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Haunting wooden sculptures by Claudette 
Schreuders reveal why we can't escape from 

ourselves 
 

 
 

Public Opinion, 2021 © Claudette Schreuders. Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 
 

In Doubles, her latest series of figurative painted wood sculptures and works on paper, Cape Town 
artist Claudette Schreuders takes a closer look at the double lives we lead, from what we do in private to 
how we present ourselves in public. Each haunting figure reminds us that we can't run from ourselves, no 
matter how much we might want to. 
 
On show at Jack Shainman Gallery in New York City this month, Claudette Schreuders's wooden 
sculptures feel pretty heavy, laden with a burden we can't see or understand. It's as though the depicted 
characters cannot escape from themselves, something that has only been heightened during months of 
restrictions and social isolation. 
 
"The double image can be read as someone trapped with their own company," Claudette tells Creative 
Boom. "There is such an emphasis on self-love in contemporary society, but being occupied only with 
yourself is not a recipe for happiness. There has been a lot of polarisation lately. People seem to be 
uninterested in understanding anybody who does not share all their ideas." 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Intruder, 2021 © Claudette Schreuders. Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 
 

In our eyes, we see the figures as quite sinister, perhaps hinting at the darker side of humanity, but that's 
not the intention. "Maybe it's just the realities of how we live now," says Claudette. "One of the most 
shocking revelations to me when I had just graduated and started working on my own in my studio was 
how lonely it is to work like that and how hard it is to have only yourself for company. And I think that is 
something that not only artists and writers have to contend with these days." 
 
The artist's sculpture work is rooted in both African and European traditions. She derives her inspiration 
from various sources, including medieval church figures, West African carving and Spanish portraiture. 
Accomplice, for example, is inspired by The Visitation, a classic sculpture believed to have been made in 
Germany around 1310 and is now in the collection of New York's Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
 
The gestures in this piece – the Virgin Mary's hand tenderly placed on her relative Elizabeth's shoulder, 
who holds her hand to her chest – are repeated in Schreuders's figures, which are a reflection of each 
other connected by these same mirrored gestures. In Intruder, the figure hovering above and the reposed 
woman are balanced upon their skirts and conjoined feet. 
 

 
 

 
 



 
 

Accomplice, 2021 © Claudette Schreuders. Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 
 

 
 

Accomplice, 2021 © Claudette Schreuders. Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 
 

Also on display is a series of smaller works on paper present Schreuders's other studies and source 
imagery, such as The Visitation and drawings of her earlier sculptures. These drawings are a critical part 
of her process, living as a record of her work and practice. 
 
Interestingly, the sculptures' titles are drawn from chapter headings in the memoir Hope Against Hope by 
Nadezhda Mandelstam, the wife of the great Russian poet Osip Mandelstam who was arrested and died 
during Stalin's Great Purge of 1937-38 in the Soviet Union. Consequently, these adopted titles only add to 
the sense of paranoia and distrust that is felt in the sculptures, whose figures are both alone and 
observed. We're left with a sense of unease when confronted with these works. There is a type of 
madness in repetition. Perhaps they're too close to our own truth. 
 

 
 

 



 
 

First Person, 2021 © Claudette Schreuders. Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 
 

 
 

First Person, 2021 © Claudette Schreuders. Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 
 

In these latest works, Schreuders follows a familiar theme, recognising the increased polarisation and 
extremism that has been exacerbated by the pandemic and our isolation when one only looks inwards or 
at one's own kind. In her work as an artist, Schreuders sees this in stark contrast to her time as a student 
in newly post-apartheid South Africa, when she felt encouraged to study other traditions and cultural 
production. It raises how to bridge the racial gap and continue in this current landscape. 
 
"That was the epitome of an intolerant society," she tells us, "something I see society moving towards 
now. The surprising thing about such a society is that people are intolerant within their group too, and the 
questioning of ideas accepted by your own group is not tolerated." 
 
Doubles by the South African sculptor Claudette Schreuders is on display at New York City's Jack 
Shainman Gallery until 2 April 2022. Find out more at jackshainman.com. 
 

 



 
 

June 4, 2019 
By Wallace Ludel 

 

Claudette Schreuders 
 

 
 

Claudette Schreuders, The End, 2018, patinated bronze, enamel paint, 2 x 11 x 2". 
 

In this gallery’s back room, several smaller-than-life-size figurative sculptures by South African 
artist Claudette Schreuders stand or lie in various states of intimate repose. The show’s title, “In the 
Bedroom,” refers to the air of domesticity surrounding the body of work. Her subjects—carved from wood 
or cast in bronze—are mostly engaged in private acts, be it brushing their hair, lying in bed, or having 
spectacularly dull sex. 
 
The brilliantly titled Little Table, 2018, shows a straight couple mid-coitus; the woman is leaning forward, 
bent over the titular item of furniture, while the man mounts her from behind. She wears only a bra, and 
he an undershirt. The looks of ennui on their faces suggest that they are not enmeshed in the most 
passionate affair. Burning Secret, 2018, one of the few sculptures here to delve steadfast into the world of 
metaphor, shows a nude figure standing with her eyes closed. Her body is pockmarked by bits of fire. A 
2019 bust of South African president Cyril Ramaphosa is also present. It feels singular because it’s not 
loosely based on someone from Schreuders’s personal life, asserting that the political and the personal 
are inextricably entwined—something we’re all too familiar with in the United States. 
 
Included in the exhibition are several prints and paintings on paper. Among them is Budgie, 2018, a 
lithograph depicting a lonely pet parakeet attentively sitting on its perch. As if a caged bird weren’t sad 
enough, a few feet away, a painted bronze sculpture titled The End, 2018, shows another parakeet, belly-
up and dead on a plinth. What’s home, anyway, but a series of small tragedies?  
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By Johanna Fateman 
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May 16, 2019 
By Daniel Kunitz 

 

Relationships Between Figures: A Conversation with 
Claudette Schreuders 

 

 
 

Guilty Bystander (detail), 2018. Jelutong wood, enamel, and oil paint, 51.1875 x 11.8125 x 16.5 in. Photo: Courtesy the artist and 
Jack Shainman Gallery. 

 
Claudette Schreuders is a South African artist based in Cape Town. Her work has been exhibited in many 
institutions internationally, including the Museum of Modern Art in New York, the Smithsonian Institution, 
the British Museum, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art. “In the Bedroom,” her sixth exhibition at Jack 
Shainman Gallery, is on view through June 22, 2019. 
 
Sculpture: What originally led you to begin carving figures? 
 
Claudette Schreuders: I started carving figures as an undergraduate at Stellenbosch University. We had 
a project carving polystyrene covered with plaster, and then my lecturer suggested that I try wood. It was 
basically a self-taught process—I got the hang of it as I worked. We didn’t specifically have lessons in 
how to carve wood, but I eventually learned how to use the grain. The first one was a flop, but the second 
one was fine. 
 
Sculpture: Were you looking at a lot of other wood carving at the time? 
 
CS: I was looking at copies of medieval sculptures in the art department and also at Colon figures, West 
African sculptures. And there were quite a lot of black artists in South Africa then, self-taught artists 
whose work was being seen for the first time. Their works were also carved and painted wooden figures. 
They were suddenly physical at that time, in 1994. 
 
Sculpture: And were they the same scale as the figures that you carve? 
 
CS: It’s quite funny, I did a lot of preparation before making my first full-figure sculpture. I did a drawing, I 
even made a little painting, and it was kind of more realistic proportionally, but then the head ended up 
much bigger than it would be on a person. A lot was dictated by the wood. You have one solid piece, and 
then I start carving that block or log. 

https://www.jackshainman.com/exhibitions/20th-street-22-2/


 
 

Burning Secret, 2018. Jelutong wood and enamel paint, 25.625 x 11.8125 x 9.875 in. Photo: Courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman 
Gallery. 

 
Sculpture: Do you find the figure in the wood, or do you find wood that suits your designs? 
 
CS: I find wood for a figure I have in mind. I know what I want to make before I make it. I do drawings, but 
not too detailed. I used to work in logs, but that comes with some risks—there’s much more chance of 
cracking. If you take planks and build your block and then carve, it’s much more stable. But I used to 
always work in jacaranda logs, and they were pretty stable. I used to keep a lot and then look for what I 
could use when I needed one. Now I buy wood and make the size I need. 
 
Sculpture: What kind of wood do you use? 
 
CS: I work in yellow tongue and limewood and camphor; I don’t work so much in jacaranda anymore 
because it’s not so nice to carve once it’s cured, and I haven’t been working in logs for a while. I’ve got a 
sculpture in teak right now, and that is very, very hard. 
 
Sculpture: Your work is characterized as narrative. Do you conceive of narratives for the figures, 
or do other people just project onto them? 
 
CS: I think a lot of it is projection, but I make them in such a way that you would maybe want to project 
onto them. It’s more that I think of a group and how the relationship between each individual would 
suggest a narrative. It’s relationship between figures—the context gives them a kind of, I don’t know if 
you’d call it a narrative, but a potential to be interpreted in a certain way, because everything is so loaded 
anyway. I try to keep it quite open. 
 
Sculpture: Do you think of your pieces as characters or just figures? 
 
CS: I use references for faces, almost always, because I tend to be a little unspecific if I just think of a 
face. If I’m trying to make a portrait of someone specific, which I also do, then I use references all the time 
and make drawings from different angles, so I know how the face is put together. Otherwise I just take a 
face and have one view, and I use it to help me get the face, but it doesn’t have to look like the person, it 
just has to be a convincing person. 
 
Sculpture: When you do portraits, are they commissioned or simply people you want to depict? 
 



CS: I just choose who I want to make. I made a sculpture that’s a mother figure, and I used an artist’s 
face, just because I like her painting and I like the face, and I wanted to see if I could get that in the 
mother’s face. You don’t need to know that it’s her face, it just needs to look like it is possibly someone. 
 
Sculpture: Do you conceive of whole shows or primarily individual works? 
 
CS: I have two or three ideas, and then I build around them. Often I have one sculpture that gives the 
show its name, and then I build up around that, first in drawing. I was looking through my notebooks the 
other day, and I thought, “Oh, I made drawings for this show three years ago.” But then lots of the 
drawings that I made were scrapped, and others were added. Every now and then I think of only one 
figure, but mostly I think of them in groups. 
 
Sculpture: Can you tell us how this show, “In the Bedroom,” came about? 
 
CS: The oldest piece is The Guilty Bystander, one of three single female figures I’ve shown in South 
Africa before, the others being Spent and Hair. After I showed them, I came to feel that The Guilty 
Bystander is a loaded kind of thing. South Africa has a very loaded political atmosphere at the moment, 
and I thought I’d like to move away from something too political into something more private. And then I 
thought, “Retreat, retreat, retreat,” until I came up with the bedroom. I have a female figure climbing out of 
the chest of a man, like the creation where Eve climbs out of Adam’s chest, and two female figures 
standing really close together, so you can’t see the one behind the other: sex is really like two people 
being one person. And then, I had drawn this image that I didn’t know quite how to resolve technically, 
how to get two figures out of the same piece of wood, and it’s the next step of this thing that interests me, 
which is a person being part of another person. I think it’s always about the relationship between figures, 
and sometimes they completely become one. So, “In the Bedroom” has all these little domestic scenes, 
private scenes, scenes with children and animals. 
 
Sculpture: Do the politics of being a white artist in South Africa affect you greatly? 
 
CS: Yes. I spoke at Princeton recently, and one of the students said, “I see you have all these black 
figures. Are you allowed to carve black people?” That’s an interesting question. Because whites are a 
small minority in South Africa, is it more unacceptable to depict black people or to completely ignore 
them? Whatever you do is really loaded, and it’s become more so recently. Everything has become quite 
politicized and confrontational and, really, unpleasant, in part because it’s the run-up to an election now. I 
think it’s something that all artists are dealing with at the moment. I know white artists who say that they 
prefer not to work figuratively at all, it just seems to be a minefield. But, to me, this also makes it 
interesting. I don’t believe you can let people tell you what you can and can’t do. It kills any possibility of 
conversation if there are lots of things you can’t do; it just doesn’t seem that art is the place for people to 
say that. 
 
One of the sculptures in the show is a bust of Cyril Ramaphosa, our president, and it’s included because 
it’s so jarring, so completely out of place. But it felt right because politics has infiltrated everything, and I 
thought, “This is where he belongs, in the bedroom, because you can never quite escape politics in South 
Africa.” You’d like to move on, but we haven’t been able to. 
 
 

 
 





 
 

June 17, 2019 
Melissa Stern 

 

Figural Sculptures That Weave an Enigmatic Story 
of Disassociation and Isolation 

Claudette Schreuders’s most recent show at Jack Shainman 
gallery, In the Bedroom is perhaps both her most revealing and 

most enigmatic body of work to date. 
 

 
 

Install shot: “School Days” (2019) Lime wood, enamel paint. 10 x 9.) and “Little Table” (2018) Jelutong wood, enamel and oil 
paint. 20 7/8 x 8 5/8 x 17 5/16 (all images courtesy Jack Shainman gallery). 

 
Claudette Schreuders occupies an intriguing place in the contemporary art world. Born in South 
Africa in 1973, before the end of apartheid, but in the center of its crumbling, her work has always 
elegantly danced the line between the personal and the political. Mention is often made of 
Schreuders’s “search for her African identity,” but I’ve always found her work to be firmly grounded 
in a deeply personal narrative — the political content of her work sneaking in around the sides rather 
than hitting you full frontal. 
 
Her most recent show at Jack Shainman Gallery entitled In the Bedroomis perhaps both her most 
revealing and most enigmatic body of work to date. The title hints that viewers will be privy to 
something intimate. It’s a little titillating, a tad seductive. Yet once you enter the gallery the first thing 
you see is a wall hung with five drawings, displayed closely together. Drawn in acrylic ink on paper, 
the five create a powerfully ominous narrative (all of them made in 2017).  
Entitled (in order) “Mingle” — a close-up portrait of a very intense adolescent boy staring intensely to 
the left, outside of the grouping. Next to him is “Note to Self” — a young woman staring blankly to her 
right. She is faced by “Anna in Uniform,” — a young woman with a traumatized expression staring to 
the left. She is next to “Loved Ones” — a young girl, topless with pre-pubescent breasts. Her body 
faces us, but her head turns away looking into the distance. This jovial grouping is punctuated 
by “The Neighbor” —  a middle-aged man grimacing angrily as he stares back at the group, a bloody 
wound on his forehead. Everyone is avoiding meeting each other’s eyes, as well as ours. This is a 
portrait of intimacy of the most terrifying sort. Whatever psychodrama has happened here feels like 
the stuff of the morning tabloids. 
 
 



 
 

Install shot of five drawings (all 2017): “Mingle” acrylic ink on paper, 19 11/16 x 17 5/16; “Note to Self” acrylic ink on paper, 
19 11/16 x 17 5/16; “Anna in Uniform” acrylic ink on paper, 19 11/16 x 17 5/16. “Loved Ones” acrylic ink on paper. 19 11/16 x 

17 5/16; “The Neighbour” acrylic ink on paper, 19 11/16 x 17 5/17. 
 

This show is complex. When I first saw it I thought it looked too small for the gallery. The 
figures seemed isolated and even a little lost in the big, clinically lit space. But on second viewing I began 
to understand the almost desperate loneliness that this body of work conveys. The irony of the title is 
belied by the installation. We may be in the bedroom, but it is a room of emotional loneliness of a primal 
sort. Even the figures engaged in sex acts (there are two) seem dissociated from one another. This is sad 
sex. In the show’s title piece of sculpture, “In the Bedroom,” (2019) a couple lays intertwined. The man 
has his head buried deep in the woman’s neck. We cannot see his expression. She stares upward, her 
eyes blank. Not a lot of joy in this lovemaking. 
 

 
 

Claudette Schreuders, “In the Bedroom” (2019) Jelutong wood. 24 7/16 x 11 7/16 x 8 5/8. 
 

Everything in the show is carefully placed to advance the mysterious narrative that Schreuders is telling. 
Near, but not too near the loveless couple making love, is a large girl or woman; the ambiguity of age is 
yet another intriguing element of these mysterious tales. Entitled “Guilty Bystander,” (2018) she is the 
largest figure in the show standing about 51 inches. Alert, she stands, body slightly twisted, looking at us. 
She seems aware of the couple behind her, but unable or unwilling to look at them, or perhaps they are 
her dream. She is wearing a jaunty little patterned dress and exquisite vintage shoes. Her ensemble is 
impeccable. Her painted hair is in a perfect coif. Yet she seems uneasy, unnerved perhaps by what is 
happening around her. Her eyes seem to follow you around the gallery with a haunted expression. 
 
 



 
 

Install shot: “In the Bedroom” (2019) and “Guilty Bystander” (2018). 
 

Schreuders carves her sculptures from Jelutong wood, a type of rubber tree found in Asia. It’s a soft 
wood, buttery yellow and smooth grained. The carving marks show, but softly, giving the works an 
air of gentility. The materiality is obvious, but the edges have been smoothed. The sculptures are painted 
in mellow, muted colors. Everything is just fine … which to me makes the depth of the psychological 
content all the more strange and powerful. 
 
The scale of these works is also disorienting. I mentioned the dance that many of them do between ages 
— girl or woman? Part of this ambiguity is due to most of the pieces being the size of a large doll, or a 
small child. With adult faces and impassive expressions they can be seen as adults trapped in their 
childhood memories. Or perhaps they are about the inner “adult” dreams of children.  The consistently 
diminished scale of the figures, with their slightly oversized heads and feet and impeccable attention to 
small details of dress (beautiful delicate shoes are of particular interest to Schreuders), create a universe 
of people that seem benign, even toy-like, and yet their dramas are huge. 
 

 
 

Install shot of In the Bedroom at Jack Shainman gallery. 
 

Another potent relationship is between the pieces entitled “Little Table” (2018 and “School Days” (2019) 
“Little Table” portrays a man and woman in the act of sex, the woman bent over forward and leaning on a 
literal, little table as the man enters her from behind. His head lowered, his expression passive, as is hers. 
The vibe is one of obligation, rather than passion. The piece is set off by a very small sculpture of a 
crucified little boy that hangs near them on the wall. The lad in “School Days” appears to be wearing a 
school uniform, Catholic school perhaps? The juxtaposition of these two sculptures creates a narrative 
that sets up pieces of a story, but each viewer must provide their own ending. 
 
All the figures in the show are of European origin with the exception of a large formal bust of a Black 
African man. Simply entitled “The President” (2019), it is, according to the gallery, a portrait of the current 
South African President, Cyril Ramaphosa. It is an odd intrusion of the outside world into Schreuders’s 



dreamscape. Perhaps this is a brash reality check about the possibility of real intimacy or privacy? (The 
government is always watching.) This sculpture is carved out of teak and the wood is obviously rougher 
and darker. The artist’s carving is bolder than in the other pieces, the deep gestural carving marks 
enhancing the beauty of the teak. The artist has left the sides of the bust raw, exposing that this is carved 
from a large block of wood. The figure sports the same passive expression that permeates this show, but 
her looser carving imbues the bust with a more robust energy. 
 

 
 

Claudette Schreuders “The President” (2019)Teak wood, enamel paint. 15 ¾ x 14 3/16 x 14 3/16. 
 

There is an admirable continuity in Schreuders’s artistic vision. Whatever odd world or dream we’ve 
wandered into is completely consistent in its logic. I would posit that In the Bedroom is a journey into our 
individual psychic rooms, where memory mingles with childhood, desire and loneliness, a potent cocktail 
that haunts the viewer long after you’ve left. 
 
In the Bedroom runs through June 22 at Jack Shainman Gallery (513 West 20th St, Chelsea, Manhattan). 
 
 

 
 

 
 



 
May 15, 2019 

By Christopher Andrew Armstrong 
 

In The Bedroom | Claudette Schreuders 
 

 
 

Claudette Schreuders invites audiences In the Bedroom for a major exhibition at Jack Shainman Gallery 
on show from May 16th until June 22nd.  
 
Inspired by Herbert M. Cole’s 1989 book Icons: Ideals and Power in the Art of Africa as wells as a 1970s 
publication titled Love Positions for Married Couples: A Unique Guide to Various Techniques of Sexual 
Intercourse, Claudette’s sculptures explores the idea of coupledom, and the intimacy and awkwardness 
which comes naturally with domesticity. The scenes she produces deconstruct the idea of sexual 
intercourse by separating the sexiness from the act, and leaving the mundaneness which occurs when it 
transitions into a routine.  
 
Constructed with mostly wood and oil paint, the figures she imagines engage in less imaginative sexual 
acts, such as the missionary position, with expressionless faces. One striking sculpture, titled “In the 
Bedroom,” shows a man positioned on top of his female partner, both of them in the nude. The act is 
devoid of any sexuality due to the bored, detached look the woman carries on her face.  
 
In the Bedroom by Claudette Schreuders can be viewed at the Jack Shainman Gallery in New York City 
from May 16th to June 22nd. The gallery is located at 513 West 20th Street.  
 
 



 
 

June 13, 2019 
By John Martin Tilley 

 

In the Bedroom 
 

Looking at Claudette Schreuders’ sculptures is a study in intimacy. The figures possess an almost 
spiritual pull—while they are clearly caricatures or fetishes, they seem to be actively thinking, their wheels 
turning like a live homo sapiens, even when caught in the most intimate act of all. They glance to the side 
as if avoiding the gaze of our inspection, aware they are being watched, looked upon, evaluated. 
 
This, it would seem, is intentional. The artist, when I spoke with her, expressed an interest in the 
quivering divide between the public and the private in today’s world. Her work has always been 
autobiographical and introspective, and when she thought about what was the represented the most 
private act, sex became the most obvious answer—but also, she asked herself what exists in the 
bedroom beyond sex, centering her work around a domesticity that looks out at the world at large, 
incorporating the incessant news which bombards us any way it can, the presence of social media 
intensely blurring the demarcation between public and private, and the presence of children in a domestic 
sphere that make the sexual act something fraught with layers of desire and anxiety. 
 
Schreuders is a white South African looking at the traditions of European culture as well as those of 
Africa, both of which clash and collude in her work with simplicity and poise. Her pieces are made by 
hand from wood, a very time-consuming process—her last show was four years ago. But it is one that 
also connects her with her material in ways that many other artists may not experience, in a sense that is 
somewhat reflective of the domestic sphere in which she is interested: her practice is similar to 
needlepoint, done for hours on end to achieve a brilliantly simple, beautiful result. 
  
The pieces simultaneously reference Medieval European sculpture and African tribal sculptures known as 
Baulés, fetishes of one’s heavenly double, a spiritual other half that is usually of the opposite sex that is 
used in a ritual as a vessel for the spirit, and which many tribes depicted as white. The layers of 
sociopolitical implications of this are myriad, but the sculptures were essentially aspirational, and the 
tribes were viewing the Europeans as something to aspire to because of their status imposed through 
colonization. There is often talk of the white gaze upon black bodies, but rarely the other way around—
Schreuders has tapped into a fascinating note in a geopolitical conversation that has so far gone 
relatively unheeded. 
 

 
 

‘Little Table’ 



 
 

 
 

June 16, 2019 
 

 

 



 
 

 
 

Claudette Schreuders 
at Jack Shainman, 
through Mar. 12 
534 West 24th St. 
 
"Note to Self," Claudette Schreuders's fifth show at the gallery, transports the viewer into an airy 
and eerie realm via her waist-high painted wooden statues and smaller than life-sized busts, along 
with wall-hung prints. The South African artist has cited the influence of African sculpture—
particularly Colon and Baule Blolo carved statues—which she melds with autobiographical subject 
matter. 
 
A stocky and diminutive school girl, with a blue pleated skirt, no shirt and a ten thousand yard 
stare, is positioned on a plinth near the front door. She is simultaneously vulnerable and distant. A 
suite of lithographs, each modeled with a black brushy line, have a watercolorlike appearance. The 
two dimensional figures appear monolithic, stoic and timeless. One litho, titled Romance, features 
an elegant horse; another, Great Expectations, shows a pensive barefoot female figure lying on the 
ground. 
 
Near the entrance to the back room stands a sculpture of a woman drawing in a sketch book. Paint 
is splattered on her apron, suggesting a self-portrait of the artist. Arrayed in the room behind this 
sentrylike figure are carved and painted heads and full figures on plinths, like an album of beloved 
influencers, family and friends. The panoply includes Alice Neel, Nelson Mandela and Balthus. 
—Lindsay Pollock 
 
Pictured: View of Claudette Schreuders's exhibition "Note to Self," 2015. Courtesy Jack 
Shainman Gallery.	



 
 

A Collection of Artists’ Portraits, Car Engines 
and Notes to Self 
 
A show of self portraits, Roger Hiorns and Claudette Schreuders 
in this week’s Fine Art 
	
By	PETER	PLAGENS	
Feb.	12,	2016	6:30	p.m.	ET	
 

 
Claudette	Schreuders’	‘Loved	Ones’	(2012-13)	PHOTO:	©CLAUDETTE	SCHREUDERS.	COURTES 

 

Claudette Schreuders: Note to Self 
Jack Shainman  
524 W. 24th St.  
(212) 337-3372  
Through March 12  
 
As of 2011, South African sculptor Claudette Schreuders (b. 1973) had created six related bodies 
of work. The first, her graduate thesis show, dealt, unsurprisingly, with being a student. The second 
concerned the effects of artists’ residencies in foreign countries on her sense of identity. Nos. 3, 4 
and 5 had to do with, respectively, putting her art out in public, the limitations of domestic life, 
and the birth of her first child. The theme preceding that of this show was, perhaps predictably, the 
daunting presence of small children. Here, the uniting thread is Ms. Schreuders’s putative 
reflection on the malleability of an African identity in the wake of apartheid. 
 
To appreciate this exhibition, it’s not necessary to know this thematic sequence; indeed, Ms. 



Schreuders doesn’t really need any backstory for her charmingly poignant work to succeed. She 
makes small painted human figures that, with their big heads and small, stocky bodies, resemble 
garden gnomes. The material is jelutong wood (in botany, Dyera costulata), which is said to be 
absolutely peachy for carving. Aside from a couple of self-effacing standing self-portraits, her 
subjects include fellow South African artist Marlene Dumas and Nelson Mandela (whose stately 
appearance undermines the otherwise intimate tone of the show). 
 
Ms. Schreuders is a sculptor through and through, and her work is strong enough to survive the 
presence of some ancillary prints that are decidedly cool and, alas, also cartoonish. They’re 
pleasant enough images, but don’t pack the same quiet wallop as her sculptures. 



	
	

 

‘IT’S ABOUT THE POSSIBILITY OF CARRYING 
ON’: CLAUDETTE SCHREUDERS ON HER SHOW 
AT JACK SHAINMAN 
	
BY Robin Scher POSTED 02/11/16 10:53 AM 
	

 
Claudette Schreuders 

COURTESY JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY 
 
The identity of a white South African is fraught with questions of belonging, particularly as a new 
generation of the country’s previously disenfranchised black majority make their voices heard. For 
the past 15 years South African sculptor Claudette Schreuders has been grappling in various ways 
with this issue. At age 28, Schreuders held her first New York exhibition at the Jack Shainman 
Gallery in 2001, following a showing of her student work as part of a retrospective of South 
African artists at the Museum of African Art in New York. Her fifth show with Jack Shainman 
Gallery, Note to Self, opened last week and runs through March 12. 
 
In Note to Self, Schreuders has carved wooden busts of people who are close to her and to 
whom she is indebted for artistic inspiration. But the true power of Schreuders’s sculptures—
regardless of its overt content—is contained within their forms. Her sculptures reflect both the 
West African Colon figures in their angular, painted features and the Baule Blolo sculptures of the 
Ivory Coast, which are traditionally tied to depictions of relationships. The Colon figures’ re-
appropriation of both African and Western aesthetics negates interpretation by refusing to fit neatly 
into either category. Similarly Schreuders’s sculptures interrogate her relationships in a way that 



is both an acknowledgement of and a refusal to be defined by 
her identity. 
 
By both confronting her reality and attempting to break free 
of history’s noose, Schreuders’s sculptures are imbued with 
a deep longing for a sense of freedom. In a society where such 
a thing is still a precious commodity, Schreuders’s work 
reflects South Africa’s collective need for a catharsis not yet 
fully realized. In the conversation below, which has been 
lightly edited and condensed, Schreuders expands on this 
complexity in her work. 
 
ARTnews: What initially drew you to sculpture? 
 
I was a student around 1994 in South Africa and I just 
couldn’t imagine being part of the art world. I’d look through 
art magazines and feel like I didn’t relate much to 
contemporary art, so I decided to just do what I really wanted 
to do with no considerations of outside pressure. I was also 
looking at a lot of African art objects at the time and thought 
how emotionally powerful they were, even if I didn’t 
completely understand their function or where they came from. It was similar for me to medieval 
sculptures that served a religious purpose where they had an emotional charge, like a power. 
 
How did you come to connect that with the inspiration you draw from West African carving 
traditions? 
 
I’d just finished these big sculptures that didn’t mean much to me. Even though at the time I was 
proud of the technical achievement, afterward I felt I wanted to make something that would be 
more meaningful. My lecturer showed me the painted Colon figures and by the time I’d finished 
my fourth year, I had a more specific reference point. It was an interesting journey. 
 
What specifically attracted you to the Colon and Baule Blolo figures? 
 
The Colon figures are often misinterpreted and reinterpreted—they’re political and quite a hard 
thing to access. With the Baule Blolo, I love that they are about relationships, specifically love 
relationships and are a kind of sculpture that serves as a vehicle for sorting out the problems of a 
relationship. 
 
Speaking of relationship problems, how have you gone about confronting the expectations 
surrounding your art in relation to your identity? 
The first time I had a solo show in America it was called “Burnt by the Sun.” Thematically, the 
show was centered around the idea of belonging and being a white person born as a South African. 
That show became very tied to South African history, so with my next show, I wanted to try to go 
deeper into the personal, so that the personal became more universal. I want to deal with these 
issues but I also don’t want to be the spokesperson for white South Africans. I want to be able to 



do anything I want. As a student when you pen down what your work is about, that becomes your 
cage and with the next thing, you try to get away from what you’ve just said about yourself. So 
every new group for me is a little bit of an attempt to break free. It’s about the possibility of 
carrying on and not becoming trapped in your own work and the outside perception of what your 
work is about. 
 
But as a white South African, it’s a difficult space because there’s a lot of history that must 
be acknowledged in relation to contemporary society. A lot of that isn’t easy to accept and 
you can see many South Africans who don’t want to accept it, but at the same time don’t 
know any other place they can call home. So in a sense then, as an artist, your work becomes 
an expression of that struggle? 
 
In a way, yes. After I did my first solo show, I was thinking about being so personal in a public 
space. I felt exposed, which is why I named my next show “Crying in Public,” a title that partly 
came from crying religious sculptures. I felt that emotion was something missing a bit from 
contemporary art and that it would be a bit rebellious to go against that. In a relationship you make 
yourself vulnerable and I think in art you do the same. But instead of it being something you’re 
saying about me, it’s something I’m saying about myself, which is tied to that struggle of being. 
 
When you’re making your work, do you think about who you’re making it for? 
 
I think about it less now than when I was doing “Crying in Public” and “Burnt by the Sun.” People 
know me better now and there’s more context, so I just do what I do really. South Africa is a hard 
place to come from and you have to think and grapple a lot with identity. When [South African 
author] J. M. Coetzee was asked about the political intention behind his work, he said, “You can’t 
say this is the work I have to write, you write the work you want to write and then you know why 
you had to write it.” I love that he said that. It seems like such a simple thing, but that’s a real point 
to get to—to truly do what you want to do. 
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Jack Shainman Gallery , Chelsea 
Tuesday February 9 2016 - Saturday March 12 2016 
 
Born in South Africa in 1973, Schreuders came of age during the period leading up to the 
end of Apartheid. Accordingly, her sculptures and drawings evoke the difficulty of 
negotiating an “African” identity in the new South Africa, especially for the country’s white 
citizens. The folk-art charm of her painted-wood figures, for instance, are shot through 
with a undercurrent of anxiety reflected in ambiguous facial expressions, diminutive scale 
and oddly stunted proportions. This show presents the latest examples of her work, 
including a self-portrait that depicts her lost in thought while holding a notebook. 



 

 

 

                                                                                       Claudette Schreuders 
                                                                           'Two Hands' at the Met, 2010                                                                                              
                                                                  Jelutong wood, enamel and oil paint  
                                                                        size H: 80cm W: 47cm D: 30cm 
 

artthrob news: Schreuders at the Met 
By Staff Writer on 14 June 2012 

New York’s Metropolitan Museum, one of the world’s great museums, recently acquired its first sculpture by a South 

African artist – Claudette Schreuders’ Two Hands (2010), a classic Schreuders carved and painted wood grouping, 

this one of a woman with a child in each hand. The piece is currently on exhibition at the Met. 

 

Comments curator Alisa La Gamma: 'The work by Schreuders is positioned prominently on a platform adjacent and 

parallel to one by El Anatsui. Both are striking but distinctive works that eloquently encourage visitors to think 

expansively about what the "Arts of Africa" can be.  In presenting Claudette Schreuders in this context we celebrate 

the seriousness with which a contemporary artist has contemplated the historical genres featured in the 

Metropolitan's collection and how her embrace and mastery of carving in wood has reinvigorated a seminal regional 

idiom of expression.  We also address the artist's personal interest in the subject of motherhood reflected in this 

specific work and its wider resonance with the iconography of major regional traditions.  In order to underscore the 

richness of those possibilities, on this occasion, a Mother and Child figure by a great Dogon master in the collection is 

presented in dialogue with Two Hands. 

 

I follow the work of contemporary artists whose work I see on the ground when I travel to Africa with interest in 

relation to long-term opportunities for it to be presented in an array of different contexts at our institution. Last January 

I saw Claudette Schreuders' most recent body of work at Michael Stevenson Gallery in Cape Town.  Given that it was 

to travel to Jack Shainman Gallery in New York, I recommended to my colleague in Modern and Contemporary Art, 

Gary Tinterow, that he view the work there. In light of that exhibition and the fact that Claudette Schreuders is a 

contemporary artist of international standing who lives and works on the continent and reflects upon and responds to 

its classical legacy as well as her own experience, the timing worked out for the Metropolitan to acquire one of those 

works. Given that Modern and Contemporary had no immediate plans for its display, I thought we should take 

advantage of presenting this new addition to the collection in the Michael C. Rockefeller Wing on an axis that leads 

visitors into the Modern and Contemporary galleries.' 
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DISTURBING INNOCENCE 

Curated by Eric Fischl 
 

Exhibition Dates:  

October 25, 2014 – January 31, 2015 

 

Opening Reception: 

Saturday, October 25th, 6-8pm 

Inez van Lamsweerde and Vinoodh Matadin. Kirsten, Star, 1997 

Pigment print, 39 2/5 x 29 ½ inches 

© Inez & Vinoodh / Courtesy Gagosian Gallery 

 
The FLAG Art Foundation is pleased to present Disturbing Innocence, a group exhibition curated by artist Eric Fischl, 
on view on FLAG’s 9th floor from October 25, 2014 – January 31, 2015.  
 
Disturbing Innocence features 58 historical and contemporary artists whose use of dolls, toys, mannequins, robots, 
and other surrogates forms a deep and powerfully expressive genre. The exhibition poses profound questions 
surrounding social constructs of youth, beauty, transformation, violence, sexuality, gender, identity, and loneliness. 
Inspired by Fischl’s own childhood in suburban Long Island, NY, and his early career as an artist working in New York 
City in the 1980’s, Disturbing Innocence presents a subversive and escapist world at odds with the values and 
pretensions of polite society.  
  

Selected Artists Include: Morton Bartlett, Hans Bellmer, Louise Bourgeois, James Casebere, Jake and Dinos Chapman, 
Gregory Crewdson, James Croak, Henry Darger, E.V. Day, Peter Drake, Carroll Dunham, Inka Essenhigh, Eric Fischl, 
Alberto Giacometti, Steve Gianakos, Robert Gober, Mike Kelley, Charles LeDray, David Levinthal, Roy Lichtenstein, 
Sarah Lucas, Paul McCarthy, Walter Martin & Paloma Muñoz, Ralph Eugene Meatyard, Jim Nutt, Tony Oursler, David 
Salle, Cindy Sherman, Laurie Simmons, Wolfgang Stoerchle, Inez Van Lamsweerde & Vinoodh Matadin, John Waters, 
John Wesley, Lucy Winton, Lisa Yuskavage, among others.  
 
Accompanying the exhibition is a fully illustrated catalogue with an original text by James Frey,  ‘A Real Doll’ by A.M. 
Homes, and a conversation featuring Eric Fischl, David Salle, Cindy Sherman, and Laurie Simmons, moderated by 
FLAG Founder Glenn Fuhrman. 
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Eric Fischl is an internationally acclaimed American painter and sculptor. His artwork is represented in many 
distinguished museums throughout the world and has been featured in over one thousand publications. His 
extraordinary achievements throughout his career have made him one of the most influential figurative painters of 
the late 20th and early 21st centuries. 
 
Fischl was born in 1948 in New York City and grew up in the suburbs of Long Island. He began his art education in 
Phoenix, Arizona where his parents had moved in 1967. He attended Phoenix College and earned his B.F.A. from the 
California Institute for the Arts in 1972. He then spent some time in Chicago, where he worked as a guard at the 
Museum of Contemporary Art. In 1974, he moved to Halifax, Nova Scotia, to teach painting at the Nova Scotia 
College of Art and Design. Fischl had his first solo show, curated by Bruce W. Ferguson, at Dalhousie Art Gallery in 
Nova Scotia in 1975 before relocating to New York City in 1978. 
 
Fischl's suburban upbringing provided him with a backdrop of alcoholism and a country club culture obsessed with 
image over content. His early work thus became focused on the rift between what was experienced and what could 
not be said. His first New York City solo show was at Edward Thorp Gallery in 1979, during a time when suburbia was 
not considered a legitimate genre for art. He first received critical attention for depicting the dark, disturbing 
undercurrents of mainstream American life. 
 
Fischl's paintings, sculptures, drawings and prints have been the subject of numerous solo and major group 
exhibitions and his work is represented in many museums, as well as prestigious private and corporate collections, 
including The Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Whitney Museum of American Art, The Museum of Modem Art in 
New York City, The Museum of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles, St. Louis Art Museum, Louisiana Museum of Art in 
Denmark, Musée Beaubourg in Paris, The Paine Webber Collection, and many others. Fischl has collaborated with 
other artists and authors, including E.L. Doctorow, Allen Ginsberg, Jamaica Kincaid, Jerry Saltz and Frederic Tuten. 
 
Eric Fischl is also the founder, President and lead curator for America: Now and Here. This multi-disciplinary 
exhibition of 150 of some of America’s most celebrated visual artists, musicians, poets, playwrights, and filmmakers 
is designed to spark a national conversation about American identity through the arts. The project launched on May 
5th, 2011 in Kansas City before traveling to Detroit and Chicago.  
 
Eric Fischl is a Fellow at both the American Academy of Arts and Letters and the American Academy of Arts and 
Science. He lives and works in Sag Harbor, NY with his wife, the painter April Gornik. 
 
 
Founded by art patron Glenn Fuhrman, The FLAG Art Foundation is a non-profit contemporary arts institution that 
opened to the public in 2008. Its state-of-the-art exhibition space was designed by noted architect Richard 
Gluckman. FLAG organizes 4 to 6 exhibitions a year, each with a different curator. Past curators have included Chuck 
Close, Lisa Dennison, Prabal Gurung, Jim Hodges, Shaquille O’Neal, Linda Yablonsky, among others. To date, FLAG 
has hosted over 30 curated exhibitions, providing a platform for 378 established and emerging artists representing 
over 25 countries.  
  
Our objective is to encourage the appreciation of contemporary art among a diverse audience. FLAG provides a 
unique educational environment in which visitors can view, contemplate, and engage in active dialogue with the 
artworks. Curators select and borrow from a variety of sources to include a wide range of work in each exhibition. 
FLAG is also a resource that facilitates loans of contemporary artworks to museums around the world. An extensive 
database of available works is maintained and made available to curators.  
 



 

 

Goings On About Town: Art 

Friday April 1, 2011 

Claudette Schreuders 
 The South African artist carves and paints small wooden figures with 
uncannily lifelike eyes. Think of her sculptures, inspired by colonial-era 
West African statues of Europeans, as the soulful cousins of Stephan 
Balkenhol’s oeuvre. Her latest series touches on domesticity and its 
alienations. A pregnant woman in white panties gazes into the distance; a 
uniformed nanny and the infant on her back wear the same resigned 
expression; a supine couple spoons, his face obscured by her hair. Through 
April 16.  

 
 



 
 
Notes from a Transforming Democracy: South African Prints 
May 6th, 2011  
Sarah Kirk Hanley 
 
 

       

Installation view of "Impressions from South Africa: 1965 to Now" at The Museum of 
Modern Art, New York. Photo by Jason Mandella. / Anton Kannemeyer (South African, 
born 1967), “A White Person,” 2004. Screenprint. Composition: 22 3/16 × 13 11/16" 
(56.3 × 34.8 cm).  

As interest in William Kentridge’s work has grown over the past decade, so has interest 
in South African art as a whole.   Printmaking is a central component of the cultural 
landscape in this country and it is an important form of expression for many of its artists.  
In general, South African printmaking is characterized by political and emotional honesty 
and a refreshing fidelity to the technical roots of the medium.  Kentridge, of course, is a 
prolific printmaker (see the November 2010 post of this column),  as are Conrad Botes, 
Norman Catherine, Robert Hodgins, Anton Kannemeyer, Cameron Platter, Claudette 
Schreuders, Diane Victor, and Ernestine White, to name a few.  The work of these and 
other artists, who are well known in their homeland, have begun to garner increased 
attention in the U.S. recently, appearing in art fairs and featured in solo exhibitions at 
major galleries and museums. 

http://blog.art21.org/author/sarah-hanley/
http://blog.art21.org/author/sarah-hanley/
http://www.pbs.org/art21/artists/william-kentridge/
http://www.art21.org/anythingispossible/resources/essays/thinking-aloud-the-prints-of-william-kentridge/
http://www.normancatherine.co.za/
http://www.cameronplatter.com/


Several exhibitions this year have introduced a wider American audience to the vital 
printmaking scene in South Africa.  Most visible and comprehensive among these is 
Impressions from South Africa: 1965 to Now, a group exhibition at The Museum of 
Modern Art on view through August 14.  Earlier this spring, Boston University hosted 
dual exhibitions in honor of the 25th anniversary of Caversham Press, the first 
professional printmaking workshop in South Africa.  At the same time, the Faulconer 
Gallery, Grinnell College, Grinnell, Iowa, launched the first major solo exhibition of Diane 
Victor’s work in this country – an auspicious introduction to this important artist who is 
becoming better known to an international audience.  In March and early April, David 
Krut Projects mounted “Contemporary South African Prints: DKW and I-Jusi,” a 
retrospective of I-Jusi magazine (an underground art ‘zine dedicated to South African 
identity and politics, founded in 1994), and David Krut Workshop, a professional 
printmaking studio established in Johannesburg in 2002. Later this fall, Jack Shainman 
Gallery will host a solo exhibition of Anton Kannemeyer’s work. 

The MoMA exhibition now on view provides “a representative, quality cross-section of 
contemporary printmaking activities in South Africa over the last five decades,” as 
described by exhibition curator Judith Hecker, Assistant Curator in the Department of 
Prints and Illustrated Books in a recent e-mail interview with the author.  Drawn from the 
museum’s collection, the exhibition and accompanying catalogue provide critical insight 
to role of printmaking in South African culture and politics, presented in terms of the 
country’s recent massive political changes from an apartheid-ruled state to an evolving 
democracy.  In addition to a scholarly essay by Hecker, the accompanying catalogue 
provides further information and bibliographic citations on each of the artists, collectives, 
organizations, and workshops represented.  It also includes contextualizing photographs 
and a timeline of printmaking, cultural, and political events. 

The exhibition was inspired by Hecker’s previous work with William Kentridge’s prints 
(she contributed to the recent traveling exhibition William Kentridge: Five Themes and 
authored a related publication titled William Kentridge: Trace; Prints from the Museum of 
Modern Art) and prompted by a curatorial initiative to “expand the museum’s holdings to 
better represent the breadth of printmaking activities in South Africa”  (Hecker in a recent 
e-mail interview with the author).  The first South African artist to enter the print 
collection was Azaria Mbatha in 1967 but she was the sole representative until the 
department began to acquire Kentridge’s work in earnest in the 1990s.  Impressions 
from South Africa: 1965 to Now (and the museum’s holdings) were developed over a 
period of six years; in preparation, Hecker traveled to South Africa for extended periods 
in 2004 and 2007.  As noted in her introduction, this is not the first scholarly examination 
of the topic (preceded by Printmaking in a Transforming South Africa, 1997, and Rorke’s 
Drift: Empowering Prints; Twenty Years of Printmaking in South Africa, 2004, both by 
Philippa Hobbs and Elizabeth Rankin).  However, it is the first to be made widely 
available to a U.S. and international audience, by virtue of MoMA’s visitorship and 
following. 

The exhibition and its accompanying catalogue are divided into five categories, four of 
which are technique-based – the final category, Postapartheid: New Directions, shows 
the openness and experimentation that characterizes recent print production.  Due to the 
nature of the exhibition, artists are generally represented by only one or a handful of 
works – therefore, it is best understood as a starting point for exploration.  In Hecker’s 
words, “The show, and our holdings, do not aim to be complete or definitive… it reflects 

http://www.grinnell.edu/faulconergallery/exhibitions/victorexh
http://www.grinnell.edu/faulconergallery/exhibitions/victorexh
http://www.ijusi.co.za/
http://www.moma.org/visit/calendar/exhibitions/964


a work in progress; we plan to continue to acquire works by South African artists” (e-mail 
interview). 

The first section focuses on the favored status of linocut amongst South African artists, a 
tradition that began during apartheid.  As discussed by Hecker, its ease of use, 
affordability, and accessibility made it a natural choice for the community workshops and 
non-profit art schools that served black artists, who were attracted to its stark graphic 
power.  Early practitioners included Azaria Mbatha, John Muafangejo, Dan Rkogoathe, 
and Charles Nkosi, many of whom were involved in the Black Consciousness Movement 
founded by Steve Biko.  Their work centered around “themes of ancestry, religion, and 
liberation” (Hecker, Impressions from South Africa: 1965 to Now [New York: Museum of 
Modern Art, 2011], 12). 

In the early 1990s, the country moved through intense political protest and international 
political pressure into a peaceable – though contentious – conversion to a democratic 
nation.  Meeting of Two Cultures (1993), a linocut by Sandile Goje, summarizes the spirit 
of reconciliation that characterized this period.  The image shows two biomorphic homes 
shaking hands: the structure on the left is in the style of the Xhosa people (who were the 
original inhabitants of the area), at right is a home characteristic of the European ruling 
class.  The linocut section of the exhibition also includes recent prints of stunning 
technical achievement by William Kentridge, Vuyile C. Voyiya, Cameron Platter, and 
others.  These are less intensely political in their subject matter, though still grounded in 
the recent history of the nation. 

The second area of the exhibition examines the role of posters in mobilizing the citizenry 
during the peak years of anti-apartheid protest in the 1980s.  Underground organizations 
such as Medu Art Ensemble (formed by exiles in Botswana), United Democratic Front, 
Save the Press Campaign, and Gardens Media Project produced bold printed materials 
in response to harsh legislation enacted by the government that were posted or 
distributed in the streets. 

Intaglio prints comprise the third section of the exhibition.  A technically challenging 
process, the equipment and training necessary for intaglio printing usually necessitates 
collaboration with a master printer.  Caversham Press (now Caversham Centre), 
founded in 1985 by Malcolm Christian, was the country’s first professional printmaking 
workshop to provide this service.  Robert Hodgins, Deborah Bell, Norman Catherine, 
Mmapula Mmakgoba Helen Sebidi, and William Kentridge were among the first to be 
invited to work at Caversham Press.  The nation was embroiled in deep political strife at 
the time and the situation was reflected in a majority of the work produced.  Norman 
Catherine’s Witch Hunt, a hand-colored drypoint from 1988, captures the intense and 
violent presence of military forces in the streets. 

In the early 1990s, Caversham changed its name and expanded its mission to provide 
training and resources to emerging artists and the community.  (A dual retrospective and 
group exhibition of work produced at Caversham over the past 25 years was hosted 
earlier this year by Boston University College of Fine Arts.) Caversham was joined by 
several other professional presses over the following decade – including The Artists’ 
Press, White River; Hard Ground Printmakers Workshop; David Krut Workshop; and 
Fine Line Press, Rhodes University – making the techniques of intaglio and lithography 
more available to artists in South Africa. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Linocut
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Xhosa_people
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intaglio_%28printmaking%29
http://www.cavershamcentre.org/
http://www.bu.edu/today/node/12269
http://www.bu.edu/today/node/12269


Also on view in this section are a selection of eight prints by Diane Victor, who has 
recently garnered well-deserved international attention for her exquisite allegorical 
intaglios and drawings that mine the psychological ramifications of the nation’s history of 
apartheid.   The works on view at MoMA are from her ongoing Disasters of Peace 
series.  Like Goya’s famed Disasters of War series, upon which they are based, this 
ongoing series of prints calls attention to human atrocities in an allegorical format. 

Earlier this year, Victor was the subject of a major solo exhibition at the Faulconer 
Gallery, Grinnell College, Grinnell, Iowa – her first in the U.S. (Grinnell College also 
played an important role in promoting Kentridge’s graphic work in this country.)  The 
exhibition, Of Fables and Folly: Diane Victor, Recent Work, curated by Kay Wilson, 
covered the past ten years of the artist’s production and featured several intaglio prints, 
including the Disasters of Peace and Birth of a Nation series, as well as a number of 
drawings, some of which were created specifically for this installation.  Birth of a Nation, 
a series of ten drypoints completed last year, is an extended allegorical commentary on 
the legacy of colonial power in South Africa (additional images and further discussion 
available on the David Krut Projects website).  The exhibition was accompanied by a 
catalogue  (downloadable pdf here) with an essay by Jacki McInnes, a South African 
artist, curator, and writer, who astutely discusses Victor’s “searing, uncompromising, and 
unremitting response” to the severe inequities that are still apparent in her native land. 

As seen in the Grinnell exhibition, Victor’s has developed two signature drawing 
techniques that produce haunting effects in service to her artistic vision.  Victor’s “stain 
drawings,” in which she applies controlled areas of charcoal staining to drawn figures, 
either evoke the fragility of the body or the corruption of power, depending upon Victor’s 
intention.  Likewise, the fluidity of her “smoke portraits,” which she produces through 
manipulation of the carbon by-product of a burning candle, convey a startling and 
ghostly humanity to the native peoples of South Africa that are her subject (many of 
whom are prisoners awaiting trial).  This technique is extremely delicate and can be 
destroyed with the slightest contact – a parallel to the transience of human life and 
individual destiny that she finds particularly satisfying (images are available on the David 
Krut projects website). In September of 2010, Victor completed a residency at the Center 
for Contemporary Printmaking in Norwalk, Connecticut, where she was able to translate 
her smoke drawing technique into intaglio form for the first time with the assistance of 
Master Printer Anthony Kirk (one example pictured at top).  She also completed three 
drypoints there that are currently in the process of being editioned. 

Returning to the exhibition at MoMA, the intaglio section is followed by an area devoted 
to the use of photographic source material in prints.  The works on view demonstrate a 
range of approaches, from straightforward documentary to manipulated imagery, most of 
which address social and political issues.  To create For Thirty Years Next to His Heart, 
1990, Sue Williamson scanned each page of an individual’s passbook — an “icon of 
apartheid,” (Williamson as quoted in Hecker, 17) that served as an identification 
document similar to a visa.  Non-white citizens were required to carry one at all times 
and present it to officials upon request; records of employment and location changes 
were inscribed within.  Passbook laws were repealed in 1986, but the owner of this 
example continued to carry his for several years, out of habit and as a measure of 
imagined security.  Nearby, Anton Kannemeyer’s A White Person, 2004, shows the flip 
side of these regulations – in this work, the artist enlarged the simple identification card 
that confirmed his status as a white person (who was therefore free to come and go as 

http://www.grinnell.edu/faulconergallery/exhibitions/victorexh
http://www.davidkrut.com/pastExVictor.html
http://www.davidkrut.com/pastExVictor.html
http://www.grinnell.edu/files/downloads/VictorCatalog.pdf
http://www.davidkrut.com/victorGallery.html
http://www.davidkrut.com/victorGallery.html


he pleased), superimposed over three photographs of his head at different angles that 
resemble mug shots. 

The closing section of the MoMA exhibition is dedicated to new directions in printmaking 
by South African artists.  As the political climate has cooled somewhat, so has the 
intensity of political expression in art. Though some artists remain overtly grounded in 
political issues and critiques of government, others refer to the nation’s past and present 
obliquely, or not at all.  Bitterkomix, an underground art comic founded in 1992 by Corad 
Botes (a.k.a Konradski) and Anton Kannemeyer (a.k.a. Joe Dog), employs the graphic 
novel form to satirize various aspects of South African government and culture.   
(Bitterkomix 14 and Bitterkomix 15 can be previewed on Google books – please note 
that some strips are in Afrikaans and/or contain explicit material).  Cameron Platter — 
who works in sculpture, film, and digital printmaking – combines traditional South African 
cultural influences (including folklore, linocut, and woodcarving) with the visual language 
of street life to create playfully provocative commentary on contemporary life in his 
homeland.  Ernestine White – a printmaker and curator who lived in the United States 
from ages 11 to 26 and trained at the Tamarind Institute in New Mexico (see the October 
2010 post for this column) –explores issues of identity and belonging in her experimental 
prints, some of which are presented in wall installations; recent work has focused on 
child abuse and children’s rights issues.  In contrast to the above artists, sculptor and 
printmaker Claudette Schreuders creates doll-like figures that seem to be involved in 
quiet dramas of a personal nature.  Though traditional African art is an occasional 
referent in her work, the focus is on creating psychologically suggestive scenes.  
Likewise, Paul Edmunds works in a minimalist and formal vein that is quite removed 
from the harsh political and social history of South Africa, though it is grounded in the 
material culture of his country. 

As seen in recent museum and gallery exhibitions, international and American art 
audiences are eager for a deeper exploration and understanding of the prodigious 
printmaking activity in South Africa over the past several decades.  From traditional 
linocuts to contemporary digital satire, the universe of South African prints provides a 
wealth of compelling work for the curious.  The proliferation of print workshops and 
professional training schools ensure a rich and varied future for print production in South 
Africa, which will surely continue to evolve as the nation matures and settles into its 
status as a free nation. 

 

http://books.google.com/books?id=WPitdhgS2iMC&lpg=PA1&dq=related%3AISBN1770095276&pg=PA1#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.com/books?id=0xtbuysBCJkC&lpg=PP1&ots=ascEwBtA5x&dq=bitterkomix&pg=PP1#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://www.cameronplatter.com/
http://blog.art21.org/2011/05/06/2010/10/01/ink-new-transparency-for-the-tamarind-institute/
http://blog.art21.org/2011/05/06/2010/10/01/ink-new-transparency-for-the-tamarind-institute/
http://www.pauledmunds.co.za/


 
Our history, from afar 
PETRA MASON   NEW YORK, UNITED STATES - Apr 06 2011  

 
It's supposed to be springtime in New York City, but the weather reports "a wintry mix", 
which means that in the half-hour it took to get from downtown Soho to the Museum of 
Modern Art (MoMA) uptown, it hailed, snowed and rained.  
 
Typically, MoMA's opening night events are harder to get into than most small countries, 
and on this opening night MoMA's bouncers are, as always, ready to rumble. Once 
security had confirmed my ID and my RSVP, I made a beeline to the most well-attended 
area at all MoMA openings, the open bar, at which a seething mass of expensively 
dressed people elbowed each other for drinks.  
 
Some headed to Impressions from South Africa, 
1965 to Now on the second floor, and others took 
elevators and escalators up to the sixth floor for 
the opening of German Expressionism: The 
Graphic Impulse, an exhibition focusing on a 
particularly bleak period in history during which 
virtually all German and Austrian artists took up 
printmaking with a fervour unparalleled in art 
history. 
 
Sound familiar? 
 
Michele Senecal, executive director of the 
International Fine Print Dealers' Association, with 
whom I walked the show, noted, "Seeing the 
South African work immediately after viewing 
the German expressionism show, I was struck by 
the parallels between the works done during 
apartheid in the one and the works that German 
artists were producing immediately following 
World War I, when there was clearly a lot of 
cynicism and anger towards the ruling elite.  

 
Anton Kannemeyer. A White Person (2004). Screenprint, composition  

 
OVERT PROTEST  
"These works were far more contemporary in feel than I expected, and an overt protest at 



the situation [high inflation, abuse of power] confronting the populace at the time. The 
juxtaposition of slogans within the compositions and use of colour, the raw and urgent 
feeling of the manner in which they were printed -- there was a surprising 
correspondence." 
 
Art dealer Jack Shainman of Jack Shainman Gallery and I discussed South African artist 
Claudette Schreuders's new solo exhibition of sculptures and limited edition lithographs 
titled Close, Close that opened just days before at his gallery in Chelsea.  
 
Shainman discovered Schreuders's work back 
in 1999 after seeing an image in the New York 
Times. A major book, Claudette Schreuders, 
published by Prestel, accompanies the exhibit. 

 
Claudette Schreuders. The Couple from Crying in 
Public (2003). One from a series of nine lithographs 
with chine collé, composition  

 
Eight of Schreuders's lithographs feature on 
Impressions from South Africa, 1965 to Now, as 
do more than 80 prints, posters, books and wall 
stencils produced by about 30 artists and 
cultural workers during and after the apartheid 
era.  
 

 
PUNK-INSPIRED CUT 'N PASTE 
Organised by Judith Hecker, assistant curator 
for MoMA's department of prints and illustrated 
books, and drawn from the museum's expanding 
South African art collection, the exhibit features 
linocuts; screen-print and offset lithography; 
intaglio; photocopies; and punk-inspired cut 'n paste, collaborative silk-screen collages 
enlarged on a photocopier and transferred to scraperboard and stencilled, a style that was 
all the rage with underground activists in the 1980s during the State of Emergency.  
 
Hand-printed and hand-painted T-shirts were worn as a form of protest, like wearable 
graffiti, and occasionally activists were forced to go shirtless if the slogan upset a "kits 
konstable" who could actually read. 

Silkscreened and hand-coloured textiles are surprisingly under-represented at the show: 
there is just one Freedom Charter T-shirt shown. Perhaps one day Alwyn Petersen's witty 
Sun, Sea and Socialism prints, Jann and Jane's Fabricnation creations and Steven Cohen's 
late 1980s Alice in Pretoria muse will show up in a future Impressions exhibit. 
 



In the foreword for the catalogue, Glenn Lowry, the director of MoMA, acknowledges 
that the project is a starting point for further reflection on South Africa. Thanks to 
Hecker, the conversation is heating up, and because of this impressive showcase, we're 
finally talking about more than just the formidable William Kentridge. 

In the post-apartheid work on show, a remix of icons show up, as in as Diane Victor's 
powerful Goya-inspired Disasters of Peace (2001) and in Cameron Platter's giant homage 
to John Muafangejo, The Battle of Rorke's Drift at Club Dirty Den (2009). 
 
 

PARTICULARLY RUNTY TIME 
The poster boy for the show is Conrad Botes's Secret Language II (2005), which features 
a kak evil ou covered in chappies, or prison tattoos, suggesting that "ke nako" comes and 
goes, as do the bad cops and military men who show up in Robert Hodgins's Sarge 
(2007) or in Zimbabwean Kudzanai Chiurai's Abuse of Power (2009). 
 
At this particularly runty time in our shared cultural history, at a point where most artists 
have something to sell rather than something to say, Impressions from South Africa, 1965 
to Now makes a strong resistance-art statement that shouts out from most, but not all, of 
the many workshops, studios and community arts organizations active during and post-
apartheid.  

But to earn the title 1965 to Now, more artists need be included to add more voices and 
depth to the dialogue. 

• Impressions from South Africa, 1965 to Now is on show at New York's 
Museum of Modern Art until August 14 2011. 

 





 
 
Personal Affects: Power and Poetics Opens 
September 22, 2004 
 

 
Claudette Schreuders 

The Free Girl (detail), 2004 
Jacaranda wood, enamel paint 

59 x 20 x 20 in. 
 
NEW YORK.- The Museum for African Art and The Cathedral of St. John the Divine will jointly host 
Season South Africa, a major program of contemporary visual and performing arts that runs from 
September 2004 through January 2005. Produced by the Museum for African Art and Spier, Season 
South Africa includes a visual art exhibition featuring seventeen South African artists and a series of lyric 
theater productions by the company Dimpho Di Kopane, as well as a range of lectures and other public 
programs. Launched during the year that South Africa is commemorating its first decade of democracy, 
Season South Africa showcases some of the most gifted and acclaimed contemporary visual and 
performing artists from the country chosen by an international team of curators. 
 
Personal Affects: Power and Poetics in Contemporary South African Art will be on view at two locations in 
New York City: at the Museum for African Art in Long Island City from September 23, 2004 to January 3, 
2005; and, at The Cathedral of St. John the Divine in Manhattan, from September 24 to December 5, 
2004. Performances by lyric theater company Dimpho Di Kopane will take place in Synod Hall at The 
Cathedral of St. John the Divine from October 27 to November 28, 2004. A free shuttle service will run 
between the two venues on the weekends to assist in viewing the entirety of the exhibition. 
 
Personal Affects presents newly commissioned and recently produced works by seventeen South African 
artists. The artworks represent artists¹ responses to a weeklong stay in New York and visits with a team 
of international curators. The exhibition features an extraordinary lineup of artists working in diverse 
media, including sculpture, drawing, photography, painting, installation, video, performance and dance. 
The common thread throughout the exhibition is the highly personal point of departure of their working 
methods, informed by their varied experiences as South Africans. Participating artists are Jane 
Alexander, Wim Botha, Steven Cohen, Churchill Madikida, Mustafa Maluka, Thando Mama, Samson 
Mudzunga, Jay Pather, Johannes Phokela, Robin Rhode, Claudette Schreuders, Berni Searle, Doreen 
Southwood, Clive van den Berg, Minnette Vári, Diane Victor and Sandile Zulu.  
 
Running concurrently with Personal Affects at the Museum for African Art will be Glimpses from the 
South: a Selection of African Art from the Johannesburg Art Gallery. This exhibition constitutes one of the 
many aspects in which South African institutions have collaborated with the Museum for African Art in 
New York to create Season South Africa. It includes masterpieces of traditional South African art and will 
open September 23, 2004 at the Museum for African Art¹s Focus Gallery, and will run through February 
28, 2005. 
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      Claudette Schreuders' 'Burnt by the Sun' at the 
      Jack Shainman Gallery, New York  
      by Laurie Farrell  
 
      This is a show not to be missed. By all accounts and considerations,  
      Claudette Schreuders has made a splash in New York City. Hailed by New  
      York Times art critic Holland Cotter back in 1999 as one of the stars of  
      the Museum for African Art's 'Liberated Voices: Contemporary Art from  
      South Africa', Schreuders recently received another positive nod from the  
      Times for her first solo exhibition at the Jack Shainman Gallery. Add to  
      the mix that the new show has been a complete sell-out, and one can truly  
      say that she is "having her day in the sun".  
 
      The installation is stunning and the body of work includes eight major      
      wood carvings and four charcoal drawings. The objects greet and welcome  
      you into Schreuders' world of intimate memories, personal introspection,  
      African and Western icons and referents. All are embodied in ambiguously  
      charming pieces and are presented in an intellectually savvy manner.  
 
      Entering the exhibition space, one finds a pair of figures entitled  
      Conversation (2000), a self-portrait of the artist and a colonial officer.  
      She wears a short red skirt and white long-sleeved shirt decorated with  
      blue flowers, and her hands are held behind her back. The artist's effigy  
      stands innocently looking at the police officer. The officer's hands are  
      tucked into his khaki pants, suggesting a sense of ease as these figures  
      engage in a friendly exchange. Directly following the conversing pair are  
      a series of four charcoal drawings that depict different wooden colonial  
      figures. The colonial figure, or "colon", is a widely recognizable icon of  
      African art produced for both tourist and indigenous markets in Africa.  
      Perhaps the most well-known colon figures are those by the Baule people of  
      Cote d'Ivoire. Such figures wear European pith helmets and usually have  
      accoutrements which recall the presence of Europeans in Africa. However,  
      according to the late Philip Ravenhill, the term "colon" is also a  
      signifier for traditional African wooden carvings to which industrial  
      paint has been applied. In one drawing, Untitled (2000), the colon figure  
      has a series of vertical cracks running throughout his body, emulating  
      those found in wooden sculptures, and is animated through the suggestion  
      of hand and foot movement. The figure wears his military hat,  
      short-sleeved shirt, and shorts that reveal a muscular physique.  
 
      Moving further into the exhibition, Twins represents another figurative  
      pairing. This time two girls sit beside each other wearing identical green  
      dresses with plain white buttons. Schreuders states that these figures  
      were inspired by a photograph of her sister seated beside a servant's  
      child. Another level of interpretation can be found in Schreuders'  
      reference to Nigerian "ibeji" figures. "Ibeji" are carved wooden twin  
      figures that represent surrogates for deceased twins. This work shares a  
      formal and thematic relationship to the Twins (1997) piece that she  
      created as a memorial for the servants' children from her past. Charming  
 
 



      pieces like these complicate notions of complacency embedded in the  
      innocence of white South African childhood during the apartheid era.  
      Schreuders' use of intimate moments from her past and people that touched  
      her personally provides a potent forum for personal reflections on  
      reconciling one's childhood with issues of socialization and survival.  
 
      The next two works, Owner of Two Swimsuits (2000) and Burnt by the Sun  
      (2000), illustrate stories of "excess that involves taking more than you  
      should, or being exposed to more than you can cope with" (Schreuders,  
      press release). Burnt by the Sun, the largest figure on exhibition,  
      portrays a white South African woman. Initially, the woman appears to be  
      wearing pink evening gloves, yet on closer examination one discovers that  
      the pink is the result of serious sun overexposure.  
 
      Another highlight of this exhibition is Lost Girl (2000). As a mermaid  
      figurine with her tail flipping up behind her, a yellow snake encircling  
      the base, and her hands held out suggesting an expression of martyrdom,  
      one cannot help but interpret this piece as a cocktail of various  
      references. One that readily comes to mind is Mammy Wata, or Mother of  
      Water, a charismatic water-spirit introduced to West Africa from Europe  
      around 1900. Usually depicted as a beautiful woman with flowing black hair  
      who controls snakes, Schreuders' Lost Girl represents a composite of  
      African and European influences.  
 
      Sunstroke (2000) is the largest assemblage of pieces in the exhibition. A  
      man, apparently experiencing the intoxicating effects of sun sickness,  
      reclines on a bed with his feet propped up against a nail fetish (or power  
      figure). The power figure, also called "nkisi", is zoomorphically  
      represented as a dog that has been activated (or called into action)  
      numerous times by the insertion of wooden and iron nails. Power figures  
      are found in many Central African cultures where potent medicines and  
      materials are packed into a sculpted form (in this case a wooden dog)  
      which acts as a receptacle. These figures are ritually called into action  
      by driving sharp objects into their surface. An additional layer of  
      interpretation to this piece is given by the presence of a crucified  
      Christ figure (with four rather than three nails impaling the hands and  
      feet, suggesting a Romanesque or medieval antecedent) that hangs on the  
      wall above the bed. The death of Christ on the cross is the central image  
      in Christian art and a visual focus of religious contemplation. Numerous  
      sources have been assimilated into this wooden realm of figures that  
      function as metaphors, or responses to life and religion in Africa.  
 
      This show offers numerous points of engagement. The sculptures inhabit  
      individualized spaces and yet cohesively come together as a strong body of  
      work. Additionally, as Jack Shainman states, Schreuders' work is  
      paradoxical in that it appears simplistic at first, yet, on closer  
      examination, the conceptually based and psychologically challenging  
      elements emerge. Schreuders' work fuses elements of medieval sculpture,  
      Catholic imagery and traditional African art with an emotional awareness,  
      intimacy and immediacy that rarely come together so effectively in art.  
      'Burnt by the Sun' closes on April 14  
       
      Laurie Farrell is an Associate Curator at the Museum for African Art, New York 
  
      Jack Shainman Gallery, 513 W 20th Street, New York, New York 10011  
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