cinema is about the spectatorôs ñperceptual identification 

with seeing and being seenò (1994:2).  The processes of identification are significant: 
                                                           
11

 This is actually predicated on an inaccurate premise, Freud was aware of the cultural and historical 

positioning of the self: 

 

I must endeavour to construct a narrative in which subjective and objective attitudes, 

biographical and historical interests, are combined in a new proportion (1925:7). 

 

See also: Freud: Moses and Monotheism (1939). 
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the audience views the images, and then identifies with parts of them, complete with 

all the characters and their own psychic conflicts. This exposition discusses post-

structuralism and postmodernism next. 

 

3.3  Post-structuralist and postmodernist concepts 

The theoretical approach of post-structuralism, which synthesises psychoanalysis, 

feminism and deconstruction, was developed out of a profound scepticism of total 

theory (Stam 2000).  Its central tenet argues for a double articulation of discourses 

and non-discourses (said or unsaid) of all texts (Stam 2000). It looks specifically at 

the significant discourses surrounding the text as well as those found within the text. 

This thesis has only selectively focused on three main post-structuralist tenets (cf. 

Irigaray 1985 / 1977; Kristeva 1996; Mulvey 1975; Stam 2000).  Firstly, that of 

spectator identification which is expounded on in Chapter Seven: Questions of 

(Post)memory, Representation and Aesthetics.  The second tenet deals with the 

importance of the context of a text: the social, cultural, and historical contexts.  The 

texts, in this instance, are the nine films that comprise the Drawings for Projection 

series, and the context is that of South Africa (apartheid and post-apartheid). South 

Africaôs political, historical and social milieu not only contextualised Kentridgeôs 

works, he was highly critical of the events that were being practiced in South Africa 

at the time of making these films.  Thirdly, there is the post-structuralist tenet that a 

text is never transparent, innocent, or natural.  Therefore it has to be deconstructed 

or unpicked in order to understand its modes of representation.  Deconstructive films 

are therefore counter-cinematic, both aesthetically and politically (Stam 2000).  This 

is exemplified in Kentridgeôs films aesthetically, as they are surrealist and flout 

Classical Hollywood cinema, and politically, because they were anti-apartheid and 
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blatantly challenged the apartheid status-quo.  This is pivotal to the films 

Johannesburg, 2nd Greatest City after Paris, Mine, and Monument.  All these films 

were made during the apartheid years and were a damning testament to the ruling 

Nationalist Party at the time.  These films not only defied the apartheid regime but 

also testified to the state-sanctioned atrocities committed under this regime. 

  

Postmodernism12 as a discourse is self-reflexive in that it provides its own texts with 

criticism.  As a term it is polysemic and has many contributing theorists. It is also 

considered to be difficult to define13 (Klages 201014; Livingstone 2010).  There are 

three broad areas of ñpostmodernismò: as an epoch, beginning ñafterò modernism; as 

an aesthetic style; and thirdly, as a discourse.  Dick Hebdige in his book, Hiding the 

Light, identifies three pivotal concepts that make up postmodernist discourse: firstly, 

there is the negation of totalisation, such as a defining essential human nature; 

secondly, there is the negation of utopia.  This stems from Jean-François Lyotardôs 

disbelief in what he terms the ñgrand ecritsò of the West: scepticism of, for example, 

science.  The third concept identified by Hebdige is the negation of teleology (the 

negation of a grand design of purpose) (1988).  Essentially, it is an emphasis on 

                                                           
12

 Even though scholar Mary Klages claims that postmodernism is difficult to define she has 

attempted what is, arguably, an excellent encapsulation: 

 

rejecting boundaries between high and low forms of art, rejecting rigid genre distinctions, 

empahsizing pastiche, parody, bricolage, irony, and playfulness.  Postmodern art (and 

thought) favors reflexivity and self-consciousness, fragmentation and discontinuity (especially 

in narrative structures), ambiguity, simultaneity, and an emphasis on the destructured, 

decentered, dehumanized subject (2010). 

 
13

 Which is presumably why Jean-François Lyotard wrote an essay attempting to do just that: 

Answering the Question: What is Postmodernism? (1982). 

 
14

 Mary Klages writes of postmodernism: 

 

Postmodernism is a complicated term, or set of ideas, one that é is hard to define, because it 
é appears in a wide variety of disciplines or areas of study, including art, architecture, music, 
film, literature, sociology, communications, fashion and technology (2010). 
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decentring; displacement; openness; heterodoxy; contingency; multiplicity; plurality; 

intertextuality; hybridity; and multidimensionality.  It proposes a rejection of meta-

narratives and totalising ñtruthò claims.  Theorists that have contributed to this 

discourse include, amongst others, Jean Baudrillard; Jean-François Lyotard; 

Frederic Jameson; Hayden White; Keith Jenkins; Gilles Deleuze, Felix Guattari; 

Jacques Lacan; and Julia Kristeva. Critics have dismissed postmodernism as 

ñfrivolousò and ñintellectually irresponsibleò (Anchor 2001:112). This relates directly to 

how postmodernism posits an ñanything goesò approach, which, in the discipline of 

history for example, could be used to advocate historical denialism, such as that of 

fascism or genocide. Postmodernism is dismissed for its novel-jargon and its 

ñvertiginous quality of the postmodern thought-worldò (Anchor 2001:112).  Jürgen 

Habermas, as a vocal opponent of postmodernism refers to it as ñdestructiveò and 

ñrampantò (cited in Livingstone 2010:31).  Harold Bloom in his book, The Anxiety of 

Influence: A theory of Poetry, writes contemptuously: 

They are postmodernists.  Their peculiar, rather desperate view only purports 
to be revolutionary.  Instead it is empty.  It is postmodernism collapsing in 
upon itself, crushed to dust under the weight of its own catatonic 
meaninglessness (1997:xxv). 

 
Other criticisms include scathing remarks, such as describing academics who still 

teach postmodernism as existing as ñislands of outdated trendiness, archipelagos of 

discarded academic chicò, and ñpostmodernism is deadò (Pontuso 2008:215; cf. 

Huyssen 2006). 

 

Post-structuralism and postmodernism as discourses are also not the theoretical 

framework within which Kentridgeôs films are critiqued.  However, this framework 

uses the postmodern techniques of discourse analysis and post-structuralist 

technique of deconstruction to interrogate Kentridgeôs films in order to further 
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articulate and explicate them.  As described in Chapter Four, dealing with the 

methodology, there are several relevant principal tenets, from which this study 

emanates, which are quintessentially postmodern.  Firstly, there is the refusal of a 

grand or authoritative truth, or a master narrative. There is no one authoritative, 

overriding narrative describing the past: ñA complete, final and definitive account or 

interpretation of any historical matter is, therefore, an intrinsic impossibilityò (Macfie 

2010:223).  William Kentridge has also stated:  

I believe that in the indeterminancy of drawing, the contingent way that 
images arrive in the work é Trains of thought that seem to be going 
somewhere but canôt quite be brought to a conclusion.  If there were to be a 
very clear, ethical or moral summing-up in my work, it would have a false 
authorityò (cited in Christov-Bakargiev 1998: 35). 

 

Secondly, there is the challenge of the chronological, historical, linear construction of 

time because it makes it teleological in nature (for instance, either Marxist, Christian 

or liberal).  This study rather opts for ñanti-narrative non-storiesò as expounded by 

postmodernist Hayden White.  Kentridgeôs films challenge a chronological, linear 

construction of time, this concept is central to the film History of the Main Complaint 

(please also see Chapter Eight: Memory, History, Identity, Time and Space).   

 

Thirdly, the postmodernist aesthetic as defined by both experimentation and the 

surreal. His films are indeed surreal and hallucinatory (see Chapter Seven: 

Questions of (Post)memory, Representation and Aesthetics).  Fourthly, a text 

contains no fixed meaning and is open to a multiplicity of interpretations. Art historian 

and academic, Michael Godby, writes: 

Kentridge in fact rejoices both in the suggestive openness of his forms and in 
the visible layering of images that tends to preclude any single fixed reading.  
We é see that in his presentation of both character and narrative, Kentridge 
also tends to refuse a final, authoritative account of events (1992: 
unpaginated).   



William Kentridge: Chapter Three: Theoretical Literature Review (Part II) 
 

76 | P a g e  

 

 
 

Lastly, this study embraces the postmodern ideas of ñothernessôô; ñdiversityò; 

ñdecentringò; ñdisplacementò; ñstrangenessò; the marginalised; and the subaltern, in 

order to elucidate Kentridgeôs films.  Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev has observed:  

Kentridge addresses uncertainty and process because they allow the Self to 
approach the world with humility and openness to change, rather than with 
preconceptions and authority.  He is able to avoid the authoritarian modern 
gaze ð the panoptikon ð by splitting the Self into many different voices and 
identities: Soho, Felix, Nandi, Harry, etc.  Like his undefined drawing style, 
these selves are never fixed, but constantly shifting, splitting, condensing and 
dividingò (1998:34). 
 
 

Kentridge has also stated that Soho Eckstein and Felix Teitlebaum are a ñdisplaced 

self-portraitò (cited in Christov-Bakargiev 1998:1315).  His characters are also 

decentred and ñschizophrenicò as portrayed most evidently in his film Stereoscope16. 

In terms of giving voice to the subaltern and the marginalised, Kentridge thematically 

does just that, focusing on the dislocated, the disenfranchised, and the exploited.  

These themes are fundamental to the films Monument and Mine. Kentridge has 

claimed of his films and their representation of apartheid and the Holocaust as, 

ñelucidating its contradictions and complexitiesò (cited in Christov-Bakargiev 

1998:16). 

 

There is one other characteristic of postmodernism that is central to this study.  

Philosopher Richard Rorty, in his book, Essays on Heidegger and Others, argues 

that postmodernists oppose injustice; they are often severe critics of violence, war, 

oppression, and human rights violations (1991:66; and re-iterated by Pontuso 2008). 

                                                           
15

 cf. Alemani 2006:13, 47 and 81; Benezra 2001:15; Cameron 1999:45; Coetzee 1999:86.   

 
16

 Please also see Chapter Nine: Memory, Landscapes, Cities and Monuments for a discussion of 
ñcultural schizophreniaò and his characters as displaced and decentred selves.   
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Kentridgeôs filmic series, by virtue of its thematic content; anti-violence stance; 

depictions of horror; denunciation of the atrocities of apartheid and the Holocaust, is 

indeed in part, ñpostmodernò.  This is not to say that this study is arguing that the 

artist William Kentridge is a postmodernist.  Or that his works are entirely and only 

ñpostmodernò ð to do so would be anathema to the ethos of postmodernism.  In 

Kentridgeôs own words: ñI am interested in a political art, that is to say an art of 

ambiguity, contradiction, uncompleted gestures and uncertain endingsò (cited in 

Godby 1992: unpaginated).  Postmodernism and its ideas of history is explained 

here, with an emphasis on historian Hayden Whiteôs works. 

 

3.4 Postmodernism, history and Hayden White 

History has traditionally been written with a capital óHô ð History.  The historianôs 

History has always been considered to be the evidentiary, factual, official or 

objectively, externally verifiable, documented truth. Historians have also 

conventionally written in a transparent, non-jargonistic, or non-discourse-laden style, 

enabling easy reading and clear understanding (Carrard 1985; Conkin and 

Stromberg 1989; Jenkins 1999; Kearns 1997).  Keith Jenkins has long distinguished 

between different types of history.  The first is óHistoryô with an ñupper-case Hò, and 

the second is óhistoryô with the ólower-case hô.  The former refers specifically to a 

grand ñtotalisingò metanarrative, such as Judeo-Christian narratives, Marxist grand 

narrative, or Hegelian philosophy.  The latter óhistoryô is a history that is taught by 

academics to their student (Jenkins 1999). It is therefore considered to be more 

interrogative of the discipline as a whole. Historians of History have avoided 

hermeneutics; philosophy; metaphor; analogy; rhetoric; and poetic or adjective-laden 

descriptions (Kearns 1997; Jenkins 1999; White 1966, 1973, 1974, 1996, and 2005).  
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They write in an objective, detached, depersonalised manner (Kearns 1997; Iggers 

2010; Jenkins 1999; White 1966, 1973, 1974, 1996, and 2005).  The reasoning 

behind this is easy to understand.  History should, according to most historians, be 

written in an objective style that is accessible to anyone who cares to read it, 

including laymen, and it should not be open to interpretation or textual or inter-textual 

readings.  This type of ñHistoryò is largely a hegemonic view of what counts as worth 

remembering (Kearns 1997).  It should also, according to Georg G. Iggers, be written 

with the expert authority of the historian and completely devoid of the historianôs own 

personality (2010:35).   

 

The postmodernist critique of history is that it is almost always ideological, presentist, 

politically motivated and subjective (Jenkins 1999; Munslow 1997 and 2003; White 

1966, 1973, 1974, 1996, and 2005).  Postmodernists also argue that history, as a 

text, therefore contains no one fixed meaning and is therefore open to many multiple 

and inter-textual meanings.  History is not definitive and is open to many readings.  It 

does not contain only one total, singular ñTruthò and is open to interpretation.  There 

is no one overriding master narrative, but many mini-narratives; it is constructed 

according to questions asked and choices made as to what is decidedly important to 

remember and what is not; it is therefore subjective (Jenkins 1999; Munslow 1997 

and 2003; White 1966, 1973, 1974, 1996, and 2005). 

 

Conservative and traditional historians have dismissed history as defined and 

conceptualised by Hayden White, Alun Munslow, and Keith Jenkins (amongst 
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others)17 as nothing more than ñlocalised contaminations, temporary but nonetheless 

lamentable and perniciousò; their argument is simple: if theory (such as literary, 

semiotic or philosophical), then not history (Kearns 1997:13).  However, despite this 

reasoning, this ñhistoryò as advocated by Hayden White, Keith Jenkins, Alon Confino, 

and Alun Munslow, does not simply disavow objectivity, positivism or realism.  While 

it does not make claims to a total truth or grand historical narrative, it still adheres to 

the basic necessary tenets or methodology of gathering and recording history: the 

verification of facts; the accuracy of communication; and evidentiary support.  

Despite this, traditional historians appear vitriolic in their attacks on postmodern 

historians. For example, Geoffrey R. Elton, in a lecture series, proclaimed that this 

ñhistoryò is ñthe cancerous radiation that comes from the forehead of Derrida and 

Foucaultò (1991:41).  Alexander Lyon Macfie describes postmodernism as a 

devastating ñassault on historyò (2010:209).  And Richard Evans vilifies 

postmodernist historians as ñthe intellectual barbarians at the disciplinary gatesò 

(1997:218).  This does need much explaining; the ñintellectual barbariansò are the 

postmodernist academics who are challenging the discipline of History. 

 

While this thesis only references Hayden Whiteôs concept of ñanti-narrative non-

storiesò, most specifically in Chapter Eight of this thesis, a very general overview and 

critique of his perspective is offered here.  This is in part to further contextualise his 

ideas and also to highlight some of his views as they further make up a postmodern 

perspective of history.  He defines traditional History as an emphasis on facts, and a 

commitment to one universal method of empirical research, which demands 

                                                           
17

 Theodor Adorno; Roland Barthes; Jean Baudrillard; Jacques Derrida; Michel Foucault; Luce 

Irigaray; Julia Kristeva; and Jean-François Lyotard are amongst those academics and historians that 

refuse a ñgrandò or ñmasterò narrative of history. 
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detachment, disinterest and impartiality (1966:9). His book Metahistory, published in 

1973, realigns history with art, and by extension, imagination18.  In 1974 he argued 

further that historical narratives are complex, difficult structures that contain not only 

found elements, but invented ones as well ([1974] 1998:16 and 31).  While stressing 

the commonalities between the historical narrative and a novel he has led some 

critics to argue that the arbitrariness of the process of an historian ñinventingò history 

has given credibility to genocide disavowalists, historical revisionists and holocaust 

denialists, or even giving authority for purposeful distortion or ñselectiveò memory 

accounts (Hacking 1999:2; Iggers 2010:42).  Furthermore, Whiteôs critics are 

incensed by his characterisation of historiography as ña form of fiction-makingò 

(1978:122; cf.  Anchor 2001:107).  White is only too well aware of these criticisms, 

but he is arguing for historiography to responsibly communicate history not only as 

true factual statements but also, and most importantly, to write about what these 

events mean19 (2005:333).  Vasso Kindi elaborates on Whiteôs argument by adding 

that recounting ñsimple, factual truth seems so superficial, so crude, so insensitive to 

the complexities of the caseò (2010:261).  Hayden White and other postmodern 

historians want history to be more than statistics, and detached, ñscientificò reports 

(Kindi 2010; Friedländer, 1979; 1993, 1997; Young 1988, 1993). William Kentridge 

himself has emphatically stated: ñit is about the impossibility of factuality.  Facts are 

not enoughò (cited in Christov-Bakargiev 1998:17). However, this does not mean that 

White is arguing for inaccuracy, inconsistency, and completely fabricated historical 
                                                           
18

 So too does Johan Huizenga.  Please see The Aesthetic Element in Historical Thought (1968). 

  
19

 In his article, The Public Relevance of Historical Studies: A Reply to Dirk Moses, White writes: 

 
The past is the realm of the dead é It is a place of fantasy that we confront with anxiety é 
The past is an absent presence, the equivalent for a community of what oneôs ancestors or, 
indeed, oneôs own childhood, is for the individual person.  The dead can be studied 
scientifically, but science cannot tell us what we desire to know about the past.  Or rather, 
those aspects of the past that can be studied scientifically do not yield the kinds of information 
or knowledge that drives us to study the past in the first place (2005:333). 
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accounts. Robert Anchor points out that one of the distinctive tropes in White (and 

Keith Jenkinsô) discourse is that the ñpast is chaotic, radically contingent, a burden, a 

nightmare from which we seek to awakenò (2001:110).  Understandably then, the 

postmodernists accuse the outmoded historians of attempting to ñdomesticate the 

fantastic and to normalize the unspeakableò (Fussell 1975:74). 

 

Hayden White has also argued that historians have rigidly adhered to positivism, and 

accused them of allowing the intellectual movements of the 20th century to pass 

them by (1983).  Furthermore White has reasoned that historians have failed to 

endeavour any ñsurrealistic, expressionistic, or existentialist historiographyò 

(1983:43).  He has therefore argued that history / ies should take the form of ñanti-

narrative non-storiesò produced in either a literary or cinematic form (1996:32).  

Narrative itself has traditionally taken a very static form: beginning, middle, and end.  

This narrative structure was conceptualised by Aristotle in his work Poetics (335 

BCE), and has been the foundation of all narrative structures as understood in a 

literary or cinematic / televisual form ever since. It has as its quintessence: a linear 

structure; chronology; an immutable and immovable beginning, middle and end.   

The definition of ñstoryò similarly denotes a fixed beginning, middle and end.  White 

has argued that this narrative structure has, as a historical tradition, attempted to 

impose a mastery over historical events, stories, and memories, which implies a 

sanitised version of events, specifically constructed, and disinterested (1996).  

Furthermore, he argues that claiming mastery over oneôs memories is impossible 

due to the fragmentary and ephemeral nature of memories (1996).  He therefore 

proposes ñanti-narrative non-storiesò as a method of recording history (1996:32).  It 

can include anything from narratives beginning with the end of a story, relating the 
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beginning and then lastly providing the middle.  Non-stories could comprise anything 

from a poetry account of a historical event, to including fantastical elements or magic 

realism. This idea is central to the film History of the Main Complaint and is 

discussed in Chapter Eight of this dissertation.  Many historical accounts have been 

recorded thus.  For example, Salmon Rushdie, in his novel Midnightôs Children 

(1991), Rushdie archives Indian history through the narrator Saleemôs 

ñchutneyficationò of history: he bottles history and memories and likens it to chutney.  

The pickling is mixed and remade differently every time, albeit subtly.   This is a 

metaphor for how one remakes reality every time one experiences it or remembers 

it.  Rushdie has telepathic children who disappear and reappear, time travel and 

even the changing of genders, but all this exists alongside the horrors of war.  In 

Timeôs Arrow (1991), Martin Amis focuses directly on the Holocaust. It is the story of 

a Nazi doctor, which is revealed in a form of reverse chronology ð this serves to 

question narrative structure and its cause and effect.  When the narrative is 

reversed, effect becomes cause.  Using this very contrivance / narrative device, 

Amis produces a post-Holocaust style of writing fiction that ideally encapsulates just 

how difficult it is to explain and depict the Holocaust rationally and logically (Amis 

1991; cf. Hungerford 2004:187).  Another fascinating representation of the Holocaust 

is The White Hotel (1981) by D. M. Thomas20, who uses a specific Jewish (albeit 

                                                           
20

 There are many such examples, for instance: 

 

The two novels by author Thomas Pynchon: The Crying of Lot 49 (1966) which deals with the 

conspiracy of the bones of WW II American soldiers being sold and used as charcoal cigarette 

lighters.  His later novel, Gravityôs Rainbow (1973) deals with war veterans in the period of months 

after D-day was announced.  He uses non-linear narratives and intermingles facts with fantasy. 

 

Another example is Kurt Vonnigutôs Slaughterhouse-Five (1969; also known as The Childrenôs 

Crusade: A Duty-Dance with Death) about the fire-bombing of the German town of Dresden during 

WW II.  American soldier Billy Pilgrim gets caught by German soldiers and kept as a prisoner of war.  

He then becomes ñunstuck in timeò and is captured by aliens from Tralfamadore and exhibited in a 
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secular) method of viewing the world, namely psychoanalysis.  He uses this method 

to convey the awful loss of the Holocaust.  He creates a patient of Freudôs, Frau 

Anna.  Her biography, containing her ailments, dreams and desires, gives a specific 

particularity to an individual, one who was murdered by the Nazis.  Her world, bizarre 

and unique, creates a specific psychology / psychopathology, one that Freud 

attempts to decipher through psychoanalysis.  So vivid are her imaginings and 

desires that the reader is moved by her loss.  Her recounting highlights that these 

numerous victims of the Holocaust are in fact unique individuals, with their own 

desires and needs and idiosyncrasies.  They should not be relegated to mere 

statistics21 (Thomas 1981; cf. Hungerford 2004:187).  Kentridge does a similar thing, 

in that he makes Soho / Felix resemble himself personally.  He therefore 

personalises the experiences of apartheid, surrealistically fashioned in his films, his 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

zoo. However, it is the fire-bombing of Dresden that affects Billyôs mind.  It is a non-linear narrative 

that incorporates fantasy, science fiction and factual evidence.  

 

There is also G¿nter Grassô The Tin Drum (1959) which deals with the horrors of the Second World 

War in both Germany and Poland as seen through the eyes of the manic ñdwarfò Oskar Matzerath. 

 

A play that is also an example of Whiteôs ñnon-narrative non-storiesò is I am my own Wife by Doug 

Wright (2004).  The play is about the life of Charlotte van Mahlsdorf, born a man and become a 

woman and her experiences surviving both Nazism and Communist East Germany, changing her 

identity constantly to avoid persecution and even death. 

 

One last example is W. G. Sebaldôs historical novel entitled Austerlitz, about a young man Jacques 

Austerlitz who discovers that he is Jewish and that his biological parents died in Theriensenstadt 

concentration camp.  His journey is related in a narrative that lacks paragraphing and includes 

unusually long sentences (9 pages long in one instance).  Sebald mixes reality or fact and fantasy 

and includes evocative black and white photographs throughout the novel. 

 
21

 It is almost impossible to conceptualise 11 million individuals being systematically murdered.  The 

Paper Clip Project was started by 8
th
 Graderôs in 1998 in the American town of Whitwell in order to try 

and ñshowò how many 11 million is.  They collected paper clips from all over the world, in part 

because the people of Norway wore them on their lapels as a form of resistance during the 

occupation in Norway by the Nazis during World War II.  The 11 million paper clips are kept in a 

German cattle car (which was actually used during the war to transport Jews and other ñundesirablesò 

to the death and concentration camps and was flown to America) (Joe Fab [Miramax] 2004).  It is 

called The Childrenôs Holocaust Memorial. 
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character / s existentially raising the questions of freedom and responsibility.  In 

doing this the audience can relate to one individual among many.  He has exacted 

an experiment of archivisation, he has exteriorised memories from the private to the 

public domain.  He is acutely aware that there is no one originary moment, for either 

himself or his country ð his works are therefore non-narrative in form, with no fixed 

beginning, middle, or end.  His writing of history is subjective, a construct. 

 

While Whiteôs conceptual idea of history as surrealism, or ñanti-narrative non-storiesò 

is specifically dealt with in Chapter Eight of this thesis as a means to provide 

academic support for the constructs of Kentridgeôs documenting of South Africaôs 

past and present, including all its horrors, the postmodern idea of history pervades 

this study throughout. In other words, it posits South African history as many 

histories, both public and personal; it also refuses a grand narrative of South African 

history.  With regard to the latter, one need only to look to the TRC as support that 

history is not a master narrative.  The TRC bore witness to the fact that many 

histories, many historical events were not known and after many years were only 

being revealed then (that is, 1996).  South Africaôs history not only had to be re-

written in light of the exhuming of this ñnewò history / histories but it highlighted the 

fact that the previous, supposedly official, documented history of South Africa was 

ideological and politically motivated in nature22.  And incomplete.  

 

No matter how creative, or how much creative licence is taken, different narratives 

and unique imagery can represent / express historical events (even with 

                                                           
22

 Similarly, historians William Dunning and James G. Randall in the 1930s wrote the historiography of 

slavery and its reconstruction in the United States of America.  They wrote objectively, 

dispassionately, and provided a historically factual account that including the obvious ñinherent racial 

inferiority of blacksò (cited in Iggers 2010:40).   
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grotesqueries) authentically and with relevance.  Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev writing 

about ñart autreò or ñart informelò claims similarly: 

[A]dvanced artists felt that direct representation of concentration camp scenes 
ð barbed wire, striped camp uniforms, brutal guards, watchtowers, etc. ð ran 
the risk of banalising the horror into stereotypical images and spectacle, into 
predictable and over-explicit representations. By abstracting the 
representation, art, it seemed, became more universal, and therefore more 
true (1998:33). 
 

Christov-Bakargiev also writes that, ñKentridge always focuses on the personal 

narrative, the private story of the individual, not on grand, abstract accounts of South 

Africa or apartheidò (1998:142).  In doing so, he personalises the effects that 

apartheid has had on South Africa.  This is significant because as a viewer it is less 

easy to dismiss, as one tends to relate more directly and intimately with one 

individual rather than a thousand statistics.  He gives the victim / perpetrator (Soho / 

Felix) a face, an identity, and he in turn embodies the shame, guilt, remorse, 

responsibility and mourning for a whole country. Also in keeping with a postmodern 

historiography, this study posits that Kentridgeôs films are important because they 

portray the same / identical images that emerged out of apartheid, but because he 

does so in such a unique way they continue to shock and disgust, resulting in fresh 

empathy for the victims of this violent regime.  His films do not leave the viewer 

desensitised but rather astonished and repulsed, causing the audience to re-identify 

with those violated by apartheid.  He shocks the spectator out of their complacency.  

This is also in keeping with authors Catherine Kearns (1997) and Carl Becker (1973) 

who argue that history has several performative responsibilities: firstly, to bring the 

past into the present, with all its horrors, in order not only for it to be remembered but 

also to avoid complacency.  Secondly, it has a responsibility to aid people to 

ñrememberò what they did not experience first-hand or witness directly.  The central 
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concerns of history cannot in any way avoid the issue of memory: remembrance, 

memoirs, memorials, forgetting.   

 

Before focusing on the discourse on memory, this section concludes by quoting 

White from a conversation that he had with Erland Rogne in 2009: 

Well, Iôm really concerned about the discipline.  Iôm much more interested in 
the way creative writers, literary writers, are dealing with history.  You see, 
you need imagination to close the gap between the present and the past.  And 
I think one of the things you have to do, then, is to show how elusive, how 
difficult it is (2009:75). 

 
This quote is important to keep in mind before denigrating White for ostensibly 

condoning holocaust / genocide denialism as his critics are prone to doing.  His 

emphasis on ñnon-narrative non-storiesò should be taken in the milieu for which it is 

meant, the context of creative filmmakers, artists and novelists (White 1996 and 

2009).   

 

To conclude this section on psychoanalysis, post-structuralism and postmodernism, 

it can be argued that many of the principle tenets from these discourses are 

therefore apposite to this thesis. Therefore psychoanalysis, postmodernism, and to a 

lesser extent, post-structuralism, despite their critics, have contributed a significant 

explanatory value to deconstructing Kentridgeôs filmic Drawings for Projection series.  

This chapter now turns its attention to memory. 

 

3.5 Discourse on memory 

Graham Richards writes of memory: ñit might, perhaps justifiably, be suggested that 

the category of ómemoryô is simply too sweeping, a folk-psychological term of scant 

scientific utilityò (2002:129).  Richardsô remark is easy to understand in light of the 
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proliferation of books, articles and lectures emerging from disparate academic 

disciplines, from history to cultural studies to psychology, that have multiplied in the 

last decade that deal with ñmemoryò.  Anna Green calls it a ñmemory boomò 

(2004:36).  As a result of this proliferation, ñmemoryò is used almost as a catch word, 

or at the very least, a fashionable one.  However, memory discourse or memory 

studies are contending with the following lexicons: ñpopular memoryò; ñcollective 

memoryò (Halbwachs 1950 / 1992); ñsites of memory (ñlieux de m®moireò (Nora 

1989); ñpublic memoryò; and ñsocial memoryò.  These differ from an individualôs 

memory, which refers to the personôs ability to conserve information and to recount 

that which has happened in the past.  Generally though, there is a commonality 

between individual memory and collective memory:  that is, the ways in which 

individuals construct a sense of the past.  Alon Confino argues that memory studies 

have, significantly, been used to explore the memory of those who experienced an 

event first-hand; as well as the representation of the past and the making of it into 

shared cultural knowledge by successive generations with artefacts (1997)23.  

 

As to how individual memories differ from collective memories and to what extent, 

and how to define both types of memories, is briefly deliberated here.  This section 

concludes with a critical exposition of the discourse of memory. 

 

3.5.1 Individual memory 

Samuel Hynes defines individual memory as, ñmemory is the mental faculty by which 

we preserve or recover our pasts, and also the events recoveredò (1999:206). Very 

simply, individual memory is considered to be individually-based and exists in the 

                                                           
23

 For instance: museums; literary works; commemorations; films; and art. 
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mind of an individual. Memory is fundamental to the formation of individual and 

collective identity (Eyerman 2004). Memory has long been associated with the 

concepts of the self / mind; consciousness / unconscious; identity as recorded  / 

identity as constructed; and perception / imagination (Favorini 2007:31).  Even if a 

personôs identity is not specifically part of a collective identity or collective memories, 

say for instance, a collective trauma such as the Holocaust, identity is still shaped by 

the social, the cultural and the political.  

 

3.5.2 Collective memory 

Collective memory is comprised of recollections / remembrances of a past that is 

determined and shaped by a group of people.  Barbie Zelizer suggests that collective 

memory raises issues of contestation, negotiation, and sharing (2003:214).  

Remembering as a group therefore is not only about memory identification and 

recall, but about social, cultural and political norms.  Ron Eyerman defines collective 

memory as ñrecollections of a shared pastò which coalesces the social group over 

time and space by affording them a ñnarrativeò structure (2004:161).  This narrative 

structure situates the individual within that structure and allows for a representation 

of those collective memories in the form of a text: written; filmed; painted; told; 

celebrated; and / or commemorated.  The past also then becomes present through 

symbolic interactions, with memory central both to those interactions and texts 

(Antze and Lambek 1996; Crane 1997; Confino 1997; Eyerman 2004; Green 2004). 

Barry Schwartzôs definition of collective memory defines it thus, ña representation of 

the past embodied in both historical evidence and commemorative symbolismò 

(2000:9).  His definition allows for a distinctive individual and collective memory in 

that the latter is exemplified in texts and practices which have a supra-individual 
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characteristic.  Alon Confino likewise defines the concept: ñthe representation of the 

past and the making of it into shared cultural knowledge by successive generations 

in óvehicles of memoryô24, such as books, films, museums, commemorations and 

othersò (1997:1186).  One cannot however, attempt a definition of the concept 

without mentioning sociologist Maurice Halbwachs25, who originated the term.  He 

wrote in On Collective Memory:  

we can understand each memory as it occurs in individual thought only if we 
locate each within the thought of the corresponding group.  We cannot 
properly understand their relative strength and the ways in which they 
combine within individual thought unless we connect the individual to the 
various groups of which he is simultaneously a member (1980:53). 

 
His work on collective memory implies a multiplicity of pasts and memory.  Collective 

memory should allow for individual development as well as intervals and delays of 

memory and the transience of generations. 

 

Before focussing on the critical exposition of memory studies, there are two more 

points to be made by Halbwachs that are significant: firstly, collective memory and 

lived experience interpenetrate each other; and secondly, collectives and individuals 

interact in their representation and production of collective memory (1980:55; cf. 

Kansteiner 2002; Terdiman 1993; Zelizer 199826).  Schwart, Confino and Halbwachôs 

definitions of collective memory are intrinsic to this doctoral enquiry.  This chapter 

now focuses on an analysis of memory studies. 

 

                                                           
24

 This term was coined by Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi in his book entitled Zakhor: Jewish history and 

Jewish Memory (1989). 

 
25

 He was born 1877 and died in Buchenwald in 1945.  His book, The Collective Memory was 
published posthumously in 1950 and only translated in 1980, his second book, On Collective Memory 
was published in 1952 and translated in 1992. 
 
26

 Appropriately described by Zelizer to mean: ñcollective memories have texture, existing in the world 

rather than in a personôs headò (1998:4). 
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3.5.3 Exposition on memory studies 

One of the critiques of this memory lexicon is that  terms such as ñpublic memoryò, 

ñcultural memoryò, ñhistorical memoryò, ñsocial memoryò, and ñcollective memoryò are 

not distinct enough nor have they been given the individual attention they deserve 

(Zelizer 2003). Another problem that Barbie Zelizer highlights is that social, or 

collective memory has been substituted for individual memory (2003:215).  Ann 

Green, in her article Individual Remembering and óCollective Memoryô argues 

similarly that scholarly work ñconflates collective and individual memory or places the 

latter beyond reachò; or deems the latter ñinsignificantò (2004:38; 35; cf. Crane 1997; 

Kansteiner 2002). 

 

Their comment as a criticism of the modern discourse of memory is interesting and 

at complete odds with this study.  This thesis argues for both a clearly demarcated 

individual memory and a collective, or social, memory: the individual as Soho 

Eckstein or Felix Teitlebaum (or a displaced Kentridge); and the collective comprised 

of South Africaôs subaltern memories.  This also relates to how this thesis has 

positioned Kentridgeôs work as an example of postmemory and clearly differentiates 

between his portrayals of personal memories: Felix in Exile, History of the Main 

Complaint, and WEIGHING and é WANTING which all contain personal, traumatic 

memories.  His films also contain collective or social memories of experiences he did 

not experience first-hand or witness first-hand, the traumatic collective memories of 

the victims and perpetrators living in an apartheid regime.  This argument then uses 

the concept of postmemory to explain how Kentridge has appropriated these 

collective memories through empathy and identification.  These observations are 

postulated in Chapter Five of this study. 
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Although Zelizer has theorised that collective memory has been substituted for 

individual memory, she has written an article detailing the distinct characteristics of 

collective memory (2003).  One of the differences worth mentioning is that 

remembering is no longer finite, with a specific beginning, middle and end; and is no 

longer constituted in time and space, but is constantly transforming and evolving. 

(2003:218).  As a result of this, there is now attention being paid to ñmemory undoneò 

or forgetting, or amnesia: ñHow memories are erased, forgotten, or willed absent has 

come to be seen as equally important to the ways in which memories are set in 

placeò (2003:220; cf. Halbwachs 1992:172).   

 

Barbie Zelizer cautions scholars of the dangers of assuming that ñcollective memoryò 

is a ñcatch-allò for ñsocial memoryò, ñpublic memoryò and ñcultural memoryò and that 

academics should examine these concepts more rigorously (2003:235; cf. Confino 

1997).  This is a particularly valid criticism. However, this study does use the 

concepts of ñcollectiveò, ñculturalò and ñsocialò memories interchangeably, although it 

does not fall into the trap of subsuming the individual into the ñcollectiveò.   Granted, 

while such an intricate and rigorous analysis is called for, it falls outside of the 

purlieus of this study.  In defence of this research though, it has attempted to keep 

the definitions used within consistent throughout and avoided what Zelizer refers to 

as ñconceptual murkinessò and a scholarly ñleakinessò (2003:235).   

 

One of the critiques of Maurice Halbwachs is that he argued that collective memories 

would be made up of individuals in a group who were in complete harmony with one 

another.  Unfortunately this would mean that an individualôs memory could be 
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amalgamated with the groupôs collective memory (Green 2004:38).  As a functional 

mechanism, collective memory would serve to unite and solidify identity memories.  

However, if conflicting or dissenting memories arose they would automatically be 

excluded and would then fade over time (Burke 1997; Thomson 1994).  Alistair 

Thomson elaborates on that by explaining that the result of choosing to support / 

cohere to a collective memory and collective identity will cause ñpsychic anxietiesò if 

by doing so the memories of a painful and traumatic past result in feeling unsafe.  

The result: an incoherent personal identity.  Thomson states that this inability to feel 

safe or cohere into a wholly formed identity will cause ñunresolved tension and 

fragmented, contradictory identitiesò (1994:10). 

 

The central problems relating to memory discourse are therefore: a lack of critical 

reflection on its methodology and theorisation; fragmentation; an absence of a clear 

focus; and the subsuming of individual memory by collective memory (Crane 1997; 

Confino 1997; Green 2004; Kansteiner 2002; Thomson 1994; Zelizer 2003). Despite 

these problems, this discourse has been pivotal to the study on memory and even 

the scholars who have critiqued this discourse of memory have acknowledged that.  

For instance Alon Confino argues that its ñopen-endednessò is actually a positive 

thing (1997:1387). 

 

However, there are many scholars, scientists and psychologists that vehemently 

dispute memory studies as they exist in the humanities and arts.  Amongst those are 

cognitive psychologists, neuroscientists and neuropsychologists. David F. Sherry 

and Daniel L. Schacter, for example, argue that memories only belong to the 

individual and characterise his/her personal life and identity.  In this case, memory is 
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a completely subjective experience and cannot be collectively shared.  According to 

their research in neuroscience memory does not retain, (excepting for fragments and 

bits and pieces), nor reconstruct the original impression27.  This emphasis on 

individual subjectivity to the extent that it cannot be communal, in any way, is a 

complete denunciation of collective memory and its representations and therefore is 

in direct conflict with the entire premise of this dissertation, that is, that William 

Kentridgeôs filmic series, Drawings for Projection is an aesthetic representation of 

individual and collective memories. 

 

The study of collective, public or cultural memory has also led scholars back to the 

work of Sigmund Freud, such as Peter Burke, Cathy Caruth, Jenny Edkins and 

Dominick LaCapra; and thence to the study of forgetting, and the psychology and 

sociology and history of amnesia (Burke 2007:12; Caruth 1996; Edkins 2003; 

LaCapra 1983).  Within these studies are references to the concept of ñtraumaò, 

which is fundamental to the thesis of this dissertation.   

 

3.5.4 Trauma 

Traumata have several defining or significant traits: they are defined by Cathy Caruth 

as ñoverwhelmingò and ñcatastrophicò (1996:11; cf. Ģiģek 199128).  Their nature 

precludes immediate comprehension or rational assimilation; they are elicited by 

associations or connotations (causing disruption in the present); traumatic memories 

                                                           
27

 Anyone wanting to pursue this line of argument is directed to: Sherry, DF & Schacter, DL.  1987.  

The evolution of multiple memory systems.  Psychological Review 94:439-454. 

 
28

 Slavoj Ģiģek writes in his book, For they know not what they do: Enjoyment as a Political Factor: 

 

The essence of the trauma is precisely that it is too horrible to be remembered, to be 

integrated into our symbolic universe.  All we have to do is to mark repeatedly the trauma as 

such (1991:272-273). 
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recur, repetitively and return with the same initial shock with each repeat reiteration 

(Caruth 1996; Crownshaw 1998; Edkins 2003; Freud1915 / 1991a; Ģiģek 1991). 

Vincent Engel adds that traumata can seem: ñunimaginable, incommunicable, and 

unspeakableò (cited in Lavenne, Renard and Tollet 2005:8). This section now 

centres on a collection of essays on trauma studies edited by Michael Lambek and 

Paul Antze (1996) which is referenced in Chapter 5 of this thesis.  It has been lauded 

by some scholars and criticised by others and as it makes such a substantial 

contribution to this study it bears a closer look.  

 

The book Tense Past: Cultural Essays in Trauma and Memory, deals with the 

cultural significance of contemporary traumatic memories of the Vietnam War, the 

Holocaust and with sexually abused children in North America (1996).  Although their 

book, a collection of essays, has contributed significantly to the field of trauma 

studies, there are, however, several concerns with their work.  Lambek and Antze 

begin by premising their essays on the following premise: ñmemory is never simply 

recalled, but reconstructedò (1996:6).  Furthermore, by referencing Michel Foucault 

they argue that memories are always culturally mediated ï dictated to by what is 

desirable to remember in this present.  In this way then, memory is always linked to 

discourse. Robin Crownshaw argues that the main problem with this collection is that 

the contributing authors, including Antze and Lambek, do not offer a theorisation of 

trauma or the way traumas are structured; how the past is narrated and 

remembered; and how trauma often manifests itself subliminally in other historical 

narratives.  Crownshaw also argues that Michael Lambek does not successfully 

theorise how memory is culturally mediated and gives the impression that trauma is 

more genetic than cultural (1998).  However, Robin Crownshaw does concede that 
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their essays provide a noteworthy and complementary reading of the cultural 

significance of trauma, despite the absence of a comprehensive theorisation of 

trauma (1998).  Tina Papoulis sees this absence of a theorisation of trauma in Tense 

Past somewhat differently, describing it as ñan exciting interdisciplinary approach to 

the study of memory as a cultural objectò and as possessing ñan impressive range of 

material and originalityò (1998:241; 1998:243).  She rightly points out that these 

authors purposefully move away from a macro-historical approach and Paul Antze 

and Michael Lambek clearly demarcate these parameters in their introduction 

(1998:241). They indeed emphasise a plurality of discourses, locating memory within 

an intersection of individual and collective narratives that are intertwined with 

institutional, political, cultural and social formations (Antze and Lambek 1996).  

However, Papoulis agrees with Crownshaw on a very salient criticism: the uncritical 

comparative analysis between ówesternô and ónon-westernô with the Eastern cultures 

presented by Lambek as being homogenised with a ñpre-existent collective memoryò 

which he fails to adequately explain (1998:243 and 1998:410).  Despite these 

criticisms, this thesis uses their definition and explication of culturally mediated 

trauma and applies it to Kentridgeôs films (see Chapter Five). 

 

3.6 Conclusion 

In concluding then, the historical veracity of memory of the narratives and real, or 

lived experience, is not to be explored here.  It is, however, acknowledged that there 

are problematics between history and memory, as the section on postmodern 

historian Hayden White attests to.  It is also not the aim of this dissertation to 

interrogate the problematics of psychoanalysis, post-structuralism and 

postmodernism.  For instance, this is not a re-assessment of these perspectives in 
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relation to contemporary debates, but rather employs theories about memory and 

trauma as favoured by a particular group of theorists.  For purposes of this thesis it is 

enough simply to take cognisance of them and to reflect upon them.  These theories 

present understandings and explanations of the social and cultural material to be 

explored by the thesis. 

 

The next chapter looks at the methodology used in this study. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: A METHODOLOGY OF MEMORY  

 
As indicated in Chapter One of this dissertation, this study uses a qualitative 

method as its research methodology. The objectives of the research are: 

hermeneutic; exploratory; explanatory; and descriptive.  In this chapter, the 

qualitative research methodology used in this research is briefly discussed and 

then explained in terms of its application within this investigation of the animated 

films of William Kentridge. There is an emphasis on a descriptive analysis of the 

textual-visual material being studied, in this case William Kentridgeôs animated 

Drawings for Projection film series; as well as peripheral material such as his still 

lifes, plays and sculptures1. 

 

4.1 The qualitative paradigm 

Qualitative research methodology is defined by Cressell as an investigation 

process of understanding founded on distinct methodological traditions of inquiry 

that explores a cultural, social or human problem (1994). There are several 

reasons that make qualitative research an ideal methodological tool for this study: 

it includes context as an indispensable component of the research; it address the 

researcherôs process of self-reflection and self-awareness; and it provides 

methodological possibilities to address questions that cannot be answered using 

quantitative research.  With regard to this study, the problem in question is a 

human one, that of the representation of traumatic memories as experienced by 

William Kentridge, and South Africans during the brutal apartheid regime.  

                                                 
1
 Please see Chapter One and Chapter Two for a list of William Kentridgeôs artistic works. 
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Therefore, the context, in this case, South Africa and its history, is paramount to 

understanding Kentridgeôs works. 

 

The manner in which a research study is conducted within a qualitative research 

design is dependent on two central tenets.  Firstly, the needs of the study and 

secondly, the questions that it seeks to answer.  Hence ñ(t)he problem under 

investigation properly dictates the methods of investigation as well as the research 

designò (Bryman 1984:106; cf.  Becker in Jessor 1996; Jensen 1982).   

 

With regard to the first tenet, the needs of the study, the literature review (Chapter 

Two) on William Kentridge has clearly indicated an absence with regard to an 

understanding of his works within the relatively new discourse on memory and 

trauma.  Chapter Two, which reviews the works that have analysed Kentridgeôs 

films, has highlighted that there is indeed a gap.  Most of the literature has 

revealed that: his work has been analysed within an art history discourse; several 

post graduate studies, including several doctoral studies, have not focussed on his 

films as an entire and complete series; and, lastly, none of the analyses have 

focussed on memory and trauma studies.  For instance, the literature review 

revealed that many studies have focused on Kentridgeôs works by drawing 

extensively on much of the same literature to interpret his work, such as that of 

Walter Benjamin, Michel Foucault and Theodor Adorno.  Kentridge himself refers 

to these sources himself very frequently to add commentary to his own works.  No 

one thus far has interpreted Kentridgeôs works using Marianne Hirschôs concept of 

postmemory; Pierre Noraôs concept of ñsites of memoryò; James E. Youngôs 
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concept of ñcounter-memoryò; Henri Raczymowôs ñmemory shot through with 

holesò; Sigmund Freudôs concept of ñscreen memoriesò; or Maurice Halbwachs 

concept of ñcollective memoryò.  There have been no comparative analyses 

between art spiegelman (sic), Pascal Croci or Joe Kubert.  Thus it can be inferred 

that this study is founded on the fact that there is undoubtedly a lack of a 

theoretical framework from which to analyse and critique the themes found within 

Kentridgeôs films. 

 

With regard to the second central tenet upon which a qualitative research design is 

dependent, that is, the questions that it seeks to answer, this thesis addresses the 

following research problem: Does William Kentridgeôs animated Drawings for 

Projection filmic series represent memory / memories?  This central research 

question can be divided into the sub-problems: How does William Kentridgeôs 

animated series represent memories (his own and others)?  Whose memories 

does he represent?  Why, if at all, does he portray memories in this particular filmic 

series?  Do his animated films represent a specific South African political socio-

historical period of time?  Can Kentridgeôs films be considered an ñauthenticò form 

of documenting South African history?  These questions have therefore informed 

this studyôs choice of a hermeneutic approach. 

 

4.2 Qualitative methods 

One of the methods of inquiry that has been used is that of deconstruction:  it is an 

approach that is not logocentric but rather decentring, in other words, the readings 

that occur and the meanings that arise, are neither a reproduction of the work 
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However, with regard to the reliance on intuitive knowledge, this researcher has 

attempted to overcome this through the referencing and sourcing of a wide and 

extensive range of contemporary publications and authors. 

 

This researcher also acknowledges that the personal perspectives as adopted 

within this study, that is, a refusal of:  ñgrandò / ñmaster narrativesò concerning 

ñtruthò, ñvaluesò and ñobjectivityò; and totalising theories, is based on the 

researcherôs own personal values and worldviews.  This has meant a very 

subjective selection of source material that lends itself to supporting this worldview, 

although it has been lent credibility by the fact that this is the artistôs worldview too.  

Chapter Three, the theoretical literature review, includes commentary by the artist 

to support this perspective.   

 

4.4 Data collection 

The research hypothesis and research issue for this dissertation is the exploration 

and explanation of the how and the why of the portrayal  / representation of 

memory in the charcoal, hand-drawn, animated film series of William Kentridge: 

Drawings for Projection.  The collection of data in this study is therefore selective / 

purposive. It included a multitude of both primary and secondary sources.  While 

qualitative researchers focus on primary sources, such as the texts / case studies / 

situations themselves they must also refer to, and study, secondary sources 

(Fortner and Christians 1981). It is the responsibility of the researcher to both 

engage with and evaluate them, as well as to weigh their importance or 

contribution / s to the field, and then, either reconstruct or reject them (Christians 



William Kentridge: Chapter Four: A methodology of memory 

102 | P a g e  

 

and Carey; Fortner and Christians 1981; Ragin 1994).   In this study the primary 

sources selected as the texts to be analysed are the filmic series in their entirety2.  

The secondary sources have been provided as literature reviews: one dealing with 

the sources analysing Kentridgeôs films such as art reviews and critics, as well as 

post-graduate studies.  The second literature review has provided an overview of 

the relevant literature as it was used as an interpretative tool, such as 

psychoanalysis, post-structuralism, postmodernism and studies on memory. 

 

4.5 Sampling methods 

Theoretical sampling was used as a research technique. Glaser and Strauss 

(1967) describe this research process as: the selecting of new research areas and 

comparing them with existing research areas. For this study different theories (for 

example theories that dealt with historical trauma, memory trauma, memory, and 

identity) were used to explicate the latent meanings of Kentridgeôs visual texts.  

Artistic sources of a comparable and similar nature were also selected (artists 

whose works dealt with the representation of the Holocaust, for example art 

spiegelman (sic)). These different comparative analyses investigated topics like the 

definition and discussion of concepts such as traumatic memory and their depiction 

in artistic works. Different meanings and interpretations were elicited through the 

application of complex conceptual and theoretical sources, with specific reference 

to seminal works, such as those mentioned as primary sources (for instance, 

                                                 
2
 Please see Chapter One for a list of all the primary sources that were initially interrogated before 

the series was selected as the primary focus of analysis for this research. 



William Kentridge: Chapter Four: A methodology of memory 

103 | P a g e  

 

Sigmund Freud and Roland Barthes) and supporting sources such as art reviews 

and newspaper reports.  

 

4.6 Data analysis 

After watching the films at the Durban film festival in 1994, the researcher bought 

the films whenever a new film was produced. The stylistic and thematic readings 

included viewing the films in their entirety, several times.  Particular attention was 

paid to the depictions of violence and trauma and domestic scenes involving either 

Soho Eckstein or Felix Teitlebaum.  In some cases both appeared in scenes 

simultaneously, before they morphed into one persona, named Soho / Felix in 

order to indicate their morphing.  This was done for this particular study to separate 

in time and space the three different characters, Soho Eckstein, Felix Teitlebaum 

and Soho / Felix.  ñSohoò was placed before ñFelixò in their combined name for this 

study (in the sixth film) because while Felix Teitlebaum was always featured naked, 

the newly morphed character retained the outward appearance of Soho Eckstein, 

that is, his pinstriped suit, and his cigars.   Soho / Felix however retained the 

artistôs own very distinct physical features.  Soho was also placed first because the 

united character was very much still the exploitative capitalist and wealthy 

landowner, who over time began to question his capitalistic enterprises and 

accumulation of expensive obet dôarts.  Felix was added second to Soho, because 

of the ethical and moral concerns that the character Felix Teitlebaum was imbued 

with, which he seemed to have imparted to the morphed, singular persona Soho / 

Felix. 
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The animated films were described in detail, as a written form.  A textual reading in 

terms of identifying their thematic content, including recurring motifs, was the first 

reading.  This reading or deconstruction including reading of not only the art 

reviews at the time of their release, and attending the installations, it also included 

attending other art exhibitions that Kentridge was exhibiting at the time, that were 

not related directly to the filmic series (such as Black Box / Chambre Noir; 7 

Fragments for George Méliès; Woyzeck on the Highveld and Ubu and the Truth 

Commission).  It also meant paying special attention to the political events 

happening in South Africa and internationally.  All of this has bearing on his films.   

 

Bernard Glaser and Anselm L. Strauss exalt their qualitative slogan ñ[m]aximise the 

comparisonsò (1967:436-445). One of the main goals of qualitative research is 

ñmeaning-specific insight through continuing comparative analysisò (Christians and 

Carey 1981:357). Constructing correlations; highlighting contrasts; connecting 

histories; and comparing actualities with other similar types are extremely 

significant. With regard to this study, comparative analysis was carried out between 

different artistic mediums and their representations of human suffering and 

tragedy. From photography to literary works, these comparisons were included to 

emphasise the importance of these artistic forms and their role in perpetuating 

memories and lived experiences. They also provided further credibility to this 

researcherôs interpretations of William Kentridgeôs filmic works.  In addition to this, 

they sustain the clarification of certain features and concepts used to extricate 

meaning from Kentridgeôs animated films.  This is particularly apparent in Chapter 

Seven: Questions of Memory, Representation and Aesthetics. 
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The purpose of data analysis is ultimately to make sense of the accumulated data / 

sources. Images were scanned in of photographs, drawings, and screen shots.  

This data was organised according to the various embedded themes being 

analysed and where they were relevant as supporting evidence of the 

interpretations being made. Detailed descriptions were added where necessary to 

supplement the visual data. Comparisons were made between different data 

sources. For example, a comparative analysis was carried out between data 

sources that supported the themes found in artistic representations of Kentridgeôs 

portrayals of the apartheid era and those themes embedded in artistic 

representations of the Holocaust (see Chapter Seven for this comparison).  Similar 

identified patterns and recurring themes and concepts were categorised and 

analysed together, such as the concepts of postmemory or generational guilt and 

artistic depictions of these concepts (also see Chapter Five and Chapter Seven).  

The data was re-presented in terms of relevant summaries, selected quotations 

and relevant images.  With regard to the time frame of this investigation, the 

primary cases being studied (namely the animated films that make up Kentridgeôs 

Drawings for Projection series) demarcate the starting point of 1989 with the first 

film of this series. Whilst the primary case ends in 2003, with Tide Table being the 

last film made, this study included references to the artistôs other works from 1989 

until 2011. The selection of the sample to be positioned as the primary case, the 

Drawings for Projection series, was selected as a purposive sample. It is 

considered to be very specific because it has a distinct beginning, middle and end, 

and follows a close-ended narrative structure (1989ð2003). The series is also 
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representative of the artistôs overall body of work in that his choice of medium and 

style is distinctive throughout his oeuvre. It is also very specifically contextualised 

within the socio-political, cultural-historical period of South Africa. According to 

Christians and Carey: ñ[e]very occasion has a historically singular situation that 

gives it uniquenessò (1981:353).  Beginning in 1989 at the very height of apartheid, 

the series follows the protagonists (Soho Eckstein / Felix Teitlebaum / Soho / Felix) 

through their personal history / journey, a journey that clearly coincides with and 

chronicles the history of South Africa. For instance, William Kentridgeôs works are 

representative of historical traumas.  There are no limitations along spacio-

temporal lines ð it could be Rwanda, Bosnia, or Darfur:  

In his 1999 film Stereoscope he uses images of police beating students in 
Jakarta, riots outside banks in Moscow, rebels being thrown over a bridge 
and then shot in the river below in Kinshasa, someone throwing rubble at 
the US embassy in Nairobi: all drawn from television broadcasts and 
newspapers appearing while he was working on the film (Stewart 2006:14).   
 

Kentridge himself has commented on this film stating ñof course the images are all 

of Johannesburgò (cited in Stewart 2006:14).  Another example would be the 

correlation between his film History of the Main Complaint and the establishment of 

the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, in 1996 (please see Chapter Eight for 

more details on this).   

 

Finally, select concepts were described in detail and then applied directly to 

Kentridgeôs films in order to explicate the latent meanings within. For instance, see 

Chapter Five for the elucidation of Sigmund Freudôs ñscreen memoriesò and then 

their application to Kentridgeôs films; Chapter Eight for the discussion of Hayden 

Whiteôs ñanti-narrative non-storiesò and their application; or the explanation of 
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James E. Youngôs concept of ñcounter-memoryò and its application to the film 

Monument found in Chapter Nine.  The data analysis in this study is therefore both 

comparative and interpretative.   

 

4.7 The narrative or pilot study results 

Prior to this doctoral study two ñpilot studiesò were undertaken, that is, two 

seminars on William Kentridgeôs Drawings for Projection series were presented by 

this researcher. One was presented at a departmental (Communication Science) 

seminar in 20043, at the University of South Africa; and one was presented at the 

international SACOMM4 (South African Communication Association) conference in 

Stellenbosch in 2006.  While both were well received, in retrospect there was a 

fundamental flaw in the analysis, that is, there was no theoretical framework 

established or adhered to.  The presentations were mostly descriptive in nature 

and simply highlighted the themes or motifs found within Kentridgeôs cinematic 

oeuvre, although considerable attention was given to the socio-political context in 

which they were made. However, they were a relevant research project, if seen as 

the embryonic foundation for the development of a theoretical framework with 

which to analyse and interpret his films. Most importantly they emphasised the 

importance of a deconstructive method of inquiry and they emphasised the need 

for a theoretical framework with which to critique Kentridgeôs films. 

 

                                                 
3
 Celebrating William Kentridgeôs ñDrawings for Projection Seriesò. Unisa.  

 
4
 A postmodern analysis of William Kentridgeôs animated films. SACOMM Conference, Stellenbosch 

(September, 2006). 
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4.8 Limitations 

The field of qualitative research is often described as being limited by studies that 

yield only impressionable data or circumstantial evidence, studies that breach 

statistical procedures and rules in order to assure representativeness (Christians 

and Carey 1981:357; cf. Fortner and Christians 1981; Ragin 1994). The challenge 

of this research design methodology as applied in this dissertation is mostly one of 

over-generalisation. The other limitation is that the sampling method was 

purposive. William Kentridge is a prolific artist working in artistic mediums of 

sculpture (bronze, paper, iron), plays, operas, still lifes, etchings, prints, and 

tapestries, to mention a few.  However, it is the animated film series Drawings for 

Projection that was selected as the primary sample to be studied because, as 

previously stated, it is highly representative of his oeuvre. It is also the only series 

that directly correlates to specific events unfolding in South Africa at the time of 

creation.  Whilst his other artistic works are ñpoliticalò in nature, such his opera The 

Magic Flute, which deals with post-colonialism, they do not deal specifically with 

eventsin South Africa.  The Magic Flute, for example is an indictment of and 

commentary on the concept of post-colonialism in general.  Even though 

Kentridgeôs other works have been referred to, the series is clearly demarcated 

and only allows for brief comparisons and references to his other artistic works.  

 

4.9 Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined the qualitative research approach that was employed for 

this doctoral study.  It has justified why a qualitative and not a quantitative research 
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methodology was most suitable.  It also discussed the researcherôs role; data 

collection and analysis; and limitations of the study. 

 

This study now focuses on the scholarly work on memory studies. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: MEMORY 

  

As indicated in Chapter Three of this thesis there are many different ways of 

defining memory, ñindividualò and ñcollectiveò, being just two such ways.  This 

chapter looks in detail at many of the concepts already mentioned in Chapter 

Three but discusses them in greater depth and then applies them to Kentridgeôs 

films.  These include: postmemory; rememberings; identity; and screen memories. 

 

Elie Wieselôs seminal memoir Night (1960) recounts the horrors that he was 

subjected to during the Holocaust: from his internment at Auschwitz III Monowitz, 

to his liberation. Wieselôs long-time friend, François Mauriac, a Frenchman, 

Catholic and resistance fighter, encouraged him to write his autobiography. Wiesel 

did so, but many years later, because like so many other survivors he was caught 

up in a conspiracy of silence. Some survivors thought that no-one was really 

interested in their stories; some thought that no-one would believe them, some 

were ashamed of what they endured, and most found it difficult to find the correct 

language and medium to relate their experiences (Antze 1996).  Elie Wiesel 

himself has written much on this topic, and in an article for the New York Times, 

entitled Art and the Holocaust: Trivialising Memory he includes the story of a young 

Jewish survivor who was told by a Schutzstaffel1 officer:  

[O]ne day you will speak of all this, but your story will fall on deaf ears.  
Some will mock you, others will try to redeem themselves through you.  You 
will cry out to the heavens and they will refuse to listen or to believe. ... You 

                                                           
1
 This is often abbreviated as ñSSò: this was the name of Adolf Hitlerôs personal bodyguards which 

was represented by the signature silver deathsô head badge. 
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will possess the truth, but it will be the truth of a madman (cited in Wiesel 
1989:1).   

 

It is ironic then that the memoirôs popularity and importance have only recently 

taken off (Oprah 2006; 2008).  Night is a haunting read, and a necessary one, as it 

is an eye-witness account and therefore a testimony of the acts of horror 

perpetrated during the Nazi regime:  ñ[R]emembering is bearing testimony, 

breaking the conspiracy of silenceò (Antze 1996:10).  Lest the world forget, of 

course.   

 

What is quite exceptional though, and highly relevant to this study, are the 

comments made by François Mauriac in the forward to the first edition of the book 

(1960).  In this foreword, he recounts the following: a young Israeli journalist came 

to interview him.  The journalist asked him about his experiences during the war.  

Mauriac confided to the journalist  

that nothing I had seen during those sombre years had left so deep a mark 
upon me as those trainloads of Jewish children standing at Austerlitz station 
(1960:7).   
 

These children were a special convoy of innocent victims to be taken to the death 

camps during the Holocaust to be gassed.  Mauriac then remarkably states: ñ[Y]et I 

did not see them myself.  My wife described them to me, her voice filled with 

horrorò (1960:7).  Mauriac added: ñ[I]t is not always the events we have been 

directly involved in that affect us the mostò (1960:7).  This empathy, this 

remembering of anotherôs memory so acutely, this transferring from a first-hand 

account to a second-hand account ð this memory is as traumatic an account as if 

it had been an eye-witness account.  It is this very type of remembering that 
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epitomises and explains William Kentridgeôs works.  These ñmemoriesò are 

depicted most evidently in his hand-drawn, charcoal-medium, animated film series 

Drawings for Projection.  His ñmemoriesò of: the atrocities of the apartheid era; the 

Herero genocide perpetrated by German colonisers in Namibia (the first genocidal 

act in modern history); the annihilation of the Lithuanian Jews by the Nazis in 

World War II; black South African miners working in unforgivably harsh 

circumstances; slaves and their living conditions in the slave ships leaving for the 

Americas; individuals who suffered from apartheid directly (through poverty and 

death) and indirectly (through marginalisation); colonisers raping the African 

landscapes and peoples. These ñmemoriesò permeate his body of works: he tells 

and re-tells these ñmemoriesò of his in a unique and exceptional way. Not only do 

his works portray these remembrances but the way in which he does so depicts the 

concept of memory itself.  Through his technique of incomplete erasure he reveals 

the continuing effect that the past has on the present.  His work physically 

uncovers layers of reality ð the supposedly dominant and ñofficialò present and the 

unsuccessfully erased past.  In other words he draws memory itself.  He depicts 

both the physical landscapes of South Africa ð which are the most visible 

reminders of history as well as constituting the actualities of place ð and the fluid 

and ever changing landscapes of the human mind (being, the unconscious, and 

memory).  He does this through the flowing / ephemeral nature / process of his 

work, which in turn is a representation of memory and being.  Staci Boris has 

written that the source and ñpivotal motifò of Kentridgeôs film, Felix in Exile, ñwas a 

friendôs description of police forensic photographs of murder victimsò (Boris 

2001:35).  As a result, his ñvizualisations of these bodiesò scattered in the veld 
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ñstayed with himò, becoming the very images of murdered individuals covered in 

newspapers lying in the landscape (Boris 2001:35; Figure 3.1).  This is a direct 

example of Kentridgeôs rememberings being that of another, made concrete in his 

works.  (An extra layer or sediment added to this is that his friend did not see the 

actual bodies himself ð he only viewed the photographs.) Kentridgeôs films and 

other artistic endeavours are memories of othersô memories, as well as his own 

memories.  These rememberings, and the concept of ñmemoryò, and their 

importance in Kentridgeôs artistic creations, need to be expanded upon, and it is to 

this that this chapter now turns its attention. 

 

 
 
Figure 5.1 Drawing from Felix in Exile (Benezra, Boris, Cooke, Sitas and Cameron 
2001: 98). 
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5.1 Memories and rememberings 

In Kentridgeôs animated works one sees evidence of his rubbings out ð the traces 

(smudges of charcoal) that are left behind after the still is altered ð which gives a 

ójerkiness to his films as well as a realism and an unpolished feeling ð a 

roughness (Figure 5.2 and Figure 5.3).  Roland Barthes defines viewing a single 

frame of film as observing ñthe trace of the absence of timeò (Wyver 1989:110).  

This particularly applies to Kentridgeôs work because traces of charcoal are left 

once erased.  These faint traces tell of a different image and therefore a different 

meaning and of course a different memory. Kentridgeôs works are his ñfascination 

with lifeôs haphazard and poignant impermanenceò (Stone 2003:52). 



William Kentridge: Chapter Five: Memory 
 

115 | P a g e  
 

  

 

Figure 5.2 Drawing from Felix in Exile (Benezra, Boris, Cooke, Sitas and Cameron 
2001:100). 
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Figure 5.3 Drawing from Felix in Exile (Benezra, Boris, Cooke, Sitas and Cameron 
2001:28). 
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Marshall Deutelbaum (1989) also emphasises the humanising power of visual 

memory ð which, to reiterate, is inherent in Kentridgeôs work ð as he highlights 

the importance of remembering our apartheid history and other histories. 

Kentridgeôs theme of memory raises the question: are those who do not remember 

history condemned to repeat it? ñKentridgeôs drawings betray the traces of his 

making erasures with a history of purpose, the purpose of not forgettingò (Stone 

2003:67).  Kentridgeôs technique of incomplete erasure (his physical and artistic 

technique) physically illustrates the fragility of human memory, not simply for the 

sake of its own beauty, but for the purpose of depicting socio-political issues as 

precisely and effectively as possible. As Laurence Kirmeyer aptly puts it, there is 

always: ñ[T]he frailty and impersistence of memoryò to take into account 

(1996:174).   

 

With regard to tenuous memories, there is the example of when Kentridge as a 

child of six went to look at photographs in his fatherôs study.  The photographs 

were of individuals killed in Sharpeville (Christov-Bakargiev 1998:28; Oppelt 

1999:6).  That this memory and shock at seeing those photographs is evident now 

in his work is obvious.  However far removed he was from Sharpeville, these 

images still had a personal effect.  It also highlighted for Kentridge that there was a 

life outside of his safe family domain, a life that was very different to his own.  

Psychoanalysis has specifically emphasised that ñwe cannot separate a personôs 

psychology from his or her personal historyò (Sarup 1988:8).  This is true of 

Kentridge ð his experiences of growing up in an anti-apartheid activist home have 

had an effect on his psyche.  He was obviously very aware of the difference 
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between his life and the lives of those living directly under apartheid.   Kentridge 

himself puts it thus: ñI went through life knowing that outrageous things were 

happening in an abnormal societyò (Kentridge cited in Christov-Bakargiev 

1998:13).  This is an example of the balance / interaction between the personal 

and the national in his films, highly relevant especially given the embryonic and 

fragmentary nature of South African national identity.  This is particularly evident in 

his film Stereoscope, where Soho/Felix has morphed into one character ð with 

Felix Teitlebaum representing the collective and Soho Eckstein representing the 

individual (henceforth referred to as Soho/Felix).   Even so, the screen is split into 

two ñidenticalò images of a brooding Soho/Felix (see Figure 5.4 and 5.5).  He is 

obviously thinking of his past and considering his future. His work engages a 

question (among many): if a coherent national perspective is impossible at present, 

are the only valid South African visions deeply personal ones?  Is Kentridgeôs 

vision therefore paradoxically both personal and generally South African?  

  

 

Figure 5.4 Drawing from Stereoscope (Alemani 2006:59). 
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Figure 5.5 Drawing for Stereoscope (Benezra, Boris, Cooke, Sitas and Cameron 
2001:129). 
 

Artist Lucian Freud writes: ñWhat do I ask of a painting?  I ask it to astonish. 

Disturb, seduce, and convince,ò furthermore, ñ[E]verything is autobiographical, and 

everything is a portrait.  My work is purely autobiographicalò (Freud cited in Stone 

2003:64).  Is this an appropriate description to borrow and extend to Kentridgeôs 

animated works?  Consider that the main character Felix Teitlebaum, and later on 

in the series, his protagonist Soho Eckstein are drawn in the artistôs image?  
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However, does Lucien Freud not allude to more than a realistically drawn portrait, 

and rather to the essence of what his work is about ð his choice of subject matter, 

his themes, his topics, his ñmemoriesò?  As the film maker Stephen Dwoskin (cited 

in Wyver 1999:110) has suggested, avant garde films can be defined as ñpersonal 

worksò which are ñindividually motivatedò. Lucien Freud also posits that  

[T]he painter makes real to others his innermost feelings about all that he 
cares for.  é A painterôs tastes must grow out of what so obsesses him in 
life that he never has to ask himself what it is suitable for him to do in art 
(Freud 1954:1).  

 

Both Dwoskin and Freudôs statements very much apply to Kentridgeôs works. While 

the artist William Kentridge in person does not come across as a man obsessed or 

obsessive in his speech, manner or behaviour (even when watching him at work ð  

he is incredibly self-contained and graceful; seen in the videotape Drawing the 

Passing, 1999), it nevertheless seems quite clear that his ñmemoriesò haunt / 

obsess him. Hence, the recurring themes of guilt, responsibility, injustice; his 

depictions of slaughter, rape (of the land), death ð challenging the audience to 

ñseeò, to remember, to react.  Lucien Freud also once stated that: ñ[M]y object in 

painting pictures is to try and move the senses by giving an intensification of 

realityò and ñwhere the swiping of a brush leaves a mark on the canvas akin to a 

deposit of raw tissueò (Freud 1954:1; cf. cited in Stone 2003:33). These are such 

apt statements in regard to Kentridgeôs art, it is almost as if Lucien Freud was 

writing directly about Kentridgeôs worksô and not his own works.  Kentridgeôs art 

most certainly does ñmove the sensesò simply by choice of subject matter and his 

extraordinary aesthetics, and his art is the ñintensification of realityò ð even ñmore-

real-than-realò (Baudrillard cited in Smart 1993).  Quite a feat considering that 
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Kentridgeôs art is predominantly in charcoal, almost entirely devoid of colour save 

for the occasional use of blue or red pastel. As for the description ñdeposit of raw 

tissueò: this brings to mind the idea of an open wound, and is this not the idea 

behind remembering ð keeping the wound open so that one does not forget? Are 

Kentridgeôs themes open wounds, that some would rather forget, preferring to 

banish them to the ñpastò?  Okwui Enwezor is of a similar opinion:  

[R]ather than seeking merely to illustrate or describe that world, Kentridge 
searches for ways to analyse it: to probe it, jab it and scratch at it as if it 
were a sebaceous node, tumescent flesh bubbling with an abscess about to 
burst (1998:67).   

 

Kentridgeôs own technique of making the films is a literal example of 

ñrememberingò because the drawings, the changes / erasures will not be forgotten 

since they are permanently ñpreserved on celluloidò (Boris 2001:31). Arlene Stone 

also describes Kentridgeôs work as ñdark memories come aliveò.  This is exactly the 

case in his animated films ð his memories (his own or those of others), because of 

the medium in which they are expressed, that is, film, do indeed come alive. That 

they are ñdarkò is not in dispute, and even though they are hand-drawn in charcoal, 

they take on a realism that very much makes them ñaliveò (Stone 2003:84).  They 

are ñaliveò also in the sense that they remain relevant to contemporary society. 

 

5.2 ñPostmemoryò 

Returning directly to the idea of Kentridgeôs work portraying his ñmemoriesò of 

othersô past injustices and past histories, Marianne Hirsch has identified the 

concept of ñpostmemoryò which is relevant to the understanding of this idea.  

Hirsch, in her book entitled Family Frames: Photography, Narrative and 
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Postmemory (1997), analyses the photographs of those who died during the 

Holocaust. She studies ñtheir existence as spaces of lost memoryò (1997:22-23; cf. 

Hirsch 2003). From this she deduces and introduces the concept of ñpostmemoryò 

which is different from ñmemoryò by ñgenerational distanceò and from history by 

ñdeep personal connectionò:   

[Post]memory is a powerful and very particular form of memory precisely 
because its connection to its object or source is mediated not through 
recollection but through imaginationéPostmemory characterizes (sic) the 
experience of those who grow up dominated by narratives that preceded 
their birth, whose own belated stories are evacuated by the stories of the 
previous generation shaped by traumatic events that can be neither 
understood nor recreated (Hirsch 1997:22; cf. Hirsch 2003; Hirsch and 
Kacandes 2004; Sicher 2004).   

 

This ñpostmemoryò is ña spatiotemporal exile from a destroyed past that both 

distances and affirms the existence of the pastò (Hirsch 1997:22-23; 244-245; cf. 

Hirsch 2003). ñPostmemoryò therefore basically means an  

intersubjective transgenerational space of remembrance, linked to a cultural 
or collective trauma that is not strictly based on identity or familial 
connection.  It is defined through an identification with the victim or witness, 
modulated and carefully delimited by the unbridgeable distance that 
separates the participant from the one born after (Hirsch and Kacandes 
2004:14).   

 

This ñidentificationò with a victim or victims, and ñimagination / remembranceò of 

othersô past traumas helps explain why Kentridge has focused on certain themes in 

his works.  He is very empathetic, for example, carefully drawing the subalternsô 

faces with their pained lines ð to highlight / show the suffering they are going 

through / have experienced. In Johannesburg, 2nd Greatest City after Paris intense 

erotic scenes between Felix Teitlebaum and Mrs. Eckstein are juxtaposed with the 

pained and horrifying images of the mine workersô faces and seemingly non-ending 
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lines of them stretched windingly across the highveld.  Their faces are highly 

reminiscent of Edvard Munchôs Scream ð evoking the same pain and horror.  

Obviously, at some level, Kentridge identifies with the voiceless, the poverty-

stricken, with ñHarryò the hobo, for instance, because he is able to capture and 

portray their misery so realistically.  Consider his film Monument, with Harry 

pinioned to a rock, and the close-ups of Harryôs face.  That he chooses such a 

theme (the exploitation of workers) is in itself revealing of his empathy, and this 

empathy is amplified by how he draws the themes / topics / individuals, and is able 

to convey their unbearable lives of misery to an audience. 

 

There is a fundamental ñconnection between memory and imagination, re-telling 

and re-creating the selfò (Kirmayer 1996:174).  Kentridge literally does this in his 

films.  His ñmemoriesò of others memories, and his own memories are indeed 

linked to the imagination which he has succeeded in drawing, he tells and re-tells 

stories of apartheid and he ñre-createsò the self through the merging of Soho 

Eckstein and Felix Teitlebaum.  Another second generational Holocaust writer, 

Henri Raczymow, coined the phrase ñmémoire trouéeò or ñmemory shot through 

with holesò ð a memory that is a void, a ñmemory of not remembering and not 

being thereò (Raczymow 1994:101-102; cf. Raczymow 2003; Sicher 2004).  

Similarly, the German author, W. G. Sebald wrote that when he watched 

documentary films of War World II, or looked at photographs of the war, he felt as if 

ñthose horrors I did not experience cast a shadow over me, and one from which I 

shall never entirely emergeò ð this too is a form of ñpostmemoryò (Sebald 

2003:71).  Atrocities not experienced first hand, as François Mauriac astutely 
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observes (above), are ñthose that affect us the mostò (1960:2).  Froma I. Zeitlin also 

believes that writers and artists ñrepresent the past through modes of enactment ð 

even reanimation ð through which the self, the óegoô, the óone who was not thereô, 

now takes on a leading role as an active presenceò (Zeitlin 1998:6; cf. Sicher 2004; 

Zeitlin 2001 and 2004). This is interesting in the light of Kentridge choosing to 

animate his Felix Teitlebaum and Soho/Felix characters in his own image, thereby 

taking on an active presence in his films.  He puts himself directly into his films and 

into the themes he portrays, of which he surely does not have direct / immediate 

experience. 

 

Efraim Sicher suggests another term, that of ñabsent memoryò.  Like ñpostmemoryò, 

it is still made of angst and other post-traumatic stress-related symptoms, 

memories transferred and experienced as ñfirst-handò (Sicher 2004).  Geoffrey 

Hartman also adds to these ideas when he coins the phrase ñwitnesses by 

adoptionò ð it enlarges the familial connection of memory ï to incorporate othersô 

empathy and identification (Hartmann 2004; Hirsch and Kacandes 2004:14; cf. 

Hartmann 2003).  It is obvious that Kentridgeôs films, by their very themes, identify 

with the dispossessed and the victims of apartheid. Kentridgeôs works ñtrace 

unconscious messages from the pastò (Stone 2003:99). ñDisconsolate and 

irremediable nostalgia and loss are embeddedò in his works (Stone 2003:99).  And 

so, as if tormented by his memories of othersô memories Kentridge takes it upon 

himself to document these ñmemoriesò ð with exquisite aesthetics, and haunting 

and even grotesque subject matter (see Chapter Seven for issues concerning 

aesthetics and representation) in a series of animated films that challenge the 
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viewer him/herself to acknowledge the past and to remember.  Understanding the 

concept of memory and how it works, with a focus on collective memory, and 

memoryôs relationship to trauma, now follows. 

 

5.3 Memory  

In WEIGHING é and WANTING it is apparent that Soho Eckstein is ñobsessed 

with memoryò (Benezra 2001:25).  Soho Eckstein lays his head against different 

objects, such as a rock, a bakelite telephone and a teacup See Figure 5.6, Figure 

5.7, and Figure 5.8).  The rock morphs into the land ð a reference to Soho 

Eckstein and his mines ð he is troubled by the fortunes he made exploiting the 

land and the workers.  There seems to be an element of remorse captured in his 

face.  This remorse continues as a theme onto the next installation of the 

chronology of the films, Stereoscope. The rock also traces his past, like actual 

sediments found in the earth.  In Stereoscope, Soho Ecksteinôs wealthy empire is 

demolished, and Soho Eckstein becomes a divided self ñas stereoscopic alter 

egosò (Benezra 2001:25).  He appears brooding and melancholic ð does he 

mourn the loss of his empire?  Is he questioning his past? Or simply reliving it?  He 

is most certainly preoccupied with his past. 
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Figure 5.6 Drawing from WEIGHING é and WANTING (Benezra, Boris, Cooke, Sitas 
and Cameron 2001:123). 

 

 

                                           

Figure 5.7 Drawing from WEIGHING é and WANTING (Benezra, Boris, Cooke, Sitas 
and Cameron 2001:125). 



William Kentridge: Chapter Five: Memory 
 

127 | P a g e  
 

 

 

Figure 5.8 Drawings from WEIGHING é and WANTING as part of installation exhibit 
(Christov-Bakargiev 1999:73). 
 

With regard to the ñpastò, Tasmin Spargo very perceptively attempts to define the 

past:  

the past is what happened before the present: it is time that has passed.  
Thinking in terms of past, present, and future seems natural, inevitable both 
on a personal level and in broader social, cultural terms.  The past is, in a 
sense, over but in another sense it is only available to us, knowable, as part 
of the present.  The past may be real but it is, by definition, irrecoverable in 
its pastness (2000:1).   

 

Her definition captures the ephemeral essence of the concept the ñpastò.   W. G. 

Sebald poetically states: ñ[S]uch is the dark backward of abysm of time.  
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Everything lies all jumbled up in it, and when you look down you feel dizzy and 

afraidò (2003:74). Directly related to the concept of time, is of course, ñmemoryò. 

 

Memory is the edifice of identity, with reference to the individual as well as to the 

collective, but more recently it has become a ñsite of struggleò ð memory has 

become politicised (Antze and Lambek 1996:vii).  It pervades our current 

discourses on culture ð this ñpolitics of memoryò is a site of trauma and 

victimisation (Antze and Lambek 1996:vii).  Memories do more than simply 

document the past, they ñare interpretive reconstructions that bear the imprint of 

local narrative conventions, cultural assumptions, discursive formations and 

practices, and social contexts of recall and commemorationò (Antze and Lambek 

1996:vii).   

 

When violence is perpetuated against individuals and singled-out groups of people, 

memories serve to implicate and indict; they also symbolise victimisation and 

cohesion, and thus are performative in meaning.   

 

The elections in South Africa in 1994 heralded a new era ð post-apartheid and 

democracy ð that came with the ideas of reparation and reconciliation.  To help 

heal the wounds of a tragic devastating political past a Commission was set up in 

1996 called The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC).  One of the 

Commissionôs aims was to listen to the testimony of those who had suffered 

enormously during apartheid, but it also served as a confessional.  Those that 

carried out the atrocities of apartheid were asked to come forward to give evidence 
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of their involvement.  These were the memories of both victims and perpetrators of 

injustice.  The idea was to listen and bear witness and then forgive.  South Africa 

was to heal through this process.   

 

The evidence was horrific and traumatic to hear. The Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission was covered by every form of the media ð broadcast constantly on 

television and radio.  It became what Alemani called a ñtheatre of cruelty and 

sufferingò (2006:51); or, ñTheatre of Violenceò (Foster, Haupt and de Beer 2005, 

this is also the title of their book).  The irony of course was that the criminals were 

to be pardoned while the victims would receive reparation.  The problem was that 

although everyone ñknewò about the atrocities committed, no one actually expected 

the content that came out ð hideously grotesque, phantasmagoric ð therein lies 

the irony. As the TRC continued it became very apparent that these criminals 

should never have been pardoned ð their crimes against humanity and their 

compatriots were heinous. It might have been more healing if prosecutions had 

taken place, similar to those of the Nuremburg trials / Bosnia trials (this is the 

researcherôs own opinion).   

 

Kentridge deals with this topic in the play Ubu and the Truth Commission (Taylor 

1997), directed by Kentridge (and drawings and film by Kentridge).  Obviously 

Taylorôs title is a direct reference to the Commission.  The content also deals 

directly with the TRC. Ubu and the Truth Commission is inspired by a play called 

Ubu Roi, written by French playwright Alfred Jarry and performed in 1896.  In Ubu 

Roi, Jarry created a character called Ubu.  Ubu is a belligerent despot.  He is 
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vulgar.  His physical features are hideous and he is fat.  He is also stupid.  Jarry 

represents him in all his grotesquery ï the play is political satire.  Theatrically 

speaking, Ubu has become the ñsymbol for the absurdity of power, its thousand 

different faces and the contradictions inherent in governingò (Alemani 2006:49; see 

Figures 5.12 ð 5.18: Kentridgeôs drawings of Ubu).  In Ubu and the Truth 

Commission, his adventures are taken and mixed with the real-life drama of the 

TRC.  

 

Jarryôs original play includes paradoxical elements among the irony and satire, and 

Kentridge shadows this with the way that the ñactorsò are represented on stage. 

Real actors are used to portray a fictitious Ubu, while the real witnesses, the 

victims, are presented as puppets ð large wooden puppets produced by the 

Handspring Puppet Company (see Figure 5.10).  Of course, adding to the 

confusion that reflects the socio-political situation of the time is the background 

animation of the play ð creating / adding a further layer of complexity to the 

dramatic process.  The animation consists of documentary footage and drawings of 

torture.    

 

Both collective and personal memories are represented in the play ð Ubu 

represents the individual, the iconic criminal; while the puppets represent the 

collective.  They both put forward their memories ð there is a meeting of the ñIò 

with the collective.  Both sets of memories are traumatic to hear ð with the 

perpetrators giving evidence of torture, and the victims describing their loss of 

loved ones and the hideous suffering inflicted upon them.  Ubu (actor Dawid 
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Minnar) is stupid, supercilious, arrogant and slovenly.  The actor wears 

undergarments and boots ð he is repulsive and disgusting (see Figures 5.9 ð 

5.11).  The loathsomeness of his actions during the apartheid era is perfectly 

encapsulated in his physical appearance ð it doubles the disgust at hearing the 

atrocities being recounted.  The play challenges the notion of the TRC being about 

transition and forgiveness. The Commissionôs unveiling darkness, as represented 

in the play, presents one with the conundrum ð is forgiveness the way to go?  Or 

does the witnessing of memories result in ñcohesionò as Antze and Lambek (1996; 

see above) suggests?  
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Figure 5.9 Photograph from Ubu Tells the Truth (Benezra, Boris, Cooke, Sitas and 
Cameron 2001:38). 
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Figure 5.10 Photograph from Ubu Tells the Truth (Benezra, Boris, Cooke, Sitas and 
Cameron 2001:45). 
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Figure 5.11 A colour photograph from the play Ubu and the Truth Commission 
(Christov-Bakargiev 1998:117). 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: QUESTIONS OF MEMORY, REPRESENTATION AND 

AESTHETICS 

 

This chapter focuses on different artistic mediums and their importance in 

representing human suffering and tragedy.  It concentrates on how artists and 

filmmakers represent what is thought to be ―the un-representable‖. From literary 

works to films and then photography, the chapter attempts to show the significance 

of these mediums in their role in perpetuating memories and lived experiences.  

Artistic portrayals of violence unleashed upon the collective and the individual 

serve to guard against the repetition and condoning of such atrocities. The 

inclusion of examples of representations, or re-representations, of memory / 

memories; traumas; and memorialisation might seem an unnecessary excursion.  

However, as with all qualitative research comparative analyses are of the utmost 

importance (Christians and Carey 1981).  There are several reasons for this.  

Firstly the comparisons between artistic representations provide further credibility 

to the researcher‘s interpretations and analysis of Kentridge‘s films.  Secondly, the 

reference to these comparative examples assists with the clarification of certain 

features.  Thirdly, by making conceptual comparisons, it supports definitions and 

exacts concepts used throughout this study to interpret Kentridge‘s films. In 

addition to that, this chapter serves to strengthen and contextualise the link 

between Kentridge‘s art and the Holocaust (artistic representations). Therefore, at 

the centre of this chapter is memory and its often unique and challenging 

depictions. With regard to memory, Susan Sontag writes rather poignantly in her 

book Regarding the Pain of Others: ―[R]emembering is an ethical act, has ethical 









































































































































206 | P a g e  

 

CHAPTER SEVEN: QUESTIONS OF MEMORY, REPRESENTATION AND 

AESTHETICS 

 

This chapter focuses on different artistic mediums and their importance in 

representing human suffering and tragedy.  It concentrates on how artists and 

filmmakers represent what is thought to be “the un-representable”. From literary 

works to films and then photography, the chapter attempts to show the significance 

of these mediums in their role in perpetuating memories and lived experiences.  

Artistic portrayals of violence unleashed upon the collective and the individual 

serve to guard against the repetition and condoning of such atrocities. The 

inclusion of examples of representations, or re-representations, of memory / 

memories; traumas; and memorialisation might seem an unnecessary excursion.  

However, as with all qualitative research comparative analyses are of the utmost 

importance (Christians and Carey 1981).  There are several reasons for this.  

Firstly the comparisons between artistic representations provide further credibility 

to the researcher’s interpretations and analysis of Kentridge’s films.  Secondly, the 

reference to these comparative examples assists with the clarification of certain 

features.  Thirdly, by making conceptual comparisons, it supports definitions and 

exacts concepts used throughout this study to interpret Kentridge’s films. In 

addition to that, this chapter serves to strengthen and contextualise the link 

between Kentridge’s art and the Holocaust (artistic representations). Therefore, at 

the centre of this chapter is memory and its often unique and challenging 

depictions. With regard to memory, Susan Sontag writes rather poignantly in her 

book Regarding the Pain of Others: “[R]emembering is an ethical act, has ethical 









































































































































274 | P a g e  
 

CHAPTER EIGHT: MEMORY, HISTORY, IDENTITY, TIME AND SPACE  

 

History is about the passage of time, albeit a highly particular and biased 

perspective.  History is also the effect that time has on space - that is, the 

landscape.  History changes landscapes, both mental and physical.  It is time 

changing / eroding space.  Therefore, put another way, history erodes / changes / 

reshapes time in terms of memory and identity. The landscape in question in this 

chapter is primarily the mental landscape.  Yet William Kentridge‘s films are history 

recorded physically (his drawings can be seen as paper saturated landscapes — of 

the land and mind — which change with every erasure / stroke).  However, due to 

their contents Kentridge‘s historical images can change one‘s perceptions and 

memories / associations of history and therefore by extension their place in 

spacetime.   His films are a form of cathexis / abreaction (Freud 1991a / 1900). 

They are sedimental, palimpsests of recorded / imagined history(ies) / 

memory(ies).  Images from Kentridge‘s own mind‘s eye as well as others‘ mental 

images — through association, empathy and identification — abound.  Memory, 

history, identity, time and space are inextricably linked.  Kentridge‘s films are 

pellucid psychical and physical topographies — real and phantasmagorical.  Dziga 

Vertov, a documentary Russian / Soviet Formalist film maker called films a form of 

―creative geography‖ (cited in Joyce 1999:423; cf. Vertov 1973). This concept 

encapsulates a definition of Kentridge‘s films. 
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CHAPTER NINE:  MEMORY, LANDSCAPES, CITIES AND MONUMENTS 

 

Throughout this thesis (albeit pre-dominantly in Chapter Eight) William Kentridgeôs 

oeuvre has been likened to a palimpsest ð in other words, it has been 

characterised as sedimentary.  His work consists of layers ð in different mediums 

of charcoals, pastels, inks, sugar lifts. Even his miniature theatre production Black 

Box / Chambre Noir is comprised of layers of little theatre production sets 

positioned one in front of the other, from largest to smallest, for perspective 

purposes (Figures 9.1 ð 9.3).  This idea of his work as a palimpsest / sediments is 

in turn linked to his charcoal drawing / animation work that leaves traces behind, 

remnants of what has come before (hence the reference to Sigmund Freudôs A 

Note upon the Mystic Writing Pad (1899a)).  His work conjures up a dissection and 

internal view of land ð one layer of earth impacted upon another layer of earth.  

Each layer of earth holds remnants / traces and information of what that particular 

layer has had built upon it.  The archaeological dig gives up information, secrets 

even, to be decoded and interpreted, of what the land has held / possessed, that 

has since been buried and then unearthed.  Kentridgeôs oeuvre, however, is not 

just metaphorically and physically linked to the idea of sediments.  His work 

actually contains many instances of images of land / landscapes themselves.  

Landscapes in Kentridgeôs work abound ð landscapes of steel, metal and glass, 

as well as landscapes of earth, even internal views of the physical landscape (such 

as found in Mine).  From some of his earliest works (for example his still-life series 

Colonial Landscapes (1995 ð 1996; see Figure 9.74 and Figure 9.75) and co-

created (with artist Doris Bloom) multi-media series Memory and Geography (1995 
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CHAPTER TEN: CONCLUSION 

Theoretical and analytical sampling, as well as comparative analysis, have 

provided the means for this researcher to interpret Kentridgeôs films in an 

inimitable way, affording new insight into the artistôs works. This thesis has 

explained how Kentridge has depicted various themes such as memory, 

identity, trauma, and guilt, within a specifically situated South African context.  

In addition, this study has highlighted the importance of Kentridgeôs works in the 

way that he has represented historical and cultural phenomena, such as that of 

the brutal apartheid regime and its aftermath.  Through this research, the way in 

which Kentridge has provided astonishing and creative insight into and 

understanding of culturally and historically specific contexts has been brought to 

the fore. This study has also contributed to the understanding and meaning of 

Kentridgeôs emergent themes and idiographic depictions of trauma, guilt, 

history, memory and identity in his Drawings for Projection animated film series.  

Thus, through connecting memory and trauma this thesis has also articulated 

how and why Kentridge portrays apartheidôs atrocities and its reverberations, 

surrealistically and ingeniously.  The films themselves are acknowledged as an 

important source of reference of South African society.  They are a 

documentation of the trauma and horror experienced during the height of 

apartheid. 

10.1 Contributions and limitations of the study  

As Chapter Two: Literature Review: William Kentridge (Part I) and Chapter 

Three: Literature Review: Theoretical (Part II) emphasise, there has clearly 

been a research gap of heretofore unexamined theoretical and analytical 
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