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Meeting the World Halfway
(A Johannesburg Biography)
William Kentridge

One of the tasks asked of artists, is to move between that which we know and
that which we see; more specifically, to make visible that which is hidden. You
start with a blank piece of paper, and pull from the paper something known,
something we intuit. Our job is to move in the space between the secret and the
revealed, the constructed and the discovered.

Distinguished guests, fellow laureates, ladies and gentlemen, may I express
my huge pleasure at being here to receive the honour of this prize. I am very
aware of the previous laureates and the weight of experience, inventiveness, and
wisdom that over the years has been celebrated by this award. I am delighted that
my wife Anne, my daughter Alice, my son-in-law Patrick, are here with us. 1 am
very sorry that my other children, Isabella and Samuel, as well as my parents,
Sydney and Felicia, are not able to be here.

I have lived all my life in Johannesburg, a city in the centre of South Africa.
It is a very young city, approximately 130 years old—so I at 55 have been in the
city for almost half of the city’s existence. Most of the great cities in the world—
Paris, London, Tokyo, Rio—are based on some geographical fact. You can see
the logic for their existence—the harbour of Sydney, in South Africa, Cape Town
with its bay and Table Mountain. They are on a river, they are on a harbour,
they lie on a trade route, they are in the foothills of a mountain—but the logic
of Johannesburg’s existence is invisible, and it is a city which makes one aware
of that which is hidden.

The history of Johannesburg starts over 2 billion years ago. 2.43 billion years
ago, a giant meteor struck the earth 100 kilometres from Johannesburg, in an area
which is now called the Vredefort Dome, a world heritage site, and the largest
known meteor impact site in the world. You can tell that this is the site of a meteor
impact because of a circle of hills with a diameter of about 100 kilometres, which
rise up in what is otherwise a flat landscape. The effect of that meteor impact
three billion years ago, was to tilt a plane of the earth's crust, pushing it down
where the meteor stuck. There is a layer of the earth which encloses a paper-thin
layer of gold—which instead of lying on the surface of the earth as it had before
the impact, lies now at a 45 degree angle through the earth. At the point where
this angled seam of gold touched the surface, the city of Johannesburg was
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established; and its logic ever since has been to track and follow that seam deep
underground.

We have the two billion year history of Johannesburg. But we also have the two
million year history of Johannesburg. About two years ago, a paleo-anthropologist
in Johannesburg, looking in the suburbs 10 kilometres north of where my family
and I live in the city, found a cave in which there were fossilized bones of hominids
that lived two million years ago. These were cousins of the ancestors that became
human beings.

The hominid fossils that were found two years ago, were discovered by
someone looking at Google Earth, and noticing in the areas around Johannesburg,
groups of trees. The particular gathering of trees in small groups indicated a
depression in the ground, which suggested the existence of a cave underneath. A
very clear case of seeing one thing—the trees—but understanding that in fact
these are a clue to, or a trace of something else.

So we have different scales of history: the two billion year history, the two
million year history. Then there is a hundred thousand year history, of stone-age
people living in the area; and a history going back about a thousand years, of iron
age furnaces. There are traces and foundations of buildings and settlements. These
traces have to be imaginatively expanded outwards, to re-create a history.

And then we have the discovery of gold, 130 years ago. The tip of the
paper-thin seam containing the gold was discovered on a farm in what is now
Johannesburg. The city then grew up around this discovery. Mines were made,
starting shallow, continually getting deeper and deeper, as the gold was followed
along this thin ribbon heading down into the earth. While the gold, which is the
heart of Johannesburg’s historical existence is invisible, there are traces, remnants,
of the activity of mining it.

As a young child, like all other children, I made drawings. It is a very
immediate, natural human habit, learned over tens of thousands of years—to
make a mark, to look at the marks we have made. To make something that is
both of us—I have made the mark; and not of me: I can move away and the
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mark remains and other people can see il; even when I am not present, it exists.
When I was about eight or nine, 1 went to an art school for children run by a
remarkable teacher, Nina Campbell-Quine. The first thing she said to me was,
‘What would you like to draw? What do you draw?’ I said, ‘Oh—I want to draw
a landscape.’

There is something wrong, for a nine year-old to know what landscape is.
But somehow this word had filtered into my head, and that was what 1 said. And
she said, ‘What would you like to use?’ [ said, ‘Charcoal.” Again, I don't think I
had ever used this material, I'm not even certain where the name came from. But
I was given a sheet of paper and charcoal, and asked to make a landscape.

And the question is, what kind of landscape does a white, nine year-old boy
in Johannesburg make? All I could think of was the landscape painting that hung
in my grandparents’ flat, where my sister and I would go every Friday night for
supper—by a South African artist, Tinus de Jong. In many ways it encapsulates
the big questions ahout artmaking in Johannesburg, about landscape, about the
nature of the image, about the weight of Europe on South Africa—a lot for one
painting, but it was a big oil painting. The painting shows distant mountains, it
shows big leafy trees (Fig. 1). I was astonished at how the light was able to come
through the trees from the rocks behind—and when you went close to the painting
you saw that in fact these pieces of light that filtered through the trees were just
blobs of lightly coloured paint (Fig. 2). In the front of the painting was a dappled
stream over pebbles (Fig. 3). Again, it was liquid, but if you went close to the
painting you saw that it was in fact pieces of paint. This transformation of a landscape,
which had a very rich set of associations, into the very material specificity of the
paint, was very strong.

I am sure that when I thought of landscape, this is what I thought: shade, water,
mountains, colour. Shade, water, mountains, colour. These are four elements that
are completely absent from the landscape around Johannesburg (Fig. 4), which is
flat, very bleached of colour, very dry—the opposite of a European lush landscape.
I am not sure what drawings I made as a nine-year old boy, but I am certain they
were not of the veld outside Johannesburg. There we have a split, this contradiction
between one image of landscape, and another reality of the veld around
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Johannesburg. But the split is deeper than that, and closer. There is enormous
contrast in Johannesburg, between the lush, leafy gardens of the suburbs (Fig. 5),
and the dry veld outside the city (Fig. 4), where irrigation and privilege ends. It
is both a symbolic and a real split. The contrast refers to a real split—in landscape,
politics, class, wealth and access to resources. Johannesburg itself, many people
say, is the largest man-made, artificial forest in the world. At the turn of the century,
9 million trees were planted through what became the suburbs. If you look out
from our house, which looks out over a huge swathe of the gardens and houses
of the city, it looks as if you are living in a forest. There was a contrast between
this domestic lushness, and awareness of the dry toughness of the land, whenever
we went out with the family on a picnic to the veld outside of the city.

But water itself is also interesting in Johannesburg. As I said, the nature of
the gardens is dependent on irrigation. Again, that which is under the ground: not
from rivers, not from dams, but primarily from that which comes up through the
ground, from wells in different people’s gardens, or pumped from rivers distant
from the city. But the mines themselves, which go down many hundreds of metres
in some cases, suffer from the opposite problem. They are flooded with water. On
the one hand, there is the natural dryness on the surface, and on the other, a
plethora of water underneath—the mining companies have to pump this water
out of the mine chambers to go on mining. One of the results of this was that the
ground became unstable. When I was a child, and the mining was much closer to
the centre of the city, every few weeks there would be small earthquakes in the
city. These were very reassuring, they were not like an earthquake in Japan. You
knew they would rattle the cups, there might be a small crack in the wall, but
essentially they were minor settlings of the earth. But in some places just outside
of the city, such as Carletonville, this excavation of the water from the mining
areas produced huge sinus-like cavities under the ground, and there were cases
of enormous sinkholes where an entire house, or a tennis court with the players
and the umpire, would get swallowed by the earth into a black hole. There was
a terror of what was under the earth, its hollowness, and what was churning
underground; this became a metaphor for the political churning in the country in
the 1960s and '70s, when these occurred.

There is a trace on the surface—a grouping of trees, a foundation, the edge
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of a sinkhole. These traces suggest something hidden underground. The invisible
underground world becomes a way of understanding the social existence of the city.

Much of the work I have done over the past 30 years has been making
drawings that come out of these clues and traces of what is present in the city.
One can think of these drawings, which look at the lines of the mines, the civil
engineering traces which were left, the hills which the mines threw up around the
city from the tailings excavated from the earth—as a kind of map of the city. One
can also think of a map as kind of drawing. A map is drawing done from above,
which can either be a naturalistic representation of what the earth looks like from
the air; or it can be systematized into contours, into heights, into roads, into various
other demarcations of the earth.

But a map is also a place for imagination. There is a map of Johannesburg
which was made four years after the discovery of gold (Fig. 6), when it was a
ramshackle, rough mining town. But onto the physical geographic points that were
fixed in the map—the distances, the flow of a stream, a fountain—was projected
an imagined city by the city planners. On this drawing of the empty veld, this
empty piece of land on which the gold had been discovered, was projected through
imagination a grid of streets, a place of parks, of banks, of libraries, of theatres,
of hotels—none of which existed, but which were projected as existing by the
map-makers. 130 years later, 90 percent of those lines and maps and streets and
divisions that were envisioned by the map-makers exist in the city today. There
are different things—the hidden, invisible, engine behind the city, the gold under
the ground. We have the neutral terrain of the empty veld. We have the projection
from outside of a city, onto this space.

One can understand the physical paper of a map, or the physical paper of a
drawing, as a membrane—a membrane between that which is human, and that
which is the rest of the world, where that which is of ourselves meets that which
is outside. It is a halfway point between the world and ourselves. Let me make
that clearer. I have a sheet of paper. I look at a tree (Fig. 7). 1 make a drawing
that corresponds to the tree that 1 am seeing in front of me. But there are two
things happening.
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Obviously that is not a tree, it is a drawing of a tree. There is something
from the outside world that finds its way onto the paper, which holds a reference
to what is behind the paper. Then we have the other half of the drawing—which
is us as viewers, looking at the drawing of the tree. We are not seeing the tree
in the world outside. We are seeing something on the sheet of paper which gets
informed, fulfilled, completed, by our imagination and knowledge and thought of
what a tree is, of what the nature of drawing is, of what a transformation from colour
to monochrome is. So the act of drawing, like the act of mapmaking, becomes a
way of negotiating who we are in the world, of meeting the world halfway, of
defining one of our edges. The drawing is not only about the world, it is obviously
also about us, the person making the drawing, and the people looking at the
drawing. We both receive the world, and impose ourselves onto the world. That
separation between the maker and the looker, I will come back to as we go on.

A number of the drawings 1 have made in the areas around Johannesburg
have elements of blue water, of ponds, of lakes. There are two reasons for this.
One is the particular character of this colour blue (Fig. 8), which I found in an art
supply shop in London—and bought for its colour, the attraction of its colour—and
presumably associations that the colour had with it—and then brought back to
the studio, and needed to find a use for this colour; which became water. The water
in the films and in the drawings functions as a utopian blessing: you can draw a
very dry landscape (Fig. 9); then with a single line of blue, you transform it, you
bless it with water (Fig. 10). But water has always also been a drowning
substance, a dangerous substance—the water in the mines, the threat of the sea
that was very far away, children that were drowned in swimming pools in
Johannesburg.

I drew as a child. Unlike many children, I continued drawing in adolescence,
and joined my mother at life-drawing classes in the evenings while I was at high
school. 1 continued drawing while I was at university, where I studied Politics and
African History. After finishing university I spent more time at art school. I had an
exhibition, then decided I had no right to be an artist, abandoned the activity and
went to a theatre school in Paris. [ discovered | could not be an actor, and
returned to South Africa to make films. I realized I was not a filmmaker—and
eventually found myself back in the studio making drawings. But after this series
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of failures, I had fewer expectations of the drawings, and I was happy for the
drawings to lead me: to start a drawing without knowing where it would lead; to
discover in the activity of drawing, both the drawing being made, and myself.

To go back again to the history of Johannesburg. Gold is discovered in 1886,
and miners from all over the world rushed to the mines. First there are English
miners from Cornwall. There were Chinese labourers. There were black South
African workers. Indian traders come in. It becomes a very cosmopolitan city.
There are the English and the Afrikaners fighting a war over the gold fields. Back
in Europe you have the anti-Jewish pogroms, and a huge immigration of Jews from
Russia, from Latvia, from Lithuania to different parts of the world. My family, like
most South African Jews, are émigrés from Lithuania. From the beginning,
Johannesburg has been a city of settlers. The Africans who lived here ten
thousand years ago and even 500 years ago have long been displaced. Even the
Africans who were here in the 19th century were no longer living on this land
when gold was discovered. The Africans which now make up the majority of the
population of the city, are recent arrivals from other parts of the country and all
over Southern Africa. There is no long tradition in the city, longer than 130 vears.
The city is embodied and made up of contradictions, of these different impulses
that come into the city.

These kinds of contradictions in how the city is made up, also exist in the
geographic landscape, and in the world which grows up around the people. I have
spoken about the landscape drawings, and the contradiction between my image of
what a landscape should be, and the landscape that [ was living in. And for much
of my childhood I thought I had been cheated of a landscape. I wanted a landscape
of forests, of trees, of brooks—but 1 had this dry veld, beyond the green gardens
of the city.

Then I started drawing the terrain itself—partly as a way of taking revenge
against its barrenness, its dryness. I found I was making drawings of mine dumps,
that is, the earth that has been excavated from the mines and placed on the
surface—which became the natural hills around Johannesburg. All around the
southern edge of the city you would see these hills. I would also make drawings
of what was visible—which was engineering pipes, traces of building, footprints
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of abandoned civil engineering projects. These terrains met the process of drawing
halfway. There is a way in which the dryness of the winter veld, when the sun is
very harsh and the grass is bleached very white, or else is very black from veld
fires, corresponds to the tonal range of a white sheet of paper and charcoal and
charcoal dust (Fig. 11)—in a way more immediately even than oil paint. There
was a way in which the winter veld fires, in which the grass is burned to black
stubble, made drawings of themselves. You could rub a sheet of paper across the
landscape itself, and you would come up with a charcoal drawing (Fig. 12). 1
spoke before about the sheet of paper as a membrane, one of the places where we
meet the world, as a halfway point between us and the outside world. The landscape
itself seemed to move towards me, and meet the drawing halfway.

Our hills, these mine dumps around the city, were a place of threat and
danger. As children, we had been told that to find the gold, the rock was
processed using cyanide. There was the feeling that these mine dumps, these hills
of yellow sand outside the city, were hills of poison, of cyanide. This was of course
increased by stories of poison gas that came out of the Second World War—so
we were warned not to go near those mine dumps. There were also stories every
few years of children playing on the mine dumps being covered by collapsing sand.

There was a sense of the city and the area around it having a threat and a
danger. We have the sinkholes, we have the mine dumps which can collapse—all of
which made for a city which was unstable, for a world which was unstable. This
instability of course corresponded, not in an explicit way, but in a strongly implicit
way, to the instability of the society, the understanding that a society in which
black people and white people were kept separate, in which there were oppressive
laws controlling where and how black people lived, could not be sustainable. The
instability in the landscape around the city, and the instability in our society and
our politics, spoke to cach other. The sinkhole at Carletonville corresponded to
what could happen to this quiet domestic life: playing tennis, Sunday afternoon,
could be swallowed into the earth. And the city went on living on the surface, trying
to not imagine what was happening underneath, the extraordinary conditions of
miners working for hours and hours and months at a time, in this tiny, cramped,
black space several kilometres under our feet.
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But the mine dumps themselves are also indicative of Johannesburg in another
way, and in a way which relates to the work 1 do—and that has to do with their
instability and their provisionality. You look at a mountain like Mount Fuji, you
look at the Alps, and you have a sense that these mountains are not going to
move. A mountain is a fact. You can turn around, you can come back in ten vears,
the mountain will not have moved. The mountain itself, the idea of a mountain, of
a piece of heavy earth, stands as a metaphor for understanding eternity. The
opposite is true of our mine dumps, which in my childhood | had assumed were
my hills. At a certain point the price of gold went up, and continues to go up, to
such an extent that it is economically viable for these residues of the mines to be
re-processed, to get out of those hills the tiny bit of gold that had been left in the
first processing of the rocks for gold. I remember my father, who is a lawyer,
many years ago had a case which turned on whether a mine dump was a fixed
asset or portable property; whether the person who owned the land on which the
mine dump was, owned the hill as well; or whether it was the property of the
mining company that originally excavated it, for them to either reclaim or dismantle.
Suddenly what one thought of as one’s landscape, as the solid bedrock of how one
could organize who one was, or imagine who one was in space, started to
disappear—literally: they would be erased. With excavators, and with jets of
water, these mountains would be removed. In a way the city itself was showing me
a kind of animation, a Kind of erasure (Fig. 13).

The process of filmmaking I use is very simple. A sheet of paper is stuck on
one wall of the studio, and a camera placed in the middle of the room (Fig. 14).
A drawing is made on the sheet of paper. I walk hack to the camera and shoot
two frames (Fig. 15). [ walk back to the sheet of paper and adjust the drawing
(Fig. 16). Over the course of transformation of many walks (Fig. 17-21), hundreds
of walks between the camera and the drawing, slowly the drawing and the film
emerges. Lrasure is central to this process.

If you have a soft sheet of paper, and you draw on it with a piece of charcoal,
part of the charcoal lodges deep in the fibres of the paper. Even if you erase the
mark you have made—with a soft eraser, or hard eraser, or electric eraser—part
of the charcoal gets stuck in the fibres, and instead of a perfectly clean white

sheet of paper, you are left with a trace, with a grey mark of that charcoal (Fig.
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22). As these marks accumulate and you attempt to erase them, so what the paper
retains is a trace and a history of the marks you have made. When [ made the
first animated films, and drew marks and successively erased them, and drew
them and erased them and redrew them, this grey mess behind the drawing was a
mistake. I tried as conscientiously as I could to erase it, and apologized to people
for the mess, and explained that in future I would try to use a different paper that
would erase better. It took other people looking at the work to say to me, in fact
that trace, that mess, that trail, of the passage of an image, is what makes the film
interesting, and gives the work its theme—of the passage of time and the
vulnerability of memory (Fig. 23-27). So I thought, when 1 discovered that, not
‘Oh, how clever I am to have made that’; but rather, ‘Of course, how stupid 1 am,
not to have recognized it." As if someone else had done it, and I had not recognized
it.

So to be here tonight in Kyoto, to receive this honour of the Kyoto Prize, in
some ways seems either a mistake, or an accident. It is something that 1 can only
take a small amount of credit for—in that almost all the things I have done have
been discoveries rather than inventions. They have not been the result of a good
idea; but rather something I have come across after it has been done and made.

This separation between the maker of an object, of a word, of a drawing, and
someone viewing it, is an important gap. We have both the city and the person
divided: divided between someone making and erasing the marks, and the person
seeing them; and the city divided in many different ways—between the different
geographic spaces where people live, between the lush gardens of the suburbs and

the dry veld outside; between the mountains that are there, and the mountains that
disappear.

But to talk a bit about more the instability of what should be certain. I don't
know that I can blame it on the city, and on the history of the city; but it has always
been difficult for me to know what I believe, and what I like. One of the reasons
for making a drawing, or making the films, is to arrive at understanding, to arrive
at a meaning, to discover, in the process of making the work, what I think, and
who I am. It's not to say the drawings are random. But neither is it to say they
are completely planned. But 1 am aware of an instability inside that needs to find
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some external way of fixing itself, of finding itself.

What is it to be an artist? Why does one need to be an artist? An essential
element of being an artist is the need to leave a trail behind, to find a way of leaving
some trace of yourself outside yourself. If you are sufficient unto yvourself, there is
no real need to be an artist. Being an artist has to do with a gap inside—something
that is unstable inside, that needs to be held up and reassured by a world around
it that has been made and left—this drawing, that film, that piece of theatre, this
lecture. Rilke in his poem The Panther, talking about a panther walking up and
down in a cage, describes the movement of the panther circling in his cage as ‘a
dance of strength around a centre/where a mighty will was put to sleep.’ Lines
that always struck me as the idea of a paralysed or unknown centre, which needs
this constant circling of it—of, in my case, making objects and things—to give
some sense of what could be in the centre, or to compensate for the gap in the
centre.

If one does not have this clear, solid centre, what is one talking about? One
is then talking about a mess, a mixture, about something that is not self-sufficient.
To be completely self-sufficient is not to be an artist. Then there is no need to
make anything for other people to see you through, to make other works to prove
to yoursell that you exist. Self-sufficiency seems to me to be monstrous, to be
outside of society—for hermits and monks, whose own company is enough for
themselves forever. They seem to me to be an anomaly.

Clarity and purity and self-sufficiency do not make sense for me in the world.
What is the nature of this mess, and excess, and combination of different elements
one needs? For me it is always a question of resonances; traces and clues from
other lives, into which one projects and sees oneself. A section of a book where
I suddenly think, how can this writer, in a different city, in a different civilization,
hundreds of years ago, know what it feels like to be me? Seeing an element in a
book, in a song; constructing part of one's sense of self from a whole range of
different contexts, cultures, understandings. Making myself from the fragments of
drawings and films which come out of the studio. Understanding that contradiction
is not an anomaly, not something wrong, but fundamental to who we are. As Walt
Whitman says, ‘Do [ contradict myself? Very well then, 1 contradict myself. I contain
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multitudes.”

To get back to Johannesburg. Johannesburg is a city that, as I said, has
been made up of different immigrants that came into the city. What
Johannesburg has shown is both the virtues and necessities of a bastard life, of an
impure, non-homogenous life. I will give two examples. Our two greatest citizens
in the 130 years of the city, have without doubt been Mahatma Gandhi, who lived
in Johannesburg for 20 years, and Nelson Mandela, who lived here before he went
to prison, and lives here again after his release.

Mahatma Gandhi came to South Africa and as a very English-style lawyer,
became involved in very South African politics, contesting laws controlling the
movement of Indians in the country. But he was transformed from lawyer into the
sage he became, by the exposure he was given, not by other Indians, but by
Jewish Johannesburg architects, who got him to read a book about a Russian
theosophist’s understanding of Indian mysticism—many stages removed [rom
who Gandhi was. Through reading these texts, he became interested in ideas of
a different politics; through this he developed his program of satyagraha, which he
took back to India, and which became the basis of his political actions and policies
in India. The important thing about this is the mix: his Indian experience, his
English law experience, the Jewish South African conversations which put him in
touch with another part of India. It was not as if Gandhi was an Indian scholar,
who had studied the Indian texts, and through that developed his theory. There
was a bastardised version of that Indian mysticism that had come through
Madame Blavatsky, and the English art historian Ruskin—which was enough to set
off a process of introspection, of re-reading, of re-thinking. This intra-translation,
this mistranslation, is for me the very centre—understanding that contradiction
is not something to be finally resolved, but that within the contradiction itself, there
is a richness of possibility, of imaginative completion of meaning, of filling gaps.

Then we have Nelson Mandela, who also arrived in Johannesburg as a young
lawyer and politician—a very narrow African nationalist. What he saw in
Johannesburg, were protests by Indians, not Africans, followers of Gandhi’s passive
resistance movement. Observing the Indian protests transformed Mandela's politics
from a very narrow nationalism, to a very broad, inclusive, non-racial nationalism.
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For which he has been celebrated, correctly, so strongly.

This mixture, and the creative misunderstanding, is an essential part of the
construction both of the city, and in a more personal way for understanding how
we construct ourselves; and how [ work as an artist—following different impulses,
images, texts. I used to think that to really have contact or dialogue with the
tradition of art making, T needed to be an art historian. I certainly think that if you
are an art historian, there is an expectation of rigour and thoroughness. But the
use an artist makes of raw materials is not about rigour and correctness. Van
Gogh was not an expert on Hokusai and Hiroshige, but was able to take—maybe
incorrectly—elements from their woodblock printing to transform the paintings he
was doing. | would say that the great masters are generally hest understood by
people from outside their tradition, who do not understand them correctly.

This is because things half~understood—things for which we have an affinity,
but not necessarily a complete knowledge around them—are what goad us, what
provoke riddles and questions, and provoke us to construct a possible coherence
to those fragments that we have seen. In the films that I make, I have found that
the films in which there is least clear conception at the beginning, are the ones
in which there is the best provocation to the viewers to complete a narrative, to
complete a film. The viewer is tempted by the clues and fragments to construct a
possible coherence of the film. The same way in which one constructs a possible
coherence of the city, from the contradictions it contains.

Johannesburg is a city that was at the edge of empire, at the southern tip
of Africa. There was a sense of news, of culture, of music, of philosophy, coming
down. And even when we may have understood it correctly, there was a sense of
not understanding it correctly, of assuming, because we were at the edges of the
provinces, that we were not going to understand it correctly. Merleau-Ponty, Lacan,
all these people could be partially understood, we would be making imaginative
leaps, as if this was what they had meant. This is what they could mean, This part
of the imagination was essential, to the way in which the city tried to imagine itself
as English, as European, as African.

In the new Johannesbhurg, post—the transformation in 1994, there are still
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many divisions in the city, there is still by and large a big separation between areas
in which white people live, and areas in which African people live—not as exclusive
as before, but still strong. There is a mixture between a new cosmopolitanism—of
Africans coming from Addis Ababa, from Senegal, from Ghana, from Nigeria, Cote
d'Ivoire, Congo, Zimbabwe, Malawi—a new cosmopolitanism that comes with
this whole new influx of people; and at the same time, an extraordinary xenophobic
antagonism to them, by the poorer sections in the society. It is still a city which
is wrought by contradictions between ideas of the enlightenment and ideas of
tradition, of custom versus the law. But it is a city in which Nelson Mandela still
lives, and a city in which Gandhi’s house is now a museum.

I have described Johannesburg as a city in which there is an absence of
geography, in which there are no mountains, hills, rivers or sea. Apart from our
gardens, we are outside of nature. Bul there is one category in which nature still
comes in. We also have our sublime in nature—the Romantic concept, which
refers to giganlic natural features, which provoke a sense of awe, which make us
aware of how tiny our human scale is, Phenomena such as the Alps, or huge
glaciers, or mighty oceans. As | have described, Johanneshurg's raison d'etre, the
engine which drives the city, is that which is hidden under the ground. Yet we are
not entirely without our sublime in the city. We have a very dry winter. In summer
we have hot weather, and in the afternoons, thunderstorms. Our sublime arrives
in the form of enormous cumulus nimbus thunder-clouds that pile themselves up
over the city. It is as if every day, when we have a storm, a Mount Fuji is built, or
the Alps are built—in the sky for us again.

In the way that the mine dumps can exist and then be removed, so from a
crystal clear and empty sky, these huge cathedrals and mountains of clouds build
themselves up. We see two things in these extraordinary clouds. On the one hand
we see shapes—this looks like a dog for a moment, there you see a man's arm,
that looks like the back of a person turning... This is not about brilliance of seeing
in. It is about the capacity and the inability to stop recognizing things. Even
though you know it's simply a cloud, once you see the dog in it, you cannot stop
seeing a dog in it, the dog comes from you, out into the cloud. That is the one
element of clouds. The other is thal we are aware of the changing nature of
clouds, of how within the cloud, there is an engine turning it and developing it,
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from thin air, into a cloud, into a higher cloud, into a shape that shifts and
changes. In this looking at clouds, lying on our backs on the lawn in the late
afternoon, there is a seed of understanding, that a child gets, of the nature of the
dialectic; of that tendency that resides inside something, which is turning to get
itself out. Something that is growing from within, and shifting, and changing the
outside form, and becoming itself.

I think of myself as a nine year-old child, lying on the grass, looking at those
clouds. And I think of myself as that nine year-old, still stuck inside the frame of
this 55 year-old man. I feel his anxiety as he runs around, as he moves around,
still inside me. The nine year-old is saying, ‘Tell them about... Tell them about
this, tell them about that. Tell them that I worked hard. Tell them that I did well.
Tell them that I wanted to make my mother happy.” He gets more and more
agitated, this nine year-old inside. And then the thunder comes. The first huge
drops of rain fall. We go inside. I say to the nine year-old inside—‘It’s all right.
It’s all right. You don’t have to run so hard.

Thank vou.
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