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ALTERED LANDSCAPES: 
A COMPARISON BETWEEN WORKS BY 

J. H. PIERNEEF AND JOHN CLARKE

E s t e l l e  A. M a r é  a n d  N.J. C o e tz e e

All the  artifacts o f  h u m an  cu ltu re , m ore especially works o f  art, stand in need  
o f  in te rp re ta tio n . Since th ere  are m any critical approaches available to the 
a r t  h is to rian  it is im pera tive  th a t he o r she pauses a t the  o u tse t o f  any 
h e rm en eu tic  ven tu re  to m edita te  upon  the essence of the  work o f art, which 
should  n o t be u nderstood  as its sole m eaning bu t as a core of possible meanings 
w hich can be in ferred  from  it.

W hen  in te rp re tin g  an  work o f art the art, historian is tem pted  to exploit 
it  as an  o b jec t w hich will yield m ean ing  if subjected to analysis. So it is 
ap p ro p ria te  th a t som e com m on m isconceptions concern ing  art should be 
d ea lt with at the  outset:

Firstly, th a t a r t is a closed system which finds its m ean ing  within itself. 
A .denotative theory  o f m ean in g  should  be in troduced  as a bulwark against a 
form alist o r  purely  aesthetic  approach . T he reason for this assertion is that a 
denotative theory  o f m ean in g  “grants art a referential function  and  forbids us 
to say with the form alists th a t art refers only to itse lf’ (D ufrenne 1983: 209).

Secondly, th a t a work o f a rt is representational. T ru th  in art is n o t a 
c o rre sp o n d en ce ; th e re fo re , rep resen ta tio n  should  n o t be considered  the 
essence o f art. For exam ple, the m eaning  o f V incent van G ogh’s pain ting  of 
peasan t shoes,1 to which H eidegger (1950) refers in his discussion o f the origin 
o f the  w ork o f art, c a n n o t be in te rp re ted  adequately in term s of a m imetic 
re la tion  betw een the shoes and  the image. T herefore H eidegger discusses 
the  shoes d ep ic ted  as denotive o f the wom an to whom they belonged  and 
situates them  in h e r life world.

T hirdly, th ere  is the view th a t a work o f art is an object. T u rn ing  a work of 
a r t in to  a m ere  ob ject reduces it to som ething one can sell or otherwise 
m a n ip u la te  by s u b je c tin g  it to  th e o re tic a l in v estig a tio n , analysis an d  
in te rp re ta tio n  form  a b iased p o in t of view, which may falsify its m eaning. We 
co n cu r with F riedrich  S ch iller’s insight tha t “the world w hich is subject to the
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scientific m ethod  o f understand ing  is a soulless w orld” (Von d e r L uft 1984: 
267). T hus it may happen  that works o f  a rt w hich have th e ir source in  the 
cultural sphere o f a particu lar historical p eo p le  a t a p articu la r tim e, such as 
P ie rn ee fs  landscapes and  C larke’s place im ages, lose th e ir vitality w hen  they 
are rem oved from  their con tex t and  p laced  in  a m useum  o r gallery in o rd e r  
to be optim ally viewed as art objects.

S tated differently, a work o f a rt can be said to  be  c rea ted  by an  artist a t  a 
specific tim e and place, and  an  in te rp re ta tio n  can be  “co rrec t” only if th e  p e r­
ception o f the in te rp re te r is “d irec t”, n o t in d u en ced  by o th e r p reconcep tions, 
and  provided tha t the work o f art is n o t red u ced  to an  o b jec t w hich can  be 
subjected to m anipulation  which, o f necessity, w ould violate its in tegrity  an d  
a lter its in ten d ed  m eaning.

According to Megill (1985: 156), H e id eg g er’s “p h en o m en o lo g ica l p re ­
occupation” is concerned  “with letting  things show them selves as they actually 
a re”. This is especially true o f a work o f art. H e idegger called the “co rrec t” 
in te rp re ta tio n  o f Being (Dasein), herm en eu tics. This m e th o d  o f deriv ing  
m ean ing  is actually a com bination  o f p h en o m en o lo g y  an d  h erm en eu tics  
(R ichardson 1963: 631). H eidegger fu rtherm ore connects a r t to ontology since 
all things, am ong them  a work o f art, aspire to  be  them selves. T h e  reality  o f 
the work o f art is to be itself, b o u n d  only to its o rig in .2 A bout this orig in  he 
reasoned  as follows: “T he origin o f  the w ork o f a r t -  th a t is the  orig in  o f  b o th  
the creators and the preservers, which is to say o f a p eo p le’s historical existence
-  is a r t” (1977:187). If art is crea ted  in  a  specific place an d  a t  a  specific tim e, 
we en co u n te r a norm ative choice o f in te rp re ta tio n  w hich excludes talk ab o u t 
m eaning  on  the basis o f  a cultural field in  general.

To define a rt is impossible. However, by following H eid eg g er one  arrives 
at the insight th a t a work o f a rt creates “a w orld”. If this w orld com es in to  
being by an openness opened  up  by the w ork o f  a r t itself, the m ore  sim ply it 
snatches us away from  the realm  o f the ordinary . In  this sense th e  cu ltu ra l 
field o f the work o f art com es in to  a m im etic re la tionsh ip  with its specific 
origin.

In  the following discussion it is o u r aim  to p re sen t the  worlds c rea ted  by 
two artists who p resen ted  the South African landscape in ways th a t reveal the  
expectations of two different generations o f viewers. T h e  psychological im pact 
o f the two sets o f place images can only be exp lained  in  the co n tex t o f  a

1 V incent van Gogh (1853-90), Old shoes, V incent van Gogh M useum, Am sterdam .
2 “Das U rsprung des Kunstwerkes” in Holzwege (1950). This essay has been  translated in 

various editions of H eidegger’s work in English as “T he origin o f the work o f a r t”. See 
H eidegger (1971).
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coun try  in w hich political strife has to a large ex ten t cen tred  on  the ownership 
o f land , the  “la n d ” referrin g  to the country  as such, as a geographical and 
political unity.

J. H . P ierneef s altered landscapes

In  the “Forew ord” to Nicholaas J. C oetzee’s catalogue o f the so called 
“S tation P anels” by J. H. P ierneef, en titled  Pierneef, land and landscape, C. M. 
Till, the  D irec to r o f C ultu re for the City o f Jo h an n esb u rg  writes: “Public 
p a tro n ag e  o f the  arts has n o t b een  a m ajor p art o f South A frica’s cultural life 
an d  the com m issioning o f the Station Panels over 60 years ago was an  event 
w hich has shown the b e n e d t o f  such action in fu rthering  an d  supporting  the 
visual a r ts” (C oetzee 1992: iv). T hese panels are at p re sen t housed  and 
conserved in the  Jo h an n e sb u rg  A rt Gallery, a necessity w hich detracts from 
th e ir m ean in g  in th e ir orig inal setting in the Jo h an n esb u rg  station building. 
W hat was achieved by the panoram ic and  m onum ental landscape panels in 
the  largest S outh  A frican station build ing can only be answ ered when these 
rep resen ta tions o f landscape and  land are placed in the South African context 
o f  alm ost seventy years ago.

W ho was P ierneef? Why d id  he  receive the com m ission and  w hat did  he 
actually portray  in the  Station Panels?

Jaco b  H e n d rik  P ie rn ee f was bo rn  in P reto ria  in 1886. His parents were 
D u tch  an d  d u rin g  the  S econd Anglo-Boer W ar (1899-1902) w hen the British 
forces took P reto ria  in ju n e  1900, his family chose to re tu rn  to the Netherlands. 
T h e re  P ie rn ee f cam e to the  realization tha t he w anted to be an artist and 
received som e tra in ing  in R otterdam . After his re tu rn  to the Transvaal Colony 
P ie rn ee f received lessons in oil pain ting  from  established E uropean-trained 
artists. H e w orked in the State Library and  taught art, visited the N etherlands 
ag a in  in  1925 a n d  in  all p ro b ab ility  becam e ac q u a in ted  w ith the  new 
m ovem ents in  E u ro p ean  a r t  there . O n the o th e r h an d  it is no tab le that 
P ierneef, w ho as a consum m ate W estern artist had  an in d u en ce  on cu ltured  
peop le , b o th  English and  Afrikaans, also showed an in terest in indigenous 
art, especially B ushm en art. Coetzee (1992: 2) is o f the op in ion  that P ierneef 
an d  m ost A frikaners iden tified  ra th e r with Africa than with England, even 
th ough  this k ind  o f identification was still relatively undefined , widely inclusive 
an d  ideologically unfocussed. It is ironic th a t Pierneef, who had  lectured  on 
th e  a r t  o f  th e  B u sh m an  a n d  th e  “B lack” m an , som etim es in th e  m ost 
appreciative an d  com plem entary  terms, should tu rn  ou t to be one o f the main 
advocates o f  an  exclusionary  “W hite”, indigenous art.

A l t e r e d  l a n d s c a p e s :  a  c o m p a r i s o n  b e tw e e n  w o r k s  ryJ H  P i e r n e e f  a n d J o i i n  C l a r k e
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In  the in terp re ta tion  o f the S tation Panels we follow an alternative o r 
revisionistway o f looking at P ie rn ee f s landscape pain ting . His Jo h a n n e sb u rg  
Station Panels constitute the largest single landscape com m ission in  the  history 
o f S ou th  Africa an d  th e re fo re  m e rit fu r th e r  re search . P ie rn e e f’s D u tch  
connections, personal family background  an d  nationality  en ab led  h im  (or 
perhaps com pelled him inevitably) to exploit the n o rth e rn  E uropean  tradition  
o f landscape painting. At the heigh t o f  his ca ree r P ie rn ee f len t his prestige to 
the cu ltural cause o f the A frikaner w hose struggle fo r cu ltu ra l em an c ip a tio n  
from  the British em pire had  in tensided  by 1935. By th a t tim e the  po larization  
o f Afrikaans and English speaking S outh  Africans h ad  also increased  greatly.

T he governm ent o f the U nion o f S outh  Africa had  by 1927 d ec id ed  to 
provide Johannesburg , a rapidly ex p an d in g  city an d  the cen tre  o f  the  w orld ’s 
largest gold-producing industry, with a railway station  w hich rose to con ­
siderable im portance in the arch itectu ra l h istory o f th a t city. T h e  com m ission 
for the S tation Panels to decorate the m ain concourse on  a m o n u m en ta l scale 
was aw arded  to P ie rn e e f  by the  S o u th  A frican  Railways a n d  H a rb o u rs  
Com mission in July 1929. T he recep tion  o f the  fin ished  work, unveiled  on 31 
May 1934, was favourable.

P ie rn ee f finished the twenty-eight m ain  panels described  in  term s o f  the 
commission as depictions o f “historical places” o r “natura l scenery”. T he setting 
o f the panels necessitated som e geom etrical analysis because o f  sem i-circular 
arch itectura l form o f the station concourses. T h e  fact th a t the  p a in te r  cou ld  
n o t work from  nature necessitated in situ sketches. However, P ie rneef designed 
his panels in such a way th a t the viewer, acq u ain ted  with the  S outh  African 
landscape, will realise that he im posed o rd e r to m ake the panels in their totality 
expressive o f  a world-view largely d e te rm in ed  by cu ltu re  an d  ideology.

An analysis o f the com positions o f  the  panels  reveals an  u n d erly in g  
working design, for exam ple the Louis Trichardt panel (figure 1) shows the 
p o in t o f  the  church  spire coinciding w ith the exact cen tre  o f the  com position  
and  som e o f the clouds describe concen tric  circles in tersec ting  the diagonals 
a round  th a t point. We have num erous sketches clearly show ing th a t P ie rn ee f 
p lanned , calculated, divided and  balanced  the  p ictorial e lem en ts acco rd ing  
to geom etric forms. O ne can repeated ly  recognize his use o f sym m etrical 
com positional features such as the arch  as p a r t o f  a circle, the sec tion ing  o f 
the surface horizontally and  the use o f triangles o n  e ith e r side o f an  im aginary 
line. This use of geom etric forms situates P ie rn ee f in  a w estern trad ition  o f 
m ural painting, b u t they often seem contrived, for exam ple the  regularity  o f 
the circle. W hen applied  to rep resen ta tiona l p a in tin g  m ost geom etric  form s 
tran sfo rm  an d  stylize n a tu ra l fo rm s. B ut, in  c o m b in in g  p a in t in g  a n d
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arch itec tu re , as in P ie rn e e f  s com m ission, it was desirable th a t the paintings 
su p p o rt the  station  arch itec tu re  in its m onum entality.

I t sh o u ld  be rep ea ted  that, besides a m erely technical artistic m otivation, 
the  c lear com positional schem es o f P ierneef’s panels ind icate  a striving to 
im pose o rd e r  by b rin g in g  landscape u n d e r  the co n tro l o f  arch itec tu re . 
F u rth e rm o re , they re p re sen t a desire to structure the landscape, to ren d e r 
n a tu re  in to  cu ltu re , physically an d  spiritually, and to transform  the wilderness 
in to  a  collective m ental vision. Landscape at its m ost fundam ental level deals 
inescapably with m a n ’s re la tionsh ip  with the world and with m an in the world. 
In  P ie rn ee f’s w orld-m aking, his stylizations indicate a culturally determ ined  
set o f  relations.

In  the case o f the Station Panels it is most rewarding to engage the con ten t 
o f  th is cu ltu ra lly  d e te rm in e d  set of re la tions th a t P ie rn ee f p resen ted  to 
in n o c e n t viewers who were em barking o r disem barking from  their travels, 
d u rin g  w hich they m ost probably  saw the real world o f na tu re , of which the 
panels are rep resen ta tions. I re fer to the previous generation  viewers o f the 
panels as “in n o c e n t” because they uncritically accepted a m im etic relation 
betw een a rt an d  reality, an d  were captivated by the exotic rom ance o f the 
a tm o sp h ere  th a t was created  by the scenes.

If  landscape can reveal the identity o f a historic people, what did P ierneef 
reveal?

His pleas in the  th irties for the founding  o f an  indigenous Afrikaans art 
h ad  an  exclusivist u n d e rto n e , given that Bushm an rock a rt is indigenous in 
any case. H e fu r th e rm o re  cultivated his own public im age as an  in te rp re te r of 
the African landscape. T h e  m ain features o f his art, which reveal the induence 
o f the  H ague School, are the sim plification of forms, the build ing  up  o f the 
pictorial surface in p lanes and  the dulling and  paling of colours. These features 
h e  com bined  with his theory  o f art, which was roo ted  in a com bined  sense of 
relig ious calling and  o f calling as an  artist o f the people. T h e  people had  to 
be tau g h t “th a t a rt is also a form  o f relig ion” (Coetzee 1992: 20). P ierneef 
believed th a t he was a “m o o d ” painter; he specifically w anted to evoke an 
a tm o sp h ere  th a t expressed  the essence of African landscape. Seen in this 
co m b in ed  re lig ious an d  cu ltu ra l sense, the m eticulously s tru c tu red  and  
aestheticized landscapes o f P ie rneef are a response to and , indeed, a concrete 
ex p re ss io n  o f  d ee p -sea te d  A frik an er cu ltu ra l conv ictions and  po litica l 
asp ira tions. P ie rn ee f’s id en tid cad o n  with A frikaner nationalism  occurred  
gradually  and  co incided  with his search for artistic identity. Landscape was 
ideally su ited  to convey the A frikaner’s sense o f being mystically linked to the 
la n d . A fr ik a n e rs  d eriv e  th e ir  h is to rica l b e in g  an d  id en tity  from  th is

A l t e r e d  l a n d s c a p e s : a  c o m p a r is o n  be tw ee n  w o r k s  byJ .  H .  P ie r n e e f  a n d  J o iin  C larke
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relationship; they are products o f the  land , farm ers a t heart. T h e  in fe ren ce  is 
that the A frikaners were destined to settle an d  to take possession o f  the  land . 
Indeed , one  o f the prim ary aims of A frikaner nationalism  was to confirm  the  
A frikaners’ claim to the land, which was already estab lished  by th e  tim e th a t 
P ie rn ee f em barked  on  the S tation Panels. In  ex ecu tin g  those  pan e ls  h e  
responded  to nationalistic ideas and  gave the A frikaners a p icto ria l evocation 
o f what they wanted to believe o f the  lan d  an d  o f  themselves: an  elevated 
expression o f the greatness o f the lan d  w hich is theirs. In  a pan th e istic  way 
the artist em ptied  the landscapes o f detail and  also o f  peop le. T hey becam e 
landscapes o f the sublim e, b u t also re la te to the  politics o f  expansion , o f  
conquest an d  grandeur. P ierneef p a in ted  a low horizon  line with a vast sky, 
creating striking vistas in which conditions on the  g ro u n d  are e lim inated . In  
this respect it needs to be po in ted  o u t th a t in the  1930s b o th  b lack  an d  white 
farm ers were poverty-stricken and sporad ic lab o u r u n re s t o ccu rred . C oetzee 
(1992: 27) argues that: “P ie rn ee f s landscapes a re  clearly an  o u ts id e r’s view o f  
the land , a view o f the land that was de-historicized, de-hum anized , d ra in ed  
o f compassion. It is a view that is at the sam e time inform ed by a sterile religious 
m ysticism .” He concludes (1992: 3): “T h e  sense  o f  fo rm  a n d  p ic to ria l 
o rganization is what appealed  to the viewer o f the  P ie rn ee f landscapes. T h e  
reasons are ideological and  historical. ... [L ]andscape gives the  viewer the  
illusion o f control, o f the im position o f o rd e r on  the  chaotic w orld outside 
and  therefo re  of the dom ination  o f the  w orld o u tside .”

T he station com m ission fulfilled an  im p o rtan t advertising fu n c tio n  for 
the South African Railways as the responsible au thority  for tourism . P ie rn e e f  s 
panels gave the Railways m uch m ore than  the n eed ed  publicity m aterial. T hese 
panels were pain ted  in an im p o rtan t tim e for A frikaner nationalism . I may 
also add  th a t white English settlers also cam e to  view P ie rn ee f’s landscape 
panels th rough  his eyes. However, in his landscapes P ie rneef m ainly addressed  
the A frikaners’ nostalgia for the land, an d  h e lp ed  legitim ise th e ir exclusive 
claim to South Africa.3 He achieved this m ainly by p resen tin g  his w ork in 
terms o f  the notion o f art as religion, thereby  exp lo iting  the s tro n g  Calvinist 
basis in  A frikaner nationalism . Far from  being  in n o cen t an d  purely  aesthetic , 
P ie rn ee f s landscapes are in fact powerfully ideological. H e n o t only exp lo ited  
the conventions o f E uropean  landscape pa in tin g  for purely  artistic purposes, 
b u t also transform ed those conventions to suit A frikaner ideology. P ie rn e e f  s

3 It is a bit too strong to say that the Afrikaners were imperialists like the British em pire 
builders. Only Cecil John  Rhodes expressed the “Cape to Cairo” am bition, and A frikaner 
aspirations seem rather pale in com parison with the British exploits in South Africa.
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in fluence as a self-appointed  in d o c trin a to r o f the masses m oving th rough  the 
station  concourse , far exceeded  his artistic induence.

E ith er one  u n d ers tan d s them  to be “p ropaganda” as the South African 
Railways who com m issioned  them  requ ired , or they can be appreciated  as a 
rom an tic ized  version o f a country  m ost white South Africans feel nostalgic 
about. A fter this fo regone conclusion, I will deal with a selection o f panels 
individually.4 T h e  panels d en o te  a country tha t South Africans can never 
retrieve, perhaps they d eno te  a country which never existed: they unequivocally 
re p re sen t a sen tim en t th a t had  no basis in fact.

T h e  pane l d o n e  o f the town o f Louis T richard t (figure 1) was p receded  
by p rep ara to ry  sketches showing a geom etrical design. This panel may be one 
o f the  first p a in ted  in the series since in the left fo reground  the surface is left 
un reso lved . Louis T rich a rd  is a h istorical town, nam ed  after one o f the 
V oortrekker leaders who cam ped  in the vicinity in 1836-37. It was linked to 
the S ou th  African railway netw ork in 1912. We know th a t the settlem ent of 
whites in this area  was followed by skirmishes with the local black people and  
th a t the  village was destroyed by the blacks du rin g  the second Anglo-Boer 
W ar (1899-1902). It was su b seq u en tly  reb u ilt and  h ad  n o t yet reach ed  
m unicipal status w hen P ie rn ee f pain ted  it.

P ie rn e e f  s p lacing o f the church  at the centre o f the panel is in keeping 
with the b u ild in g  having a social and  cultural significance far exceeding its 
physical size, thereby em phasizing its symbolic m eaning ra th e r than its pictorial 
function. Louis Trichardt depicts a town situated to the far no rth , most probably 
th o u g h t of, a t th e  tim e, as the closest to the “dark” n o rth e rn  regions o f the 
A frican co n tin en t. T h e  p ro m in en ce  o f the church  possibly represents the 
civilizing m ission o f the whites by m eans o f Christianity.

From  the n o rth e rn m o st town to the southernm ost, Cape Town, we have 
a view o f T able M ountain  (figure 2). By d ropp ing  away the m iddle distance a 
g reat sense o f d istance is created  and by fram ing the view with trees the im pact 
o f the m o u n ta in  is increased. W hile Table Mountain dram atizes the g randeur 
o f  a specidc m o u n ta in , th e  panel depicting  the D rakensberg (figure 3) has 
no  specific place as a visual focus. It is a generic depiction o f the Drakensberg,

A l t e r e d  l a n d s c a p e s :  a  c o m p a r i s o n  b e tw e e n  w o r k s  b y J .  H. P i e r n e e f  a n d  J o h n  C l a r k e

4 Data of P ierneef’s landscapes:
Figure 1: Louis Trichardt, oil on canvas pasted on blockboard panel, 140x149 cm 
Figure 2: View of Table Mountain, oil on canvas pasted on blockboard panel, 140x148 cm 
Figure 3: View o f the Drakensberg, oil on canvas pasted on blockboard panel, 141x127 cm 
Figure 4: Premier Mine, oil on canvas pasted on blockboard panel, 141x127 cm 
Figure 5: Rand Gold Mine, oil on canvas pasted on blockboard panel, 141x127 cm 
Figure 6: Graaff-Reinet, oil on  canvas pasted on blockboard panel, 140x149 cm
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Figure 1: J. H. 
Pierneef, The 
town of Louis 

Trichardt 
(Photograph 

copyright J. N. 
Coetzee)

Figure 2: J. H. 
P ierneef, View 

of Table 
Mountain 

(Photograph 
copyright J. N. 

Coetzee)
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Figure 3:J. H. 
Pierneef, Vieiu of the 

Drakensberg 
(Photograph 

copyright J. N. 
Coetzee)

o n e  o f the  scenic m o u n ta in  ranges in sou thern  Africa. To the A frikaner the 
D rakensberg  is a re m in d e r the barriers they had  to cross du rin g  the G reat 
T rek  in 1838 in  search  o f the prom ised  land, away from British dom ination  in 
the  Cape.

Premier M ine (figure 4) and  Rand Gold Mine (figure 5) are com panion  
pieces. T h e  im p o rtan ce  o f  d iam onds and  gold as symbols o f South Africa’s 
m inera l w ealth  is w hat P ie rn ee f invokes in the panels. I will deal only with the 
d iam o n d  m ine panel.

O n  26 Jan u a ry  1905 the w orld’s largest d iam ond was discovered at the 
P rem ier site, n ea r C ullinan, north-east o f Pretoria. P ie rneef depicts the vast 
excavation pit. I t is this eno rm ous scar in the face o f the  ea rth , rep u ted  to be 
the biggest single p it a t the  tim e, that P ie rneef chose to depict. D iam onds 
w ere a t th a t tim e o n e  o f  the  m ain exports o f the U nion and  the Cullinan 
d iam ond  was used in the crown o f the British m onarch. Ironically the Railways 
d id  n o t m ake any a ttem p t to p rom ote  this ra th e r sleepy town and  as a resu lt it 
has very little h istorical significance to m erit inclusion in the Panels. Totally 
d o m in a ted  by the  p resence o f  the m ine, one may ask why P ie rn eef included  
it. T h e  only reason  is the fam e o f the C ullinan d iam ond.5

5 Most probably there was little prestige in the Cullinan diam ond for Afrikaners since 
the diam ond industry was contro lled  by British interests.
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Figure 4: J. H. 
Pierneef, Premier 

Mine (Photograph 
copyrigh tj. N. 

Coetzee)

Figure 5 J. H. 
Pierneef, Rand Gold 
Mine (Photograph 

copyrightj. N. 
Coetzee)
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Graaff-Reinet (figure 6) is the depiction  o f an old and  historic town, at 
least by S outh  A frican standards, which was g ran ted  m unicipal status in 1845. 
I t is s ituated  in the  Karoo, an  arid  and  stony region with dram atic landscapes. 
P ie rn e e f  chose to p a in t th e  so-called Valley o f  D esolation, a well-known 
lan d m ark  an d  scenic spo t a few kilom etres west o f  the town. T he panel Graaff- 
Reinet shows a g ro u p  o f basaltic pillars which in reality rise to a heigh t o f 120 
m etres. T he scene is executed  in subde tones of brown; it is obviously designed, 
com posed , s tru c tu red  and  o rd e red  to create an awesome effect of purposeless 
n a tu ra l arch itec tu re . T h e  o rd e red  arch o f the sky fitting the panel into an 
arch itec tu ra l form  tu rns the represen ta tion  in to  a  strange place which vitiates 
any h u m an  in te re st th a t it may have.

This g roup  o f stone pillars can be used as a thematic link with Jo h n  C larke’s 
rep resen ta tio n  o f ru ral places, b u t there is also a strong con trast in expression 
an d  th e  two artists’ ideological in terest in the features o f the land.

Figure 6: J. H. Pierneef, Graaff-Reinet (Photograph copyrightj. N. Coetzee)
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John Clarke ’s altered landscapes

Jo h n  C larke focuses on  the o rd in ary  in  his artistic endeavour. M ore 
specidcally, in the two works u nder consideration, the etchings en titled  Stockade 
/ ( f ig u re  7) an d  StockadeII(figure 8),° the d ep ic ted  stones an d  stockades re fer 
to ordinary  and  com m onplace p h en o m en a  in ru ra l areas w here trad itiona l 
Africans dwell. Therefore, H eidegger’s (1971: 46-7) descrip tion o f  stones seems 
to be a re levant link between his theory  o f  a rt an d  C larke’s sensitivity to places 
m arked by stones: “A stone presses downwards an d  m anifests its heaviness. 
B u t ... this heaviness ... denies to us any p en e tra tio n  in to  it. Ifw e a ttem p t such 
ap e n e trad o n  by breaking open the rock, it still does n o t display in  its fragm ents 
anything inward that has been  disclosed. T h e  stone has instantly  w ithdraw n 
again in to  the  same dull pressure an d  bulk  o f its fragm en ts.”

Since C larke’s insistence on th e  re p re s e n ta tio n  o f  c o n c re te  th in g s 
p resen ting  elem ents o f  the earth  — such as stones -  is so strong , it seem s 
appropria te  to  inquire in to  the m ean ing  o f the “subject m a tte r” o f  his works. 
It may be postulated that he is dealing  with the  m ean in g  o f “e a r th ”, w hich 
produces rocks and  trees and  is the h ab ita t o f  hum ans. “E arth ” is the  n a tu ra l 
place disclosed by historical habitat w hich m erits analysis as the key to the  
u n d ers tan d in g  o f C larke’s works.

T he viewer senses tha t Clarke him self, an d  all peop le , a t least try, b u t do  
n o t necessarily succeed, in relating positively to the earth . In the  two Stockade 
etchings this relationship  is expressed by m eans o f the rep re sen ta tio n  o f 
arranged  and  decorated  stones and sim ilarly spo tted  b ran ch es o r  tree  stum ps 
as elem ents o f hum an-m ade environm ents — even th o u g h  they are  void o f  any 
visible h u m an  presence. In these works the  w orld o f a r t opens u p  th ro u g h  a 
re p re se n ta tio n  o f  the  e a r th  w hose very n a tu re  is to  re s is t th e  w o rld ’s 
“self-opening”.

C larke’s oeuvre shows a consistency o f them atic represen ta tion : he  m ainly 
dep ic ts e lem en ts  b e lo n g in g  to th e  ea rth . H ow ever, m im e tic  lan d sca p e  
depictions o f African localities and  naturalistic e lem en ts do  n o t occu r in his 
work. H e com poses images o f places a ltered  in  a specidc way in  o rd e r to reveal 
a creative h um an  presence. For the sam e reason , p eop le  are  never d ep ic ted  
in his la ter works. Clarke reconstructs places an d  the  im plied  p resence o f 
people imaginatively, since only by m eans o f  the  im agination  can co n c re te  
objects be symbolised or b ro u g h t to g e th er in configurations th a t will reveal

11 Data of Jo h n  Clarke’s works:
Figure 8: Stockadel, Unisa Art Gallery, Pretoria, 1982, intaglio etching, 37x55 cm. 
Figure 9: Stockade II, Unisa Art Gallery, Pretoria, 1982, intaglio etching, 36,5x55 cm.
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Figure 8: Jo h n  Clarke, Stockade II  (Photograph copyright Unisa Art Gallery)
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their belonging-together within a g reater totality. Such im ages a re  non-literal, 
like C larke’s configurations o f ea rth  elem ents. For exam ple , his stockades 
and  stones are endow ed with the pow er to symbolise acts o f  revealing an d  
concealing (or, alternatively, self-opening an d  self-seclusion). T h e  a rtis t’s act 
o f endow m ent is thus a personification w hich becom es an  im p o rta n t p a r t o f  
the topic o f  revealing and  concealing, as is ev iden t from  the “b eh av io u r” o f  
the elem ents in Stockadel and  II.

I t is suggested that the essence o f C larke’s a r t is revealed by the  crea tion  
o f an au then tic  world in which the artist p roduces, acco rd ing  to  th e  ideals o f 
H eidegger (1971: 54-5), a th reefo ld  form  o f disclosure: first, a d isclosure o f 
the strife between world and  earth ; secondly, a disclosure o f the  o p position  
between m atter and  form, and, finally, a disclosure o f  the b reach  (Riß) betw een 
concealm en t and unconcealm ent. Sallis (1989: 185) points o u t th a t “strife is 
n o t a m atter simply o f  opposition b u t ra th e r is such tha t the o p p o n en ts  belong  
to one an o th er in their very opposition  ... . T h e  o p p o n en ts  b e lo n g  to g e th e r 
by having a certain  com m on g ro u n d  and  o rig in .”

In  the  same sense, m atter and  form  b elong  together. O pposition  betw een 
them  does n o t result in duality, n o r are they identical. A ccord ing  to  Sallis’s 
(1989: 186) in terp re ta tion  o f H e id eg g er’s term inology, o n e  shou ld  “d iscern  
and  preserve their reciprocity, thus to see a b it fu r th e r in to  the  ridd le  th a t a rt 
is”.

These ideas are considered applicable to C larke’s a rt since his works reveal 
the “hap p en in g  o f a r t”. This event evokes the o p en in g  u p  o f  a w orld, the  w ork 
o f art itself, in  which symbolic m eaning  is g a rn e red  by a b rin g in g  to g e th e r o f 
diverse elem ents in to  harm ony.

T h e  clearings and  boundaries th a t C larke defines in term s o f  stones an d  
stockades may be in te rp re ted  as signs o r  m ark ings o n  th e  ea rth . In  th e  
Sou thern  African context, these motifs have a strange m agic com parab le  to 
that o f  the shoes that Van Gogh painted, o r to C laude M onet’s poplars. Stockade 
I  and  Stockade II, are fine exam ples o f im ages evoking m any sym bolic aspects 
o f the spirit o f the Southern  African land  and  p eop le  o f w hich only one  aspect
-  th a t o f place form ation and  its cu ltural im plications -  will be  discussed here .

T h e  spotted  stones which Clarke depicts in his works derive from  his 
en co u n te r with stones decorated  by a Black m an  called N ukain  M abusa. This 
e n c o u n te r  in d u e n c e d  the  a r tis t to  r e p re s e n t  s to n es  a n d  s to ck ad es  as 
transform ed into spotted  “beings”. T he spots which N ukain  M abusa p a in ted  
on  his stones transform ed the self-seclusion o f  those particu la r stones an d  
o p en ed  u p  a world o f artistic creation  -  a scu lp tural rock-garden. T h e  stones 
depicted by Clarke have already been  altered  by a h um an  hand . H um an beings,
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who are  o p en  to Being, are  able to create openness, a w orld o f creation and  
o rder. Thus, Clarke does n o t represent: he  re-presents and  re-creates the earth  
in  his a r t in o rd e r to create  a world in which they can be recognised in the 
cu ltu ra l sp h ere  o f  an  historical people.

Stockade I  an d  II  are u n iq u e  in the artist’s oeuvre as a com plem entary 
pair. B oth works are com posed  only o f tree stum ps and  spotted  stones that 
are, in the one case, spread ou t in a circular pattern and arranged as a boundary 
and , in the o th er, co n trac ted  into a dense form  placed in the cen tre  o f a 
clearing. T h e  un iqueness o f  these works becom es even m ore p ro n o u n ced  if 
they are  in te rp re ted  as represen ta tions o f earth  elem ents at play. T he play 
w hich is suggested  transform s concealing into revealing and  seclusion into 
openness.

In  Stockade I  the stones form  a semi-circle a ro u n d  a clearing in which 
the  tree  stum ps are c lustered  together in a dense bund le  which conceals its 
cen tre . In  Stockade I I the com positional relation between stones and  stockade 
is reversed: the  stones are con tracted  into one enorm ous stone in the centre, 
while the stockade describes a boundary  around  it. In tu rn , the two motifs 
reveal an d  conceal each o th er, disperse, and  cluster closely into themselves. 
T h e  com positional reversal also reverses the roles of opening-up and closing-in 
by m eans o f the a rran g em en t o f the stockade and  the stones so tha t they 
evoke each o th e r ’s m etam orphosis. T he duality o f the form al arrangem en t of 
the two elem ents in one  p ic tu re  com plem ents tha t in the o th er (and vice 
versa) so that the two pictures reciprocally form a mysterious pair. By alternately 
revealing them selves (form ing  a circular boundary) or concealing themselves 
(form ing  a dense cen tre) the  arrangem ents o f stockades and  stones imply an 
in te lligen t p resence which guides their advance towards the opposing m otif 
an d  its co rresp o n d in g  re trea t in to  the concealm ent of itself. This presence is 
visible only in term s o f a dow o f energy which materialises in the strife o f the 
e lem e n ts  a r ra n g in g  them selves in to  o n e  o f two possib le fo rm ations in 
equilib rium .

Stones partake o f  the self-containm ent (or self-seclusion) o f the m ere 
thing. T hey m ust there fo re  be  altered  (or personified) in o rd e r that they may 
involve them selves in a process o f open ing  up, a process which generates 
strife with th e ir earth ly  natu re . T herefore, Clarke aspires to re-present reality. 
H e re-presents stones d rs t in a fragm ented way in Stockade I, and then , in 
Stockade II, ga th ered  together in a unity o f form like some enorm ous archetypal 
totality, som e mythical, p rim ord ia l earth-navel (omphalos) a t the cen tre  o f an 
African place. T hese stones in C larke’s works are, notably, n o t familiar stones 
o r dead  wood. T h eir spottedness sets them  apart from  nature. These markings 
signify th a t the stones and  stockades are n o t prim ary natu ra l elem ents. They
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have been  ritualised by hum an  h an d  an d  are no  lo n g er m ere  th ings w hich 
press downwards and  m anifest heaviness b u t have becom e m ythical presences. 
A creative hum an being has already en c o u n te red  them  and  o p p o sed  th e ir 
self-seclusion by m eans o f alterations in the form  o f  spots. O f this k in d  o f 
en co u n te r in which two subjects, m ore specidcally n a tu re  an d  m an  an d  ea rth  
and world, oppose each o ther, H eidegger (1970: 173) says: “In  strife, each  
opp o n en t carries die o ther beyond itself. Thus the strife becom es m ore in tense 
as striving, and  m ore properly w hat it is. T he m ore strife overdoes itself on  its 
own part, the  m ore indexible do the o p p o n en ts  le t them selves go in to  the 
intim acy o f belonging together. T h e  ea rth  can n o t d ispense with the  o p en  
region o f the world if it itself is to ap p ear as ea rth  in the lib era ted  surge o f its 
self-seclusion. The world in tu rn  can n o t soar o u t o f the  e a r th ’s sigh t if, as the 
governing b read th  and  path  o f all essential destiny, it is to g ro u n d  itself on  a 
resolute fo unda tion .”

At d rst glance the viewer o f Stockadel and  / /c a n n o t  avoid the  im pression  
that the ea rth  elem ents are in condict. First, the stones su rro u n d  the  stockade 
in a k ind  o f am bush; then  the reverse happens: the  stones con tract, th e ir 
fragm ents becom e u n id ed  to gain in bu lk  an d  so w ithstand the  siege o f  the 
stockade. However, the m etaphor o f strife can be “re a d ” prim arily  in  term s o f 
play. T he stockade and  the stones m irro r each o th er, a p h en o m en o n  w hich 
H eidegger explains in term s o f m irror-play (Spiegel-Spiel). In  this way they 
becom e m utually re la ted  in their play an d  “coun terp lay ”. T hus, the  lim its o f 
things in Clarkes’s works serve to m ark  them selves o ff against o n e  an o th e r 
and  thus d ed n e  a re la tional co n tex t o f strife th ro u g h  w hich h a rm o n y  is 
m anifested. This paradox is resolved in term s o f m irror-play. In  C larke’s works 
the earth , in  the distinctive na tu re  it attains th ro u g h  the  a lte ra tio n  caused  by 
strife, becom es part o f a w orld c rea ted  by the  w ork o f  art. In  this w orld, 
openness is atta ined  because the d ifference o r co n d ic t betw een w orld an d  
earth  can be resolved in the process o f  m irror-play. T h e  co n d ic t does n o t give 
rise to discord b u t afdrm s tha t all th ings in the artw ork -  in c lu d in g  those 
transposed -  belong together and  are  at play in  a w orld o f  harm ony. In  this 
sense “world” refers to an authentic creation in which all things can be uniquely 
themselves.

Stockade I  and  / / th u s  em body a re la tional co n tex t o f  the ea rth  elem ents, 
the tree stum ps and  the stones. C oncern ing  the h id in g  o r concealing  o f  these 
elem ents in themselves and  their revealing in the world o f artistic com position, 
Fynsk’s (1986: 142) elucidation is apt, particularly  in u n d ers tan d in g  the  play 
th a t is recognisable in C larke’s Stockade pair: “B ut w hat w ould h id ing , w hich 
surely can n o t appear insofar as it h ides itself (an d  it m ust ap p ea r in  art) , 
disguise itself as, except disguise, w hen disguise appears? In  art, co n cea lm en t
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appears in  disguise o r as disguise. W hat is a r t bu t Schein (sem blance, m ere 
a p p e a ra n c e ) , even if it m ust be th o u g h t [of] as g rounded  within the horizon 
o f tru th?  T h e  work o f a rt brings the condictual pair ea rth  and  world in to  a 
unity  w hich may be called a single differential configuration .”

Clearly, the spo tted  stones and  the stockades in C larke’s two works appear 
in disguise p erso n id ed  by m arkings. T he earth  and the world assert their 
respective  n a tu re s  as th e  works trace the  intim acy o f  th e ir  m u tual and  
cond ic tua l b elong ing  in  w hat H eidegger (1971: 51, 63) term s abasic  design, 
o r o u tlin e  sketch. H eidegger term s this sketch a “rift” (Riß) o r “rift-design” 
an d  says th a t “it b rings the opposition  of m easure and boundary  in to  their 
com m on o u tlin e” (1971: 51, 62). Only w hen the world opens up and  marks 
these bo u n d s as bounds does the “reciprocal accord” o f things becom e a 
m utual relatedness.

T h e  limits o f  things, then , serve to m ark them  off against one an o th er 
an d  thus to define  a re la tiona l con tex t in the m an n er in  which they are 
portrayed  in C larke’s works u n d e r  discussion. T he condictual pairs w o rld / 
ea rth  an d  rev ea lin g /co n cea lin g  are drawn together th ro u g h  play-m irroring 
and  personification , b ring ing  o u t both  their original differentiation and  their 
articu la tion  in  a new  design. “T h u s”, H eidegger (1977: 183) says, “a rt is the 
creative preserv ing  o f  tru th  in  the  work. A rt then is the becoming and happening 
o f truth" [H e id eg g er’s italics]. T h e  tru th  contained  in the world, as disclosed 
by art, is revealed  by en te rin g  in to  the herm eneu tic  circle in which m eaning 
is evoked. In this way D u fren n e ’s (1983: 209-11) a rgum ent that a rt has a 
re feren tia l func tion  validates H eidegger’s insight that a rt discloses truth.

In  C larke’s paired  images, revealing and concealing take place in a circular 
clearing  an d  are  in terchangeab le . C larke’s event o f tru th  occurring  in the 
Stockades is dual, b u t s im ila r - in  the way that H eidegger (1929: 39-40) confirms 
the opposites, “p u re  B eing” and  “pure  N othingness”, as sim ilar.7 O ne may say 
th a t a  h u m an  b e in g ’s ex perience of his or h e r existence (Being) is in  term s of 
his o r  h e r  con tinuous co n fron ta tion  with dea th  and lack o f m eaning. Caputo 
(1970: 29) com m ents on  this view o f Being by in te rp re tin g  H e id eg g er’s 
p a rad o x  o f  co n cea lm en t an d  un co n cea lm en t as follows: “N othingness is 
described  as the d n itu d e  o f Being. Being insofar as it is lim ited is the Nothing.

A l t e r e d  l a n d s c a p e s :  a  c o m p a r i s o n  b e tw e e n  w o r k s  b y J .  H . P i e r n e e f  a n d  J o h n  C l a r k e

7 H eidegger states: “’Das reine Sein vind das reine Nichtes ist also dasselbe.’ Dieser Satz 
Hegels (Wissenschaft der Logik I. Buch W III S. 74) besteht zu Recht. Sein und  Nichts 
gehören  zusamm en, aber n ich t weil sie beide -  vom Hegelschen Begriff des Denkens aus 
gesehen -  in ihre U nbestim m theid und  U nm ittelbarkeit Übereinkommen, sondern weil 
das Sein selbst im Wesen endlich ist und sich nur in der Transzendenz des in das Nichts 
hinausgehalteten  Daseins offenbart.”
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T he two are n o t opposites, as w estern philosophy always assum es. R ath er they 
belong  together in the sameness o f a single, finite essence.”

T hus, in  C larke’s works o f art, co n cea lm en t (th e  ea rth ) an d  u n c o n ­
cealm ent (the world created  by art) b e long  together. A nd the  m ean in g  o f  this 
is to be fo u n d  in the idea o f art itself w hich reveals (m irrors) th e  h arm o n y  o f 
play. C larke’s works re-present reality by a process o f  personification. H um ans 
open  up  the earth  to the magical circle o f a symbolic A frican p lace in to  w hich 
the invisible and  mysterious spirit w orld en ter, acco rd ing  to the  beliefs o f  
black people. Indeed, if hum ans are absent in C larke’s later works, as in Stockade
I  and II, space extends into the area in which the viewer stands: h e  o r she, too, 
is revealed to him — or h erself in viewing the  scene an d  u n d e r ta k in g  th e  
h erm eneu tic  venture. U nderstand ing  C larke’s works is like e n te r in g  ce rta in  
archaeological ruins. W hat vanished p eop le  have left b eh in d , the  artefacts o f  
Being, the viewer reclaim s and  reconstructs in his o r  h e r  im agination  as a 
part o f  the  process of personal world m aking.

O n e  way o f viewing the  in d u e n c e  o f  m an  o n  e a r th  is in  te rm s o f  
H e idegger’s no tion  o f “heaven” as the  a rtis t’s insp ira tion , the  reg ion  th a t is 
the dwelling place o f the “god”. R elated to C larke’s works, the  A frican n o tio n  
o f a spirit-world could  also be taken as p a rt o f  the  n o tio n  o f “heav en ”. T hus, 
the mysterious stones and stockades in C larke’s works are m oved in to  pa tte rns 
which reveal the spirit-world a lthough, first and  forem ost, sticks an d  stones 
rep resen t earth  as p a rt o f nature. Even though  the types o f p a tte rn s  d ep ic ted  
in Stockadel and / /m ig h t  be en co u n te red  in n a tu re  (for exam ple, the  stones 
resem ble tortoises) this appears unlikely in C larke’s work, since it w ould b e  a 
m imetic reading of anim ation or anim alisation belonging  to the African realm , 
which w ould exclude hum anism  an d  th e  n o tio n  o f  “w orld”. C learly, the  
d ep ic ted  stones and  stockades do n o t b e lo n g  to a real p lace b u t ra th e r  
rep resen t a m ental creation in which an  e a r th /h e a v e n  dialectic is in h e re n t 
and each o p p o n en t enhances the o ther. In this sense C larke’s work transcends 
the e thn ic  realm  and is (in a m inor sense) com parab le  to the G reek  tem ple 
which according to H eidegger (1977: 172) “opens u p  a w orld” w hich “gives ... 
to m en their outlook on them selves” (H eidegger 1977: 1 69). This “w orld is 
the self-opening openness o f the b ro ad  paths o f  the sim ple an d  essential 
decisions in the destiny o f a historical p eo p le”. However, the o p en in g  o f  a 
world is an  event o f tru th  with universal m eaning . If  a rt is in d eed  an  orig in , 
H eidegger (1977: 187) says tha t it “th en  m ust be a forw ard sp rin g ”; it shou ld  
n o t “rem ain  a m ere appendix  [which] can only be ca rried  along as a ro u tin e  
cultural p h en o m en o n ”.

C larke’s works create worlds o u t o f  ea rth , o r at least symbolically, in the  
sphere o f a rt as Schein, they dep ict this process in w hich, in tu rn , every act o f
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revealing also conceals, so th a t the dialectic between concealing and  revealing 
becom es th e  play o f  a r t w hich “has its essence in the  intim acy o f strife” 
(H eid eg g er 1977: 173). This paradox  rem ains a mystery and  in this respect 
H e id eg g er instructs us th a t o u r task is n o t to solve the “ridd le o f a rt”, b u t to 
recognise it. W e may accom plish this by contem plation o f the work itself, for 
in this way alone may an artwork be gathered into its fullness, which Richardson 
(1963: 594) concludes is the unspoken  that lies concealed in the spoken.

A rt is never purely  self-referential. In the Stockade etchings the essence of 
strife can be  in te rp re ted  to im ply the strife which has always characterised 
S outh  Africa as a m ulti-ethnic an d  m ulticultural society. Strife, however, binds 
the  o p p o n en ts  together. T h a t is, there is a release at the sam e time in that 
being  strife-bound, the opponen ts delineate themselves clearly. Thus, C larke’s 
approach  o f revealing the inveterate strife between the white and  black peoples 
o f S outh  Africa is less rom anticized  than  P ie rn ee f s and  closer to a solution of 
existing to g e th er in one land.

P ie rn e e f  s concern  is with a virgin land in the process of being transform ed 
o r by E u ro p ean  settlers, to yield its riches and  becom e a hom e for them . 
Clarke, on  the o th e r h an d , shows the literal tru th  on the ground: that the 
landscape h ad  b een  altered  by the indigenous people whose technology, until 
the p resen t, h ad  n o t been  such that their activities or rituals left it perm anently 
scarred  o r  transform ed. W ith the exception of the m ining panels, P ie rn ee f s 
visions re fe r to a lan d  which never existed, while C larke’s representations 
re fe r to place-m aking which is no  longer practised. Both ways o f expression 
are  a response to a lost innocence, a nostalgia for an aesthetic and  social ideal 
w hich c a n n o t be  redeem ed .
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