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INTRODUCTION

My artwork deals with the experience and concept of ‘mystery’ — mystery that
inspires awe — and sometimes fear — and that is located beyond the known. The
sublime is one area where | experience mystery intensely. Immanuel Kant, an
important philosopher of the Enlightenment, proposes that one can and should
contain the sublime with reason, and in the process elevate it to an objective,
universal and rational truth. My response to, and understanding of, the sublime
differs from that of Kant: | do not attempt in any way to contain the sublime. In my
work, | wish only to express my relationship to it, and to experience it as a personal,
intimate and emotional truth.

in the first Section of my thesis, | explore the theoretical and historical context of my
work. Here | ook at the notions of the sublime and systems thinking. Kant
formulated his notion of the sublime as a reflective aesthetic assessment that causes
the individual pleasure by overwhelming her' by sheer magnitude or power®. |
explore here the way in which the sublime occurs in systems thinking. | contend that
the sublime has a significant presence in certain aspects of systems thinking, which is
a contemporary scientific paradigm that focuses on interrelations and connectedness
in order to understand complex systems.

! For the sake of simplicity, | use the term ‘her’ throughout this thesis when referring
to the individual, rather than ‘him or her’. This dissertation has no direct feminist
agenda, but because its nature is personal and it conveys the dynamics of my
creative process, | have chosen to use a specifically feminine term when referring to
the individual,

2| exarnine the process of the sublime experience, as formulated by Kant, in more
detail later in the dissertation in Section 1.



This Section serves as an introduction to some of the major mental and emotional
activities and processes involved in the production of my work. it is not intended to
present an in-depth philosophical and theoretical study of this aspect of Kant’s theory
of aesthetics. Nor does it attempt to give a thorough account of the entire scope of
systerns thinking.

Kant asserts in his theory of the sublime that reason dominates the senses and
imagination, thus privileging reason itself above emotional and personal responses.
In contrast, in the second half of the first Section, | show how my creative visual
output, and my own experiences of the sublime, have been formed from, and shaped
by, personal and intimate responses and experiences. This divergence from Kant’s
understanding of the sublime, this emphasis on the personal response, as |
demonstrate, is central to my art.

In the second Section of the thesis, | review contemporary artists who have
influenced my art, Here, | explain briefly my particular interest in the art of Jenny
Holzer, Brayten Breytenbach, Emesto Neto, Walter de Maria, Keith Tyson and Mark
Wallinger. | highlight aspects of their art that fascinate me, particularly the nature of
their ideas and the role of ‘sentience’ in their work. And following this, | look in more
depth at the significance of Willem Boshoff and Martin Creed as influences upon my
own work. The way in which Boshoff uses interplays between text, language and
meaning, and Creed's idiosyncratic combination of seriousness and humour, have
been particularly important influences, as | will show.

i describe some of the most prevalent methods and processes employed in my work
within the third Section, Here, | discuss the role that information technologies,
language and drawing play in my creative process.

In the fourth Section, each of my artworks is described and partially interpreted. |
examine selected intentions behind these works and show how the concept of the
sublime is intimately connected to them.

The fifth and final Section describes the themes and /eimotis of my work.  Grouping

the works according to four broad mediums — namely video, tactile objects, images
made with so-called ‘old media’, and computer-generated works — | describe the
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rationale behind choosing the specific medium of each work. | examine too, the
thematic implications of each medium. Finally, | explore some of the leifmotis
recurring in my art, focusing specifically on that of ‘the double’ and its derivatives.

It is important to note that | write this text as an artist and as a creative visual
practitioner, not as a scientist, mathematician, or theorist. This dissertation is not
intended as a validation for, or justification of, my visual work. Instead, it resonates
with my art to describe some of my idiosyncrasies and motivations, thereby opening
the work up to the audience.



A mounitain is a strange and awful thing. In old times, without knowing so much of
therr strangeness and awfuiness as we do, people were yel more affaid of mountains.

But then somehow they had not come to see how beaulifl they are as well as awfu,

and they hated thern — and what people hate they must fear. Now that we have
tearned to look at them with adriration, perfiaps we do not feel quile awe erough of
thern. To me they are beautiful terrors.

From: The Frincess and Curdie by George MacDonald (1882:11)

People who have not been in Namia sormetimes think that a thing cannot be good
and temble at the same time.

From: The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe by Ciive Lewis (1870:117)

/ say this in all hurmility.

From: The Soul of the White Antby Eugene Marais (1973:118)

Part 1



SECTION 1
THEORETICAL AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT

1.1 THE SUBLIME: IMMANUEL KANT

When the term ‘the sublime’ is used to describe an aesthetic assessment®, the
intention is typically to suggest a feeling of immense magnitude, power and
significance. Kant, for example, states that the sublime is a pleasure arising indirectly:
when an individua! is confronted with a sublime object or concept, the comparison
made between herself and the sublime item brings about a shocking realisation of her
own diminutive scale, followed almost instantaneously by an overwhelming realization
of the magnitude or might of the sublime object* (Meredith, 1911:91).

The term ‘sublime’ is also used to describe an experience of an object in nature or
art®, or a concept, which is too great to be contained by the senses. An object of
nature cannot of itself be said to be sublime, only to “lend itself to the representation
of a sublimity discoverable in the mind” (Meredith, 1911:92). The individual
recognises characteristics in the sublime object or concept that ignites a stream of
thoughts, linked by similar associations, causing that individual to experience the
feeling of the sublime. This overwhelming reflection or sensation of the object or
concept, reminds the individual of a vastness and infinity beyond themselves, bringing

8 Kant uses the term ‘judgement’ when referring to the nature of sublime; this
‘judgement’, he argues, forms part of the process of claiming or understanding
something such as a piece of art, as ‘beautiful’ or 'sublime’. | have chosen to use the
term ‘assessment’ instead, because it suggests, to my mind, a more neutral, possibly
even positive, process of evaluation.  In so doing, | have tried to avoid the more
negative implications inherent in the word ‘judgement’.

* Kant describes this process as a pleasure “being brought about by the feelingofa
momentary check to the vital sources followed at once by a discharge all the more
powerful” (Meredith, 1911:91).

® For Kant, objects of art are “always restricted by the conditions of an agreement
with nature” (Meredith, 1911:91). When Kant refers to objects of nature, objects of
art are necessarily implied.



about an emotion that she can identify as the sublime. In Kant's theory, when an
object or concept is too great to be contained by either the senses or by the
imagination alone, it is reason that describes and consequently contains it.

An object or concept could be said to embody the sublime if it is an overwhelming,
vast, terrific or terrfying. When, for instance, the individual realises her inability to
comprehend an object due to its scale or power, she might be said to have
experienced the sublime. In my experience, this aspect or dimension of the subiime
leads to humility: not only does the individual have to be in a humble position in order
to first experience the sublime, but the sublime experience itself confirms her relative
inadequacy. This is a cycle that thus reinforces a humbling dynamic. We could
argue that the individual's experience of the sublime depends on her capacity and
willingness to become aware of relative vastness or might. But it is important to note
that the sublime is not so much an effect of the inadequacy (or adequacy) to
understand, but rather an effect of feeling profoundiy overwhelmed by an object or
concept of magnitude and power.

For Kant, the sublime itself does not lie in the structure or characteristics of an object,
but rather in the disposition of the individual towards the object. He reasons that it
would be inappropriate to call a stormy ocean ‘sublime’. However, as he reasons,
such an ocean may act as a catalyst for a seres of connotations and connections in
the mind. “[Olne must have stored one’s mind in advance with a rich stock of ideas,
if such an intuition is to raise it to the pitch of a feeling which is itself sublime -
sublime because the mind has been incited to abandon sensibility, and employ itself
upon ideas involving higher finality” (Meredith, 1911:92). Consequently, we shouid
assume that sach individual will experience the sublime differently, depending on their
personal digposition towards the object and the nature of the connotations they
personally associate with such an object. It would be logical to argue therefore, that
individuals will have varying capacities to feel (or experience) the sublime, because of
individual degrees of sensitivity towards the sublime as embodied by concepts and
objects of nature.

Kant, as an idealist, distinguished between the phenomenal world and the world of

“things in themselves” (Capra, 1997:21). According to his Platonic reasoning, the
actual things that we can see are, in fact, only {partial) instances or occurrences of
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higher Ideas. Kant argues that the experience of the sublime occurs when the mind
abapdons its nommal sensibility and becomes occupied with “ideas involving higher
finality” (Meredith, 1911:92). My creative process and experiences differ from this
process suggested by Kant, and from his idealist conclusions, and | retumn to these
important differences later in the thesis in Part 2.

1.1.1 Characteristics of the sublime: that which is beyond our understanding

Kant drgws a distinction between ‘the beautiful’ and ‘the sublime’ as different types of
gegthetao judgements. As Kant argues, both the beautiful and the sublime give the
!ndeuaI pleasure, and function as an assessment of reflection. Although this study
s goncemgd with the sublime rather than the beautiful, the differences that Kant
believes exist between that of beauty and the sublime are useful in elucidating

speo'rﬁc; characteristics of the nature of the sublime itself. One such characteristic is
the notion of formlessness or infinity.

The peautiful in nature is a question of the form of the object, and this
consists in limitation, whereas the sublime is to be found in an object
even devoid of form, so far as it immediately involves, or else by its
presence provokes, a representation of fimitlessness, yet with a super-
added thought of its totality

(Meredith, 1911:90)

Paul Crowther (1989:79) develops this concept of the formless object further in two
exampl_es demonstrating how the way in which an individual sees an object
ge‘germmes their perceptions and experience of it. ‘In his first example, a mountain is
initially seen from a distance, its top and base are visible simultaneously. Bought
forward, the mountain is seen at such close proximity that the top disappears into the
Cloudg. Crowther explains that when the mountain is visible in its entirety, it is
contfeuned and manageable within the reason of the individual and thus doe's not
readily evoke the sublime. In contrast, when we are 100 close to the mountain to
ponveniently identify and contain it as a picture of ‘a mountain’, it becomes an
immense and overwhelming mass, thus evoking a feeling of the sublime®,

6 .. . .
To some, a mountain is sublime in itself. For such people, in other words, any
mountain will evoke a sublime feeling within them, however it is represented or seen.

9





http://www.bbc.co.uklarts/multimedialturner/indexjtem_1

Kant captures this dynamic within his understanding of the sublime, between
attraction and repulsion, between awe and fear, when he writes: “the feeling of the
sublime involves as its characteristic feature a mental movement combined with the
estimate of the object” (italics in original) (Meredith, 1911:94). This, he contends,
contrasts with the restful, stable, contemplative state that characterises the feeling of
‘the beautiful'. However, since the sublime is ultimately a positive experience, this
mental movement should be understood as “subjectively final” (Meredith, 1911:94).
In other words, the finality — and therefore the delight — of the sublime, lies in this
mental movement itself.

The principle of attraction and repulsion within the sublime, as Kant claims, is
important in understanding the relationship between individual, separate objectsa and
the way in which this relationship or connection influences the feeling or experience of
the sublime. As Langton writes, “[the physical world cannot arise from the mere
existence of substances, but only from their forces, of which there are two, attraction
and repulsion” (Langton, 1998:99). For Kant, “Is]pace is filled by forces, not by solid
atoms” (Langton, 1998:100). Kant suggests that relationships between objects do
not exist independently from the objects, but are functions of the intrinsic nature of
the objects (Langton, 1998:102), thus relational properties can exist because of the
intrinsic properties of the objects.

This philosophy and viewpoint are important to the process of my creative production
for two reasons. Firstly because change - and ultimately life — is possible because of
the connection between objects, and because these connections are dynamic. An
object in isolation would not change, prohibiting progression and growth. Secondly,
Kant claims that human knowledge is reoeptiveg, that we have no knowledge of
things in themselves (Langton, 1998:4), and, as | have shown, this acknowledgement

8 Rae Langton (1998) shows how Kant differentiates between the concept of the
‘object’ and the ‘substance’- the object being an instance of the substance. For the
purposes of this thesis, the distinction and debate is not intrinsically relevant and so |
refer solely to ‘object/s’ in my discussion.

% The concept of ‘receptive knowledge’, implies that one receives knowledge, is given
it or exposedto it. This notion assumes that the individual is in a relatively passive
position when obtaining knowledge and this is not necessarily true.
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causes epistemological humility. | will not explore these ideas in more depth here due
the Iimited scale of this thesis. However, the concepts of change, relationship and
humility themselves are central to my work and creative production. | will show later
how these notions are important themes in my work (Sections 4 and 5), as well as
intrinsic to both my method and process (Section 3).

1.1.3 Kant and systems thinking

Given that the connection between objects is an important component of Kant's
u.nderstanding, | would argue that there is a potentially significant link between Kant’s
view of the sublime and that of the philosophy of systems thinking which focuses
similarly, on connectedness. ’

Kant's gritique proposes that the immediate feeling of the sublime should be elevated
to alun|versal, colder morality (Crowther, 1989:100). In contrast, my response to the
subhmg is an immediate, personal and intimate one. This more personal response is
of key mportance to my art and will be explored in Part 2 when | review my own
artworks in more detail. But first | want to explore how the concept of the sublime is
present in the paradigm of systems thinking.

1.2 SYSTEMS THINKING

Fritiof Capra (1997:29)'° describes systems thinking as a new understanding of
copnectedness, relationships and context, in which the whole is greater than the sum
of nt.s.parts. “According to the systems view, the essential properties of an organism
or living system, are properties of the whole, which none of the parts have. They;
arise from the interactions and relationships between the parts” (Capra, 1997:29).
Capra suggests that this shift in emphasis from the parts to the whole was the result
of a profound change in Western scientific thought'" brought about by a variety of
factors. This development in thought was profound, because it marked a shift away

'10 Capra is an Austrian-born American physicist who has done groundbreaking work
in the field of systems theory.

11 . .

For thg purposes of this thesis, the term ‘science’ is used to refer to the study of
the physmgl world and its manifestations, especially by using systematic observation
and experiment (http://encarta.msn.com/dictionary_/science).
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from the earlier analytical emphasis of Western science. | explore this shift in more
detail below.

1.2.1 Short history of systems thinking

1.2.1.1 Cartesian mechanism '

As a result of the Scientific Revolution of the sixteenth .anld seveqteenth centgnes, the
world and living organisms came to be seen W|th|p dominant paradigms as
analogous to machines. The work of Copernicus, Galileo, Descartes, Bacon and
Newton all reflect this mechanistic worldview in which all natural p'hlenor.nena wgrg
seen as the product of physical causes (http://epwknpedna.prg/mkn/
Mechanism_%28philosophy%29). Analytical methods  typically entalleq an
understandiﬁg of the behaviour of the whole based on a study of the properties of
individual parts (Capra, 1997:19).

This way of thinking was challenged by the Romantics and by further philosophical
debates in science, biology, psychology and ecology. Critics assertedl that an
understanding of the dynamics between the parts pf the whole was e§sent|a! to the
study of complex systems. In particular, the analytical method begap .|ncreasmg|y to
be viewed as inadequate for the study of complex systgms, such as living organisms.
The analytical method, for example, as Capra notes, disregards emerggnt properties
- properties of a system that appear only at a higher level of complexn‘?/ but do not
exist at lower or less complex levels (Capra, 1997:28).. "Capra asserts:- systems are
integrated wholes that cannot be understood by analysis” (Capra, 1997:30).

1.2.1.2 Key players in the development of systeims fh/’nk/ng .

Sygstems #frjwkgrs, in contrast, focus not on mechanistic concems butb (in an
ecological worldview: the earth is no longer understood.to pe a machine, bu ar\]s |a
living organism. Furthermore, the focus of systems studies is focuseq on the |\(/jv ole
rather than just the parts of the whole. As Cgpra argues, thg mechanistic wor wev(xj/
was challenged by Romanticism in the late eighteenth and nlqetegnth centuries, an
by debates within the twentieth century in fields such as organismic b[ology, quanturnl
physics, Gestalt psychology and ecology. Al of thgse. f|e’|ds contributed essentia
concepts to what we understand today as ‘systems thinking’.
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Goethe acknowledged the dynamic, developmental nature of organic form and
“conceived of form as a pattern of relationships within an organised whole - a
conception which is at the forefront of contemporary systems thinking” (Capra,
1997:21). Along with others, he conceptualized the idea of the earth as a living
organism, sometimes referred to as Gaia or the Earth Goddess (Capra, 1997:22).

As an idealist, Kant distinguished between the phenomenal world and the world of
“things-in-themselves” (Capra, 1997:21). He acknowledged that the mechanistic
interpretation of the science of his own time was sometimes inadequate, and that it
needed to be supplemented by a viewpoint that “consider[ed] nature as purposeful”
(Capra, 1997:21). Kant asserted that the parts of an organism exist by means of
each other, in other words producing each other in an interdependent way, and that
the parts of a machine exists for each other (Capra, 1997:23). He pointed out that
organisms differ from machines in that they are “self-reproducing, self-organising
wholes” (Capra, 1997:21).

Organismic biologists explored the concepts of organisation, organised complexity as
well as pattern (that is, the configurations of ordered relationships) (Capra, 1997:27).
Furthermore, they emphasised the multi-levelled, dynamic and hierarchical nature of
living organisms of systems within systems (Capra, 1997:28). This shift in emphasis
from individual components, or parts, to the whole was particularly apparent in
quantum physics. In the 1920s it was argued that the principles of Cartesian
mechanics were redundant at a subatomic level, because at this level matter
dissolves into pattems of probability of interconnections, and not probability of things
(Capra, 1997:30). Molecules and atoms “have no meaning as isolated entities but
can be understood only as interconnections, or correlations, between various
processes of observation and measurement... In quantum theory, we never end up
with any ‘things’; we always deal with interconnections” (Capra, 1997:30).

Gestalt'? psychologists developed followed an holistic approach and believed that the
whole was always greater than the sum of its parts, an approach which become
central to the key principles of systems thinking (Capra, 1997:32). The idea of the

'2 Gestaltis a German word meaning ‘organic form’. The German word form, by
contrast, translates as ‘inanimate form’ (Capra, 1997:31).
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wikilBenoo/oC30/0AEt_Mandelbrot
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fractals
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fractals

An example of the ‘ecological’ view proposed by sygtems thinking is that of
information technology, and particularly the Internet. The discipline of ecqlogy spgaks
of nested networks, or networks within networks. Similarty, websut_es. typlloaliy
function as networks in themselves, given that they are nested within k?llgger
networks, which in turn are nested inside the Internet. The term ‘Intemet’ or mter—
network’ — affirms that this ecological structure underlies thg basip sjrgoturg of this
system. None of the Internet's separate pieces of information exist in isolation, but
are instead all interconnected and accessible'.

That which is found to be outside the range of our understanding, is an opportumty

for fresh inquiry rather than failed and useless results, Meredith (1911 :92) writes: N
Self-subsisting natural beauty reveals to us a technic of natprg which showg itin
the light of a system ordered in accordance with laws the pnnqlple of which is not
to be found within the range of our entire faculty of understanding.

Apart from overwhelming the individual, the sublime may itself cause or encourage
active inquiry. This ‘activating effect’ could, for example, t?e evoked through &
fascination with an object, It is bom not only from the recognition — or lack thergof -
of a sublime object in nature, but also from the recognition of patterns and principles
between these objects.

1.2.8 Baraka. The sublime in film

In order to understand something about the ability of systems tq evoke wondrous
reflection and a feeling of the sublime, it is useful at this point to (efe?r to the
documentary feature film Baraka (1994). This film explores the nature of Ilfg itself and
is a useful example of the sublime within systems. Baraka svokes the sybltme for me
through the nature of its subject matter. Scenes vary between expressions of nature
and accomplishments of human endeavour as the film take the viewer on a tour of

15 The cormrelation between information systems and the nervous system r_eveals
another curious pattem. The design of information systems would sometmes seem
to suggest that such systems aim to imitate the design, structure and function, of
actual nervous systems.
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different cultures from around the world. The fim has no dialogue or obvious
narrative, the soundtrack is a combination of grandiose classical rmusic and curious
ambient noise, and the surprising length of some repeated scenes generates
remarkable suspense and intensity. Examples of ‘events’ portrayed in the film include
the traffic of a cityscape at night sped up to reveal complex patterns, huge
demolitions and explosions, the building of a tropical storm, and a varsty of life
cycles.

The film manipulates both time and space to explore correlations between systems.
As the traffic of the cityscape accelerates more and more, the similarities between the
movement of the streets and movements inside the human circulation system
becomes increasingly striking, Footage of an extreme close-up of flow patterns in
sand is juxtaposed with footage shot from a great distance, including satellite images,
to reveal similarities across these very different scales. These visual representations
are fascinating in terms of their magnitude and might, and simultaneously awesome
and awiul, terrific and terrifying. Baraka is a strongly emotive film that encourages
reflection and even humility by presenting these visual parallels.

1.2.4 A defence of intuition

Based on the assumption that pattems and connectedness are implicit {0 the nature
of life'®, | would suggest that one can intuitively anticipate connections and
correlations. In other words, my desire to explore the connections and links between
concepts, systems and objects freely, even prior to conclusive proof of specific
correlations, is due to the fact that the principles of pattems themselves ‘predict’
such connections. Inexplicable and strange phenomena, such as the Sheldrake
experiments'’, the Six Degrees of Separation Rule'®, the Hundred Monkeys

'® This is an implicit assumption of systems thinking.

"7 Dr. Rupert Sheldrake is a controversial British biologist whose mission is to extend
science into areas it has neglected thus far. He writes extensively on animal and
plant development and behaviour, telepathy, perception and metaphysics
{hitp://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rupert_Sheldrake).

'8 The theory of the "six degrees of separation’ states that everyone on earth is
connected 1o every other person on the planet through a chain of no more than five
intermediaries (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Six_degrees_of_separation).
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experiment‘g, and so on become open to investigation. The fact that | explore these
theories does not necessarily mean that | consider any of them to be 'true’ and nor
does this matter. Even without the expert knowledge of a specific field, the maverick
artist, the artist with a pioneering spirit, may happen upon connections, or at least
explore a humbling and intensely emotional moment in the process of looking.

The effect of the sublime and of systems thinking in my creative process is not cold,
but sobering and humbling. It is cognitive, but emotionally so. It is profound, but
invites play, curiosity and exploration. Its vast scale and magnitude enhances locality,
intimacy and the personal.

1.2.5 Experience
But in what we are wont to call sublime in nature there is such an absence of

anything leading to particular objective principles and comesponding forms of
nature, that it is rather in its chaos, or in its wildest and most irregular disorder
and desolation, provided it gives signs of magnitude and power, that nature
chiefly excites the ideas of the sublime (Meredith, 1911:92).

The above passage suggests that the sublime in nature is “far less important and rich
in consequences than ... beauty” (Meredith, 1911:93) because the sublime does not
lead to concrete, resolved interpretations, and neither does it require fixed objective
finality in nature. “For the beautiful in nature we must seek a ground extemal to
ourselves, but for the sublime one merely in ourselves and the attitude of mind that
introduces sublimity into the representation of nature” (Meredith, 1911:93). Kant,
however, seems to dismiss the importance of the sublime because of its subjective
and inconciusive nature when he draws a comparison between the beautiful and the
sublime in terms of their ‘usefulness’ or ‘consequence’.  In comparison to the
beautiful, which may lead to concrete, final conclusions due to its limited nature, the
sublime does not lead to “particular objective principles” (Meredith, 1911:92).

1% The Hundred Monkeys theory contends that if enough members of a particular
group acquire knowledge, that knowledge will enter the collective unconscious of the
entire group with every member gaining access to it, even though the individuals may

not have acquired the knowledge personally.
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{ find Kant’s dismissal problematic for two reasons. Firstly, the feeling of the sublime
need npt be a necessarily shallow reaction to a representation. If this was the case
the ‘feehng of the sublime would be of potentially litle consequence. However, if thé
feeling ‘of the sublime marks the subject’s recognition of his or her own position, scale
and existence, and this recognition causes a process of investigation that may l’ead to

concrete and useful discoveries, then the sublime can be said to be of great
consequence.

Second.ly, Kant's argument implies that value lies only in ultimate usefuiness. As
such., his argument discredits the value of the subjective itself, and the significance of
specffic, local, intuitive, personal and subjective experiences. Perhaps it was the
absencg at the time of an adequate philosophical language with which to describe
‘ghg sublime or “the lack of mathematical techniques for dealing with the complexity of
iwmg systems” {Capra, 1997:79) that caused Kant to disregard this potential of the
sublime. In this regard, it is interesting to note that early critics of systems thinking
had reservations about this new approach that mirrored Kant’s own doubts about the
valug of thej sublime. Systems thinking, for example, was criticised for being
fascinated with analogies between disciplines, while not producing any real solutions
1o aoftual, substantial problems {Lilienfeld, 1978:191-2). Prior to the mathematical
Le?gh:g?t;’es n?ﬁessatry }o describe the complexity of living systems, systems thinkers
ave the actual means or lan i igni
St fraie anguage 1o articulate the significance or relevance
The use of computers in schools is based on the now outdated view
of. human beings as information processors, which continually
reinforces erroneous mechanistic concepts of thinking, knowledge
aqd 'communication. Information is presented as the basis o;‘
thllnknng, whereas in reality the human mind thinks with ideas, not
with information. As Theodore Roszak shows in detail in “The Cult of
Ipfonnation”, information does not credfe ideas, Ildeas creafe
/ﬁfomaﬁbn. loeas are integrated patterns that do not derive fom
information but from experience. [talics not in original]

Capra, 199770
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10 make are somehow both profound and mundane. The choices he makes suggest
to me an integrity and motivation that seem to correlate with my own:
Ultimately, however, Creed seems to want to do what art has always
been supposed to do: 1 want to make things. I'm not sure why, but |
think it's got something to do with other peopie. 1 think | want fo try to
communicate with other people, because | want to say “hulio”,
because | want to express myself, and because | want to be loved’.

{http://www.tate.org.uk/britain/exhibitions/turnerprize/2001/Creed.htm)

In Work No. 112 (39 Metronornes), Creed has placed a row of metronomes, all set to
different tempos (Martin Creed 2001). The first metronome is set to the slowest
tempo, or grave, and the last one to the fastest, or prestissimo, each metronome
inbetween is set to a tempo faster than the one before. Creed (Martin Creed 2001)
asserts that the metronomes represent a finite, human selection of the infinite
possibilities of tempos. By attempting to use all of the possible tempos, the work
describes, in effect, the limitations of the metronome. This work alludes to the
limitations of creativity: without this limited context no activity would be possible.

| associate with the playful seriousness and serious playfulness that characterise the
art of both Boshoff and Creed. Both artists also have a cerebral aspect to their work
that attracts me: Boshoff’s Dictionary of Perplexing English, and Creed's Work No.
200 - haff the air in a given space, for instance, require a measure of intellectual
activity fo appreciate them. But over and above their cerebral interests, both artists
reveal an intuitive, sentient interest in and through their work.

In this Section, | have highlight particular artists and the characteristics of their work
that have caught my attention and inspired my art and thinking in some or other way.
The themes and ideas that have run through this Section inciude those of sentience,
animal associations, paradox, serious playfulness and playful seriousness. This
Section has hopefully fed the reader to form a clearer understanding of my artistic
intentions and passion. in the following Sections, | deal directly with my own work
and show how the concepts discussed earlier, namely those of the sublime, systems
thinking and the specific interests within selected contemporary art, take form in my
art. Section 3 will explore the methods and processes that | use, while Section 4
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describes individual works of mine and some of their underlying meanings. Lastly, |
investigate /eitrmotifs and connections inside my body of work in Section 5.
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SECTION 3
METHOD AND PROCESS

§ find it necessary to foreground the limits of my knowledge when | explore objects,
concepts and relationships given that | do so in a humble and curious way. As |
explained in the previous section, the individual first needs to be sentient and have a
keen awareness of the sublime in order to be able to recognise it when it confronts
her. The disinterested individual might, as | have argued, easily overlook the sublime.
In my creative process, | employ strategies to find and reveal the sublime in objects
and concepts. My strategies usually entail extensive questioning, and a desire to
probe deeper and deeper into the meanings or nature of an issue, until | find a
boundary that presents itself explicitly as the limit of my knowledge. Socrates once
wrote “I know nothing except for my own ignorance” (Kemerling 2001). It is at this
‘boundary point' of my knowledge, that | accept this and open myself t0 an
experience of the sublime if the object or concept will yield it.

Thought experiments attempt to solve problems using the power of imagination to
consiruct an analogy for a problem. This is useful when it is not possible {or is
extremely difficult) to perform a physical experiment. According to the online
Wikipedia encyclopedia “[tlhought experiments design a hypothetical situation in
which our intuitive response is contrary to our actual responses in similar real-world
situations. Many thought experiments include apparent paradoxes about the known
or accepted, that with time have led to the reformulation or precision of theories”
{httpy//en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thought_experiments). As such, my artworks could be
understood as visual ‘outcomes’ of my own thought experiments. These outcomes
are not literal conclusions as such, but often playfully ironic, and frequently self-
effacing.

In this Section | will discuss the methods that | apply in my creative process. | look

specifically at the technologies that emerged with the Information Revolution, the
issue of language as well as the significance of drawing.
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3.1 INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY: A NEW SPACE FOR PLAY

3.1.1 The Internet and other toys

Communication, networking and interconnectivity are key features of the Internet.
The scale of this interconnectivity, it could be argued, conveys a sense of
limitlessness that can seem overwhelming at times. In systems thinking, any node
within a network can be expanded to reveal another network. Similarly, each
hyperlink on the Intemet could theoretically be expanded to reveal another network.
When one views the Internet as a potentially ever-expanding source of information, its
scale threatens to become overwhelming. As such, we could liken the Internet itself
to the example discussed earlier of the range of mountains disappearing far into the
distance. Even though we know there is an ultimate limit to the information, it still
overwhelms our perception and understanding.

Since the Information Revolution®, there have been many new areas for artists to
explore, and new methods of exploration. These new areas and media — or systems
and tools - are important aspects of my art making process. | have used them, for
example, to explore some curious and ironic qualities of technology, communication
and information, as found in the Intemet. The Internet, for example, is a significant
outcome of the Information Revolution and has opened a rich collection of new
possibilities through facilities such as search engines. In my work, | have used two of
these new facilities: Google (in particular) and online translation applications.

3.1.2 Google: Search and find

Prior to the invention of the intemet, a large quantity of information was limited to
print, and could be accessed by a limited number of people in society and often only
in specific places, such as libraries. Although access to the Internet today requires a
certain level of infrastructure (such as computers, connection facilities and basic
literacy), and is therefore still accessible largely by those people who can afford this,
information has become more widely and readily available than ever before. The
Internet can be seen as a virtual library, that differs from a physical library in the sense

2 The Information Revolution is a term associated with the change brought about by
the dramatic growth of technology, information and service-related industries,
especially in the latter half of the twentieth century.
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that one book can now be read simultaneously by many people. An Internet
connection gives one relatively instant access to a vast amount of shared information.

Google’'s Corporate Information web page states that the company’s mission ‘“is to
organize the world's information and make it universally accessible and useful”
(http://www.google.co.za/intl/en/corporate/facts.html). Google is one of the
Internet’s most popular search engines, and has become almost synonymous with
using the Intemet itself. Instead of asking, “Have you done a search on it yet?” many
people would prefer to ask “Have you Googled it?”.2® As such, Google can be seen
as a new cultural and social phenomenon, affecting the way information is generated,
distributed and shared.

| have used Intemet tools extensively in my work, in both direct and indirect ways.
The Internet has been used directly in developing my ideas and in giving me rapid
access to information. Relevant information can be found quickly, and this can, in
turn, lead to the discovery of further, related ideas through Intemet searches, thus
sparking further related ideas. In this way, the Internet can be seen as adding a new
dimension of support and enriching a stream of consciousness technique. | used
Google directly in a work called Googlisms in which | explored aspects of ‘truth’ on
the Intemet. | will discuss this work in more detail in Sections 4 and 5. Indirectly, too,
the Internet aided the development of another of my works, namely 7he Biggest
Prime Number Found to Date. Without the capacity of the Internet to bring together
processing power from different, widespread sources, this number would have been
extremely difficult to find. This chosen number and the resulting artwork reveal
pertinent elements in my thought processes and art practice and | will now explain

% Intemnet searches made via Google are practically instantaneous, producing results
in only seconds. Similarly, searching an electronic document using the control-F (or
Apple-F) functions in word processors is similarly rapid. Both these almost instant
search methods might carry more significant implications than are initially apparent.
Google and control-F give an individual the ability to locate specific information in a
very short period of time from an almost unlimited amount of data. | suspect that the
fact that the information can be searched in such a relatively easy way encourages
the contemporary interest in the uncanny.



http://www.google.co.zalintl/en/corporate/facts.html

the importance and relevance of prime numbers in more detail in the following
section.

3.1.3 Prime numbers

A prime number is an integer greater than one, and one that can be factorised by
only one and itseff.?* According to the fundamental Theorem of Arithmetic prime
numbers are the building blocks of positive integers given that “every positive integer
is a product of prime numbers in one and only one way, except for the order of the
factors” (Caldwell 2006). This is also the key to their importance: the prime factors of
an integer determine its properties.  In other words, prime numbers are the basic
numbers that build up more complex numbers,

The most prominent commercial applications of prime numbers are found in
cryptology and security services. For example, information can be encrypted to
protect privacy by using security encryption methods involving the muitiplication of
two large and undisclosed prime numbers. Without any knowledge of the specific
prime numbers used in particular encryptions, it is almost impossible to decrypt or
decipher the encoded information. Clearly, the larger the number used for
encryption, the more complex it will be, and the safer the security system wil be. The
security application of prime numbers makes them valuable, and the need to improve
security levels lies behind the ongoing attempts to find ever-bigger ones.

Prime numbers are not distributed in a predictable way, or at least not in a way that is
considered ‘predictable’ as yet. Current technology plays an important role in finding
such numbers. Prime numbers are found by testing every probable number to
establish if it can be factorised. If a number is found that can be factorised only by
itself and 1, this is said to be a prime number. It would have been practically
impossible to calculate very large-scale prime numbers without the existence of
computers, and significantly more difficult to find out what they were without the
intermet.

24 A example of a prime number is the integer 5, because 5 can only be factorised
or divided by 1 and 5. 4 is not a prime nurmber, because it can be factorised by 1, 2
and4 (1 xd4=4and2x2=4)

44

The reason | find prime numbers fascinating is rooted in my approach to, and
understanding of, mathematics. | do not regard mathematics as an absolute,
concrete, or coldly scientific field of study at all. (In fact, the deeper one investigates
this discipline, the less ‘concrete’ and more philosophical it seems). Instead, | view
mathematics as an attempt to study the abstract, to describe our physical reality, to
understand complexity, and to search for principles — or patterns — in nature.

My interest in prime numbers is linked to the fact that they represent and describe
conceptually simple things.®® Keeping in mind that prime numbers describe a
mathematically simple and pure concept, the size of large prime numbers is, to me,
paradoxically staggering. To give an idea of the size of these impressive numbers,
consider that the largest known prime, 22>%4%'_1 was discovered after more than 50
days of calculations on the 2.4 GHz Pentium 4 computer of Dr. Martin Nowak from
Germany, a participant of the GIMPS? project and consisted of 7,816,230 digits.
This large scale is different — bigger — than | would have initially expected. The largest
prime numbers found to date, it can therefore be reasoned, affirm nature’s
sublimity?’.

3.1.4 Online translators

% There is a slight discrepancy found between ‘building blocks’ as a key concept and
the paradigm of systems thinking, because the concept ‘building blocks’ is
substituted for nested networks in systems thinking. | do not believe that this
discrepancy discredits either prime numbers or systems thinking. Rather, their
relationship interests me and would perhaps become more — or less — resolved in
further study.

% GIMPS is an acronym for “The Great Internet Mersenne Prime Search.” A
Mersenne prime is a special type of prirme number that can be described as 2P-1,
where p is also a prime number. Mersennes has a higher probability of being prime
numbers than normal prime numbers, that is to say prime numbers where p is nota
prime number. (http://www.mersenne.org/prime.htm)

" In a sense, these prime numbers might be seen as mathematical ‘proof’ of sublime
feelings.
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In George Orwell’'s 71984 (Orwell 1990:52), language is used as an oppressive tool of
power. The development of language is described in this novel, as strictly controlled
and intended to limit reality by limiting and controlling the actual words that describe
it. The logic of this controlled language or “Newspeak” as it is called, is that concepts
and feelings only exist if there are words to express them. |f there is no word 1o
describe something, that ‘something’ does not officially exist. Syme, a character in
the novel, praises Newspeak as a “reality-control” and “the only language in the world
whose vocabulary gets smaller every year”, it's aim to narrow the range of thought
and consciousness (Orwell 1990:52).

In my work, | explore the aspects of language that cause misunderstandings, as well
as the capacity of language to carry secrets. My intention through my art is to show
how understanding between individuals can be improved if we take into account not
only the limitations of language, but also the fact that we do not have a perfect,
absolute knowledge of each another. If one acknowledges and realises that there are
unknown factors shaping the nature of each individual, one will become more open to
less rigid interpretations of other people.

My interest in language is echoed in the Afrikaans phrase: moeriie mense viak kyk nie
{the phrase is a waming against assessing people in a shallow way or
underestimating them). The phrase reminds me that each individual is dynamic and
complex, a composition of sublime proportions: a complexity that cannot be
contained by simplistic, patronising interpretations. | often struggle to convey my
opinions in spoken language. | experience such difficulties for a number of reasons,
including the fact that | am a second language English speaker. In my experience,
one’s understanding and the relevance of one’s comments are subconsciously
evaluated by a listener through, for example, the extent of one’s vocabulary and
rhetorical virtuosity.,

My interest in language is focused not only on the way people misjudge others, but
also on the role that language and accent play in stereotyping. This experience
brought the issue of globalisation and the use of English as /fngua Fanca to my
attention, and brought about sympathy for second-language speakers in general
within my work. | use different forms and expressions of language in my work:
subtitles, relatively uncommon languages like Afrikaans and Latin, Morse code, NATO
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code language, and sign language. Each of these different forms and expressions
form explorations of different aspects of communication. For instance, when subtitles
appear within my work, they could be seen as an ‘explanation’ of some kind. If a
conversation occurs in & movie or video in a language that is unfamiliar to the viewer,
the expectation normally would be that the subtitles are there to provide an accurate
translation of the dialogue. However, when subtitles occur in my works, they do not
explain as much as they deliberately complicate or obfuscate. The subtitles in
Vertaaf®, for example are distorted through translation processes, using online
translators, and become increasingly unreliable.

% The word ‘vertaal literally means ‘translate’, but is also a homophone for ‘for
language’.
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unconscious mind. Sometimes my haptic®', spontaneous drawing have been the
result of a stream of unconsciousness process of that developed in ways | found
surprising and positive.

3 The term ‘haptic’ refers to the sense of touch. Used in this context, | use the term
to describe the intuitive aspect of my creativity. As such, my haptic approach
corrolates to the importance of sentience in my art.
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SECTION 4
INDIVIDUAL WORKS

In this section, | discuss each of my artworks individually. Each work is described in
terms of its physical specifications, its reference to other works, and its underlying
meanings. | will explore the links and underlying themes within and between the
works in Section 5.

Translations

Si Hoc Legere Scis Nimium Eruditiones Habes
Underbeliies

The Biggest Prime Number Found to Date
Googlisms

She Always Speeds Up When She Smells Home
Socrates

L.oba (Self Portrait)

. 10 Questions | Am Most Scared to Ask

10. Extensions

11. Maps

12. Meme

CoNORON~
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FIGURE 52: ME ME
84 x 60 cm.
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do: in book form, the number seemed even more staggeringly and unfathomably
large.

Socrates consists of a constellation of blind spot mirrors representing both time and
self-awareness. In She Aways Speeds Up When She Smells Home, | tried 1o
personalise the enormously ambitious Pioneer X space project of 1983 by delicately
engraving the famous image of mankind (sic) on a dog bowl. The series of Googlisms
is another subtle sweeping statement. This series attempts to subvert the intemet, in
a mock-search for ‘truth’. The subversive playfulness of the works does not derive
from any distrust of the concept of ultimate truth, but from a distrust of the instant
gratification of a convenience culture that dulls honest thought.

5.1.3 Images in the real world

(f digital = the real world)

Loba, 10 Questions | Am Most Scared to Ask, Extensions and Maps are works |
created in the physical world, as opposed to the digital world., Although the digital is
an important influence, in Extensions, for instance, | wanted to stress the importance
of real, manual art-making in a digital environment. The concepts behind and within
these works are particularly personal, and their expression in paint and ink
emphasizes their personal and directly expressive nature. Maps is a series of thick
paint and charcoal on thin, delicate paper. These drawings are graphic
representations of my physical and emotional landscapes. In 70 Questions | Am
Most Scared fo Ask, | expose my ten deepest fears graphically, using an emphasis
upon gesture and movement, while in Extensions | express my wariness towards the
numbness caused by artificiality.

5.1.4 Computer: using a big calculator
fam interested in  the new, and new ways of doing things that become feasible as a
result of the possibilities offered by information technology.

Exchange betweern real and digital

During my art making process, some of the works often vacillated between the real
and the digital. For instance, the Googlisms series which originated in the real
{questions of the nature of life arising from my lived experience), entered the digital
realm (as queries in Google in this example), re-entered the real world (resuits from
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Google engraved on copper plaques) and then re-entered, once more, the digital
realm (plaques exhibited in documentation format in a digital environment, namely the
CD-Rom). | have always enjoyed the cross-pollination between disciplines and
media, and therefore | do not think that my interest in the digital is a singular one, but
simply a product of the particular time in which | find myself and the fact that there are
currently so many new (artistic) possibilities to explore. In other words, the fact that |
am creating artistic work within a digital environment is secondary to my attraction to
interdisciplinary cross-pollination.  Perhaps this process is just my personal
assimilation of ‘new’ media from the arsenal of all the available media options.

5.2 LEITMOTIFS
Several leitrnotifs present in my work have been discussed on a general level thus far,
Here | shall discuss some of them in more detail.

The ‘double’ is an important /feimofif within my work and recurs in several forms. My
use of mirror images, inversions, divine paradox, mirror writing, Doppeiganger and
editions of two, are all informed by the notion of the double. Earier, in my discussion
of the sublime, | showed how Kant's understanding of the concept emphasised its
duglistic nature. Divine paradox and the natural co-existence of seemingly opposing
factors, as | discussed earlier, were frequent themes in Kant’s writing. These same
themes are present in my visual works: Extension, for example, consists of two
concepts/paintings; Loba is a conceptual inversion of Ghost as well as an ‘inverted’
photograph (that is, a negative). S/ Hoc Legere Scis Nimium Eruditiones Habes
consists of two similar, but not identical animations/videos, one with Latin and the
other with Afrikaans subtities; each Googifisr typically consists of a pair of contrasting
concepts; and Me Me confronts a Doppelganger.

Another common preoccupation that can be observed throughout my body of work
is that of scale. Most of the physical pieces ended up as small objects. For example,
The Biggest Prime Nurnber Found to Date, Googlisms, She Always Speeds Up When
She Smells Home and 710 Questions | Am Most Scared fo Ask are all small enough to
easily hold in one’s hand. The videos, too, are of modest or humble scale in terms of
their style. S/ Hoc Legere Scis Nimium Eruditiones Habes, for instance, is highly
simplified and repetitive. What makes this ‘modesty of scale’ particularly significant is
the fact that the objects, though small, are informed by, and refer to, enormous
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concepts and ideas ~ concepts and ideas that are vast enough 1o evoke feelings of
the sublime. In my work, therefore, the sublime might, in essence, be said to be an
‘overwhelming’ theme, but the pieces display this on a small scale.

i chose, in these cases, to work on a small scale because | somehow needed to
make the uncontainable concept of sublimity “manageable”. The Biggest Prime
Number Found to Date is a good example of this choice: here | explicitly wanted to
be able to portray and reflect upon the enormity of the number. As with some of my
other works, this intention failed spectacularly. The ‘uncontainability’, the scale, of
the number only became more pronounced when it was expressed in miniature.

Howaever, | have found myself feeling more comfortable in other ways in relation to the
sublime when it has been represented at a reduced scale. This is indeed fitting, as |
have indicated at the beginning: my thesis states that | want to relate to the sublime in
a personal and intimate way, as opposed to the objective and rational way that Kant
suggested.

This brings me to my second key point about the significance of the small size of my
pieces. | think of my pieces as the distillation of my creative process: a collection of
ideas culminating in the creation of small, but dense works. Playing with a myriad of
ideas at the same time, making connections and drawing analogies between them,
and using them more or less recklessly in thought experiments, | let the pieces
emerge in a subtle, delicate and sometimes even a fragile fashion. Al the ideas that
influenced the creative process became concentrated into small, but multi-layered
pieces that inconspicuously carried a high level of complexity.

In 7he Biggest Prime Number Found to Date lies the largest number of its kind of
which we know. It represents the limits of our knowledge of this number, which
alludes to the entirety of our knowledge about it, and this is simply contained in an
ordinary-looking little book. The video & Hoc Legere Scis Nimium Eruditiones Habes
appears meditative, even tranquil, due to its monochrome palette, cyclical structure
and the soothing sweeping movement of the figure. However, the piece carries
within it the convergence of significant, even overwhelming themes: history
{particularly apartheid and similar conflictual events}; language, misunderstanding and
the power of assumption; self-examination, forgiveness and cleansing rituals.
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The importance of scale is evident, too, in the way my body of work has been
exhibited. In the gallery space, two small works are exhibited on two plinths in the
gallery, resembling a pair of small, almost symmetrical monuments. The one book is
the artwork 7he Biggest Prime Number Found fo Date and the other is Googlisms.
All the artworks are exhibited digitally and exist within the actual galiery only on the
CD-ROM accompanying the dissertation. Thus the physical exhibition can be said to
be both small and monumental, humble and bold.

i want to travel lightly. | am interested in new things and novel connections between
things, and | want to make subtle comments about these connections as | go. | like to
think and speak of connections, not to be burdened by them. In Maps | mention in
passing something that 1 find profound {“Don’t give up on me / I'm not giving up on
you”), a statement presented, perhaps, like a visual whisper.
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CONCLUSION

This paper investigated my visual explorations of my experiences of both the sublime
and of mystery. Part 1 contextualised my work historically and theoretically, and
described an area in contemporary art with which | associate. In Part 2, my art was
described and explored directly in terms of the methods and processes that | use; the
individual artworks; and the themes that run through my entire body of work.

I reviewed both the concept of the sublime and systems thinking, and outlined the
function of mystery in both. The feeling and nature of the sublime was described,
together with the processes that allow one to experience it. | pointed out how my
response to the sublime differs from that proposed by Kant. While Kant suggested
that the immediate experience of the sublime should be elevated to the status of a
universal truth, | have, in contrast, wanted to experience the sublime in a personal,
intimate way. | showcased a selection of contemporary artists and highlighted
aspects of their work that have inspired mine. | explained some of the most important
aspects of my methods and processes and described my body of work.

Sentience and responsiveness were highlighted as essential 1o the experience of the
sublime. My personal and intimate response to the sublime is mirored in my
language and the idiosyncrasies that emerged in this thesis. The body of work under
discussion is the product of my exploration of the sublime and mystery, and perhaps
it is appropriate that an exploration of mystery should be open-ended. Itis in a
playful, pioneering spirit that | pursue the connections in and between language,
identity, mathematics, nature, fear and relationship.
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APPENDIX: INTERVIEW

Elsabé van Niekerk interviews Elsabé van Niekerk, Cape Town, January 2006.
Sic.

Your pieces engage with such a variety of subjects and fascinations, that it is hard to
summarise your art. Can't you just simplify it?

Die integriteit van my kuns is vir my van die hoogste belang. Capra se boeke is almal
onderlé met die idee dat alle dinge verbind is op ‘n misterieuse manier (“there are
hidden connections between everything” (Capra 09.12.20085)). Ek onderskryf aan die
interkonnektiwiteit wat Capra inspireer. Daarom is ek rustig oortuig dat daar sterk
bande tussen al my werke bestaan, aangesien hulle almal my ‘verwoording’ van my
gie fasinasies is. Ek probeer nie kompleks wees nie en ek raai en hoop dat my kuns
in ‘n natuurlike wyse sal konvergeer sodat my werk begrip eerder as verwarring sal
bevorder. Wat ontwikkeling aanbetref, dink ek dat ek volgende die fragiele wil verken.

The difference between explore and “verken”is significant to you.

Ja, inderdaad. “Verken” is die Afrikaans vir “explore”, maar die woord se konstruksie
fasineer my. “Ken" is “to know”, dus het die Afrikaanse vorm van “explore” miskien ‘n
invalshoek wat fokus op herkenning, erkenning en om iets te Aen eerder as om dit te
verstaan. Ek wil eerder ken as weet. £k wil die brose (die fragiele) ken, ek wil emosie
ken, ek wil berge en weerpatrone ken, en ek wil God ken.

Perhaps you are more scared than you would like to admit.

Dalk. Vrees is gereeld 'n dryfveer vir menslke gedrag, en ek sien dit as die
teenoorgestelde van liefde. My kuns voed in 'n groot mate op die dinamika wat
tussen hierdie twee konsepte of ervarings bestaan.
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