


Afrikaner cutture is depicted once again in the
figures of the hunters whose stance and position
around the dead elephant refers to the sentinels at
the base of the monument to President Kruger in
Church Square, Pretoria. This time the viewer is
shown the materialism of human nature and the adverse
effects of colonisation. Instead of becoming a re-
generative part of the naturat cycie, the arrogant
colonist regards the environment as a treasure chest
there to be plundered. He is not ignorant of en-
vironmental concerns as he comes from a civilisation
sophisticated enough to use electric lighting, tele-
phones and the camera (the camera is aliuded to in
the fragment suggestive of a tom black and white
photograph in which the hunters have been captured}.

The triangular pattern along the base and lower sides
of the painting is a reminder of the shapes used in
wall painting and the decoration of crafted objects

by traditional black communities in this country.

Like the upper part of the painting it reflects a
geometric patterning applied to or imposed on surfaces;
there is also a similar anthropological atlusion to

the healthy symbiosis of man and his environment. By
its very separation from the body of the work however,
there Ties the implication that colonial and indigenous
peoples have not yet adapted to each other's cultural
values by a 'civilised' process of accommodation,

that indigenous traditional communities have been
pushed to the fringe of the modern African lifestyle
and the viewer is left to resolve the thormy questions
that van Zijt raises: What has colonisation done to
the natural environment and to rural traditional com-
munities? What part have I played in this? What
stance do I take on these issues?

Bruce Amott's Numinous Beast (1978} (Figure 2) re-
flects similar concerns: the paradox of man and ani-
mal, creation and destruction, the spiritual and the
physical. The image of this sculpture arose in a
dream, the channel between the unconscious and the
universal unconscious, as an archetype of a spirit of
a place. That place was in the foothills of the
Drakensberg where the artist was Tiving at the time
and where he became aware of the recent demise of the
San (Bushmen) who had Yived there. The work is in
part a monument to them, to their ‘ecologically
perfect existence' (Amott, undated}. It refers to
their antelope-masked and skin-carossed hunting and
ritual figures, and also acts as a symbol for sacred
and profane man,

Although this information is useful for a fuller
appreciation of the work, the uninformed viewer has
many clues to its meaning. The larger than life,
simplified, raised form exudes a massive solidity and
is a commanding presence. " One is forced to ook up
at it, this alone implies an expectation of reverence
and even obeisance; the strong verticality of the
sculpture and its plinth represent the timeless, al-
most clichéd metaphor of aspiration, a movement into
the realm beyond the material; the form composed of
anthropoid trunk and zoomorphic head suggests a reso-
tution of man and beast, and both are simplified, man
is a trunk and animal a mask, which results in a
symbolic presence. This alone can lead one to com-
pare the artist's view of the ideal relationship
between man and beast with our everyday experience.
Again environmental questions are raised: who finds
such symbols spiritually uplifting and why should
they? Does it matter that we are ignorant of these
values? Have we lost perspective in our sense of
place in the worid? If so, can a sense of balance

be restored or can future ecological imbalances be
prevented? Do I care?

In Aniral Instinets, an assemblage on wood constructed
by Norman Catherine in 1985 (Figure 3), we once again
find a direct reference to man and beast. This time
the association is appalling. Man's uncivilised ‘un-
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FIGURE 2 Buuce Aottt Nuninous Beast ([97§).
Baonze.

tamed* behaviour is traditionally called 'bestial’,
and seems more commonly evident in the most apparently
‘civilised' environment, the city. Here man the pred-
ator, a victim of his own drive for self gratification,
exists in a cage of his own making, The presence of
the primeval creature, the dinosaur, aibeit amusing

in its toyshop origins, is a reference to the primi-
tive expression of man's basic drives, to their
terrifying and uncivilised nature and to their ana-
chronistic existence in a society which claims thous-
ands of years of cultural history.

The artist uses both images and objects of everyday
life to describe this ufban environment: beer cans,
ropes, wire fencing, cocktail glasses, motorcars,
paint and toothpast tubes. His city dwellers are
disembodied heads, twisted into snarling viscious
masks, caught up in a chactic predatory environment.
The central figure, a razor-headed teeth-baring face,
far from representing the humanist view of 'man the
centre of the world around whom atl things are ordered’,
is as alienated and caught up as the rest. The
buildings are cage-1ike grids of white or black,
vertical or horizontal stabs; there is no suggestion
of home or comfort or resting place in them., The
very title of the work is a pointed comment on the
detrimental effect that the city can have on its in-
habitants, and that alienated individuals can have on
their environment and on each other. The viewer is
left wondering why such environments are created;

why people atlow them to be created and allow them-
selves to live in them; whether these 'animal
instincts® are as thinly masked as the artist suggests;
and whether it isn't these predatory practices that
make 1ife nightmarish for man, whose creative capaci-
ties would allow him to survive in a calmer, more
harmonious balance with his environment.

Between 1978 and 1983 Aileen Lipkin (Bedford, 1984)
travelled widely, particularly in the Middle East.
Five weeks spent in the Sinai desert, isolated from
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FIGURE 5 Richard Hamifton Porirait of Hugh Gaitskell
as @ Famous Monster cof Filmland (1964].

FIGURE 7 The Phantom of the Opera (1943).

toaster in the teft foreground refers to Josef

Albers' Homige to the Squarc (Figure 9) while that in
the right foreground resembles the sleek reflective
appearance of Richard Hamilton's Toaster (Figure 10),
an apposite statement on the seduction:of consumer
ohjects. A slice of toast, hurtling across the
canvas, parodies the rocket blast~off depicted on the
television screen. The refined and unhealthy quatity
of white bread, as an exampte of junk food, is further
emphasized by the presence of mould while the ashtray,
in a1l its revolting detail, is a critical revelation
of man's wilfully self-destructive habits.

FIGURE 9 Josef Albers Homge to the Square {1950).
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FIGURE 6 Hugh Gaitsheff. Press phoZoghaph.

FIGURE & Jack the Ripper {1959).

Amongst the banks of electronic equipment, a tuner ;
displays the numerals 1984, referring to George i
Orwell's satire on modemn politics, which prophesies V
a manipulated and dehumanized wortd continuously
destroyed by warring dictators. The bookshelif con-
tains a number of books which evaluate the results of
technical progress and propose alternatives, e.qg.
Lirits to Srowth ~ The Club of home's project on ine
predicament of mankind. H,D. Thoreau's Walden rep-
urdiates materialism and advocates a return to nature
and self-reliance. In Smzll is Beautijul, E.F.
Schumacher attacks the economic structure of the

FIGURE 10 Richard Hamilton Toaster (1986-67).







