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As Kentridge said during the opening on 3 July, his retrospective at JAG is a kind of homecoming for him, the area being bathed in personal memory. Comprising a major survey of all his oeuvre with a particular focus on recent works such as Shadow Procession (1999), Zeno Writing (2002) and Journey to the Moon (2003), the exhibition allows fans to revisit the artist’s oeuvre as well as the splendid opportunity to view his … at the same time that it is on show at the Italian Pavilion at the Venice Biennale 51.

In … the same existential questions on mythical journey, space, time and place that formed the core of the content of most of his earlier work are explored, still centralised within the confines of psychoanalysis and local political histories. What I prefer to call ‘video narrative’s naturalistic grip’ is cleverly manipulated to evoke questions about destiny – what is beginning and what end? By positioning the notion of becoming at the core of human existence articulated through expressive abstractionist marks and lines, cosmic journeys are mapped as continually shifting but without clear teleology. The moving imagery suggests that, irrespective of tangential factors such as politics, life itself is probable more a process than a journey towards clear closing stages.

In this work Kentridge’s well-known method of erasure gains conceptual importance: it becomes the indication of unfathomable providence as well as of the power of human will. In typical Kentridge manner, a male protagonist (altar ego to Felix, Ubu and Faustus) is presented once again, re-affirming Renaissance and Modernist notions of the artist as genius. The artist becomes a kind of blacksmith in his laboratory and alchemical associations manifest through the exploration of multiple acts of erasure. Yet Kentridge’s erasure is radical this time: the set of video projections depicting the artist as interacting with unidentified sources of inspiration (memory? muses?) by repetitively ’receiving’ pieces of paper suggests reversal due to the utilisation of a video technique in which video recordings are played in reverse. Erasure can be ‘erased’ through overwriting as the blacksmith-artist blends histories, erases them and creates new ones. Past and present, life and death, negative and positive are folded into one another and the process of deconstruction continues incessantly. The artist ironically becomes a helpless pawn in life’s relentless processes of rise and fall. 

Although haunting and powerful, Kentridge’s Portage collages of 2000 to me have always been quite derivative of John Coleman’s arcane travellers as rendered for instance in the silhouetted projections of Lapwing Redwing Fieldfare that were presented at the Museum of Installation, London, in 1992. Where the earlier silhouettes suggested hardship, violence and endurance, Kentridge’s monumental bronzes propose triumph, heroism and Babylonian magnitude. Simulating warriors and guardians, the figures evoke presence, power and rootedness. The one-dimensionality of the Portage imagery has sprouted into stylised multidimensionality suggesting multi-viewpoint thinking. 

