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William Kentridge'sfilmed drawings, or drawn films, inhabit a
curiousstate of suspensionbetween static and time-based,still
and moving. These "drawings in motion" undergo constant
change and constant redefinition, yet the projection of their
luscious charcoal surfaces somehow retains the tactility of
stillness.Smoky grounds and rough-hewn marks morph into
an incessant,though not seamless,flow of free associations
that evoke fleeting hypnagogic images.Bodiesmelt into land
scape;a cat turns into a typewriter, into a reel-to-reelrecorder,
into a bomb; full becomesvoid with the sweep of a sleeve.The
allure of Kentridge's animations lies in their unequivocal
relianceon the continuing presentand in the uncannysenseof
artistic creation and audience reception happening at once.
Kentridge'sfilms owe their distinctiveappearanceto the artist's
homemade animation technique, which he describes as
"stone-age filmmaking." Each of his film-related drawings
representsthe last in a seriesof states produced by successive
marksand erasuresthat, operating on the limits of discernibility,
are permanently on the verge of metamorphosis.The anima
tions are painstakinglybuilt by photographing each transitory
state; traces accumulate on the paper surface, each final
drawing a palimpsest retaining the residual memory of its
sequence. The result is a projected charcoal drawing where
the line unfolds mysteriouslyon the screen with a will of its
own, the artist's hand unseen. In the 1950s,filmmakers Stan
VanDerBeekand Robert Breer's "time paintings" sought to
capture the creation of paintings on camera. But rather than
relating to that moment in film history, Kentridge's work
evokes late silent Russiancinema and German Expressionist
films, most directly in the predominance of black and white,
the absenceof dialogue, and the use of intertitles.
Kentridgelivesand works in Johannesburg,where he was born
in 1955 into a South Africa ruled by a repressiveconservative
state. Describinghis childhood background as "a comfortable
suburban life," he seeshimself as "part of a privileged white
elite that hasseenand been aware of what was happeningbut
never bore the brunt of the might of the state." His films are
deeply affected by the landscape and social memory of his
birthplace and allude to his country's struggle to overcome
the divisivenessof apartheid. Embedded in the events that
unfold as Kentridge's marks materialize is an undercurrent of
references,accessibleto varying degrees depending on the
viewer, to his country's contemporary social history. "I have
been unable to escapeJohannesburg.The four housesI have

lived in, my school, studio, have all been within three kilometersof
each other. And in the end all my work is rooted in this rather des
perate provincial city. I have never tried to make illustrations of
apartheid, but the drawings and films are certainlyspawned by and
feed off the brutalized society left in its wake. I am interested in a
political art, that is to sayan art of ambiguity,contradiction, uncom
pleted gestures and uncertain endings." Kentridge's work has
alwaysavoided the prescriptiveapproach of propaganda,drawing
on uncertaintiesand vacillations,particularly since the abolition of
apartheid hasdissolvedpreviouslyclear-cutoppositions.
Kentridge'smost recentanimated film, Stereoscope,is the eighth in
a decade-long seriesfeaturing the same evolving character, Soho
Eckstein.A possiblesurrogate for the artist, Soho also suggeststhe
archetypalbusinessman,for he can always be identified by his pin
striped suit. The stereoscopeis a devicewhich makesimagesappear
three-dimensional by presenting each eye with a slightly different
point of view of the same scene. In attempting to reconcile the
difference, the eye is tricked into seeing volume. In Stereoscope,
the artist reversesthis maneuver,using a split screento dismember
three-dimensional reality into two complementary but unsynchronized realities. In the following interview made on February 22,
1999, William Kentridge discussesthe making of Stereoscopeand
its relation to his other films.
LilianTone
AssistantCurator
Department of Painting and Sculpture
Lilian Tone: In this exhibition, on view along with Stereoscopeare
drawings that went into its preparation. How do your films relate
to the drawings made for them? Do you consider the drawings
subsidiaryto the films, or are they interdependent?
William Kentridge: The films started off initially as a way of
examining the drawings, but then the narrative element came in,
and the drawings were at the service of the film. The first Soho
Ecksteinfilm was a very distinct practicefrom the activity of making
drawings,which I was still doing. Only after severalyearsof making
films did I show any of their drawings as drawings. The drawings
and the films interrelatein two ways: first, the drawings are the left
overs from the making of the films. There are not thousands of
drawings, only 20 to 40 different ones, whatever is left at the end
of a sequence.Secondly,the actual demandsof the film, its actual
narrative,bring into being a whole set of imagesthat I would never
have arrived at otherwise. This is true not only in terms of subject
matter but also in terms of surface,sincethey are worked on quite
quickly. And, becauseof their use in the films, the drawings con
tain the traces of the whole progressof each sequence—a lot of
rubbing out and ghost imagesare built into them.
LT: When you first told me about your ideasfor Stereoscope,you
were not sure if you would be using your usual characters,or any
characters, but later somehow Soho made his way into the film.
How have the characters of Felix Teitlebaum and Soho Eckstein
evolved over the past ten years?
WK: Initially I would alwaysconceiveSoho as an other, as an alien,
very much basedon imagesof rapaciousindustrialistsfrom Russian

and early Futuristpropagandadrawings, of GeorgeGroszand Ger
man Expressionism.But after a few films I understoodthat in many
ways he looked like my paternalgrandfather,and, in fact, yearsago
I had made some drawings of my grandfather in his suit on the
beach that looked just like Soho. This made me understand that
maybehe was not asfar from me as I had anticipated.Overthe next
few films, up to Weighing.. . and Wanting, I understoodSoho and
Felixmuch more as two different sidesof one characterrather than
two fundamentally different characters.
LT: How much of Stereoscopedid you have in mind before you
began to draw?
WK: Stereoscopehad an uncertain beginning. Therewere several
images that I knew I wanted, but I was not quite sure how they
relatedto each other. It took severalmonths of working on the film
to understandhow they would finally come together. I had a section
of the film that had to do with a vision of points of connection and
disconnection,in which the work of Mayakovskywas an influence.
I always wanted to do a production of Vladimir Mayakovsky: A
Tragedy.I think Stereoscopeis the closest I have come to that. To
that vision of the city. I also
knew that I needed a very full
room and an empty room as
the key componentsof the film,
and it was quite clear that they
had to do with the senseof dis
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quiet that I was feeling, ranging
from feeling very overcrowded
in the world to the world feeling
very empty.

coreof thosefilms, and what I was thinking about when making
them. But that is not to saythat what I am thinking about when
making the films is what is there when they are finished. I am
thinking about what I can do with this extraordinaryblue pastel
that I broughtfrom London,but that is not a questionthat some
body askswhen they arewatching the film. It alsohasto do with
various sets of meaning that I have to take responsibilityfor.
Some people give a quite narrow political reading and saythis
correspondsto this moment in SouthAfrica. But I think there are
other peoplewho do saythat the films are about the spacebe
tween the political world and the personal,and the extent to
which politicsdoesor doesnot find its way into the privaterealm.
LT: My impressionis that your films have become more asso
ciative and ambiguous.
WK: Yes,I think so. And in a way I hope so, but it is not inten
tional. Sometimesthey seemto haveto continue a socialsaga,
but that is not how they started out, and it seemsa dangerous
way to try to lead them. It has more to do with changes in
myself.Thingsthat seemedmore certain eight yearsago seem

LT : Looking back at your eight
films, do you detect threads,
do you see them following
one another?
WK: I see them unable to get
away from the samething again
and again. That is always the
difficulty. I think I am making a
different film, and suddenly I
realizeI've used the same ideas
again. In retrospect, maybe one
cannot draw a very clear line
between them. What is clear is
that there are different momentsof SouthAfrican political unfolding
which seemedperipheralto the projectswhile I was making them,
but which on looking back seem very much to be the theme that
runsthrough them. I am not quite certainwhat the political moment
is around the current elections. It feels like a time when politics is
taking a backwardglance.
LT : Your background combined with the socially engaged over
tones of your work invite a primarily political reading, which is
reflected in the literature about your work.
WK: The politicalprocessis certainlyone elementof the films, but for
me there is often a big disjunction between what people seeas the

lesscertain now. Politically,it hascertainly become much more
complex. South Africa is a whole different political place,
certainly lessinteresting to the outside world, but more com
plicated for people inside.
LT: Would it be fair to say that increasingly,and particularly
after Felixin Exile,the political events in the film are "sieved"
through your personal life? Johannesburg,2nd Greatest City
after Paris,in comparison,was more impersonal.
WK: Yes, but Johannesburgwas very much the first attempt
at finding a language, trying to discoverwhat animation did.
The fact that one can make a crowd move acrossa sheet of

paper,that was the miracle.Whatever worked would earn its
place in the film.
LT: Last year, one of the first things you mentioned about
Stereoscopewas that it was "a portrait of Johannesburg,like
the rest of my work."
WK: As the film progressed,it becamelessa portrait of Johan
nesburg than I had anticipated. There are lots of drawings of
the city, the specific buildings, the roads, the kinds of archi
tecture. There is a feeling of being through quite a journey at
the end of the film. The section called "Chaos in the City" has
to do with the city falling apart, which is more a way of under
standing the violence between the two rooms. While some
images of civic chaos are from Johannesburg,some are from
Kinshasa,some are from Moscow, and one is from Jakarta.All
the images of cities in chaos are from the week I was doing
that sequence.That week there were riots about the ruble in
Moscow, rebels being thrown over bridges in Kinshasa,stu
dents protesting in Jakarta, and cars being held up in Johan
nesburg, so it was a mixture which relates much more to
Soho'sinternal conflictsthan to an objectiveportrait of the city.
LT: After you told me that you were working from photos
found in archivesof Johannesburgin the 1950s,I realizedthat
also in your other films objects and architecture often seemto
date back to that period.
WK: I think there is a preference.I wonder why when I draw
a telephone I draw a Bakelite telephone and not a cellular
telephone. I think that a lot of my work is trying to mine a
childhood set of responsesto the world. The first time you see
a picture of violencethere is a kind of shockthat you don't get
once you've seenthousands of pictures like this on television.
There is an element of trying to go back to an earlier stage, of
trying to recapturethe sensitization,and I think part of the rea
son for drawing backwards in time has to do with trying to
capture a different way of seeing.
LT: You saidthat you start the films from the center outwards.
What was in the center of Stereoscopewhen you started?
WK: I wanted a senseof transience,of a city bustling,telegraph
wires, and power stations.Earlyon I knew that it would involve
lines of communication, telephone switchboards.The idea of

the stereoscope,of the double room, came quite a lot later. But
although "stereoscope" is mentioned specificallyby name, and is
implicit in the images on screen, there is no image of someone
looking at a stereoscope.
LT: Somehow the stereoscopehere works as a surrogate for the
camera.Likethe X-ray,the theodolite, the M.R.I.,the cat scan,all of
the instruments that have appeared in your films, which represent
different ways of seeing, different ways to representthe world.
WK: I had not thought of it that way, I think you are right. The
ways which already existed in the world of saying "this is a way of
understandingthe world through a representation." And an actual
X-ray or M.R.I., again, is one way, and the stereoscopeis another.
LT: But there is also a mental operation in stereoscopes,the idea of
two flat imagesthat are slightly out of sync, that the brain brings
together into a three-dimensionalunity.
WK: In the film there is a kind of stereoscopicreverse,if you take a
single figure like Soho and then split him into his two selves.. . .
LT: Stereoscopecontains a number of images that recur in your
earlier films. The cat turning into a telephone, into a bomb. . . .
WK: Yes,the cat goes through a whole seasonof transformations.
It is sort of saying "this is the sameworld" —any character,or event,
or situation, you see in an earlier film automatically gets right of
entry into the current film.
LT: Also the room filling with water. You said that it was an image
that you wanted from the beginning.
WK: When I was doing it I had forgotten that there had been such
moments in Johannesburgand Sobriety, Obesity & Growing Old.
And I'd completely forgotten about Felix'sroom filling with water
until you mentioned it. But I had also thought of this not so much
as a room filling with water but as an image of Soho leaking.
LT: Does the "Give Forgive" neon sign at the end play a specific
role in the narrative? Of course, it inevitably brings to mind the
hearingsof the Truth and ReconciliationCommission.
WK: I think it does. The relationship between the words give and
forgive, what you have to give to be forgiven, as if forgiving is a
gift that is being demanded of someone. ... In a way, there is a
constellation of uneasesaround those two words, and it was that,
rather than any clear meaning, any clear purpose,which suggested
that those words should be in the film. "Give Forgive" was associ
ated with the film early on. At one stage it was in the middle of
the film, I didn't understandwhat it was being said in responseto.
And I suppose, at the end, the film cannot find a calm, and
"Give Forgive" is another way of asking for a peace,a stillnessand
a calm. If the choice has been shattered between the two rooms,
what space is between them, what kind of viable way can there
be? But I couldn't tell you if it is Soho who is being asked to
forgive, or if Soho is asking the forces around him to forgive him.
1 Kentridge,quoted in RogerTaylor,"Memento Mori," WorldArt (Melbourne)
(May 1997):48.
2 Kentridge,quoted in William Kentridge:Drawingsfor Projection. Johannesburg:
Goodman Gallery,1992, n.p.
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Stereoscope 1999
Animated film: 35mm film transferred to video and laser disc
8 minutes, 22 seconds
Drawing, photography, and direction: William Kentridge
Editing: Catherine Meyburgh
Music: Philip Miller
Musicians: Peta Ann Holdcroft, Marjan Vonk, Ishmael Kambule,
Minas Berberyan
Sound design: Wilbert Schubel
Total of 65 drawings: charcoal and pastel on paper,
15 x 20
(38x 53 cm) to 47
63 "(120 x 160 cm)
soho eckstein
films
Johannesburg, 2nd Greatest City after Paris 1989
Animated film: 16mm film transferred to video and laser disc
8 minutes, 2 seconds
Monument 1990
Animated film: 16mm film transferred to video and laser disc
3 minutes, 11 seconds
Mine 1990
Animated film: 16mm film transferred to video and laser disc
5 minutes, 50 seconds
Sobriety, Obesity & Growing Old 1991
Animated film: 16mm film transferred to video and laser disc
8 minutes, 22 seconds
Felix in Exile 1994
Animated film: 35mm film transferred to video and laser disc
8 minutes, 43 seconds
History of the Main Complaint 1996
Animated film: 35mm film transferred to video and laser disc
5 minutes, 50 seconds
Weighing... and Wanting 1998
Animated film: 35mm film transferred to video and laser disc
6 minutes, 20 seconds
selected
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