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INTRODUCTIONWILHELM VAN RENSBURG

Jaco van Schalkwyk plays Backgammon with Br idget Ri ley and Odi l i  Don-

ald Odita.  “ I  wanted to play a game: to make a few drawings whi le quest ion-

ing the dist inct ion between form and colour” ,  he states whi le discussing his 

new work in relat ion to these two art ists.  The inf luence they exert  on Van 

Schalkwyk’s work is an intr icate and sensi t ive process that Harold Bloom, 

wel l -known American l i terary theor ist  would cal l  ‘ the swerve’ .   Inf luence of 

one art ist  on another,  according to him, involves assimi lat ing the invis ib le 

inner spir i t  of  a precursory art ist ,  and ‘misreading’  or  swerving away from 

i t .  Since the creat ive spir i t  swerves within the conf ined space of  the art 

work ( the drawing on the paper in Van Schalkwyk’s case),  Bloom goes on 

to say,  the labyr inth of  inf luence is forced by the i r regular,  i f  not  random 

network of  connect ions that such swerves have created in var ious pockets 

or regions of  ar t  h istory.  Negot iat ing the labyr inth has become something 

of  a game for Van Schalkwyk with ‘pockets’  of  formal abstract ion and of 

expressionism.

The elongated tr iangular shapes in most of  h is drawings invoke the ‘points ’ 

of  a Backgammon board.  They const i tute the playing f ie ld as two players 

move their  checkers in a horseshoe mot ion or path f rom ei ther end of  the 

board to the other.  Each player ’s checkers have to be ‘borne off ’  the board 

before the other one’s,  the players cont inuously avoiding ‘b lot t ing’  each 

other ’s checkers on the bar that  d iv ides the two sides of  p lay.
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The ‘bar ’  const i tutes the space where the shapes in Van Schalkwyk’s 

drawings assume del icate,  even lyr ical ,  forms. These forms, in turn, 

const i tute the t ra i ls and paths of  the laws of  chance in Van Schalk-

wyk’s work.

Much as these trai ls provide evidence of  the gestural ,  abstract  expres-

sionist  nature of  Van Schalkwyk’s art ist ic process, they also capture 

the structure or del ineat ion of  a conversat ion he wants to in i t iate wi th 

Ri ley and Odita.  Descr ib ing the way in which he works,  Van Schalkwyk 

ment ions the fact  that  he of ten starts by placing six to ten sheets of 

paper on his studio f loor and making marks wi th a special  type of  f luo-

rescent ink s imultaneously on al l  the sheets.  The way in which the ink 

lands on the paper is as much determined by his gestural  acts as they 

are by a draf t  b lowing through his studio,  shaping how thick or th in the 

l ine or form becomes on the paper.  Van Schalkwyk is concerned with 

making drawings in which he can communicate “both decidable and 

undecidable composi t ional  e lements”.  He is concerned with communi-

cat ing the nature of  chance without revert ing to randomness. His con-

cerns culminate in what he cal ls,  “ f raming lyr ical  events in formal ism.”

His forms contrast  sharply wi th those of  Ri ley.  “Ri ley is stuck in form”, 

Van Schalkwyk maintains,  “Her obsession with geometr ic shapes such 

as the c i rc le,  the t r iangle,  the oval ,  and the square means l i t t le to me. 

Her work essent ia l ly  presumes a bl ind fa i th in form. I  am an agnost ic 

when i t  comes to form.”  The resul tant  forms in his work are l i teral  cut-

t ings up of  any recognizable board game shapes.



Although form del ineates the conversat ion Van Schalkwyk has with Ri ley 

and with Odita,  the actual  conversat ion is about colour.  This conversa-

t ion is shaped by the v iscosi ty,  f low, gravi ty as wel l  as appl icat ion of  the 

colour of  the ink he uses. He quotes Ri ley in th is regard:  “You cannot just 

paint  colour:  i f  you try to do this you inevi tably end up in the t rap of  mono-

chromat ic paint ing.”  Colour,  in other words,  has shape. I t  is  at  th is point 

that  Van Schalkwyk involves Odita in the conversat ion.  “The colours I  use 

are personal” ,  Odi ta states.  “They ref lect  the col lect ion of  v is ions f rom my 

travels local ly and global ly.  I  der ive at  colour intui t ively,  hand-mixing and 

coordinat ing them along the way. In my process I  cannot make a colour 

twice – i t  can only appear to be the same. This aspect is important to me as 

i t  h ighl ights the speci f ic i ty of  d i fferences that exist  in the wor ld of  people 

and things.” 

With the same ‘speci f ic i ty of  d i fference’ ,  the same ‘pattern or structure of 

chance’  Van Schalkwyk has his colours hand-mixed and colour-coded by a 

global  manufacturer of  l i thographic pr int ing ink,  fur ther in addi t ion to hand-

mixing in his studio.

The shape of  Van Schalkwyk’s colour f ie ld has an abi l i ty  to enter an i r ra-

t ional  zone. I t  is  a lmost as i f  he cannot control  colour.  As i f  the colour just 

s i ts on the paper,  h id ing the many other layers of  colour underneath i t ,  any 

one of  them which could have worked. The real  colour reveals i tsel f  eventu-

al ly.  Colour,  u l t imately,  has more than mere emot ional  qual i ty,  i t  becomes 

spir i tual .
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Talking about one of  h is wel l -  paint ings,  Torch Song ,  Odi ta ment ions the 

many hues of  p ink and blue in th is work which resonate wi th the pinks and 

blues in Van Schalkwyk’s.  “Torch Song, ”  says Odita,  “ is  a song of  lament of 

unrequi ted love. So I  wanted the red to be a certain tone, to be a f lame that 

gets ext inguished as soon as i t  f lares.  That ’s why I  brought the pink in… 

As a painter I  feel  much more aff in i ty wi th music ians than with other art-

ists.  Music is so emot ional ly direct  – people respond direct ly to i t  in a way 

they don’ t  wi th other art  forms. Right now I  am l istening to a lot  of  b lues… 

I see the form of the blues, in the States,  as a connect ion to Afr ica.  And 

that makes i t  somewhat i l l ic i t  there,  because of  e lements wi th in the blues 

that have l i t t le to do with Chr ist iani ty,  for  example.  As a form, the blues 

have the abi l i ty  to address our sadness, our sense of  loss both personal 

and spir i tual ,  as wel l  as the abi l i ty  to cal l  out  to our ancestors and to the 

dead. I t  is  about the humanity of  a l l  the people who have come before us, 

and our connect ion to th is spir i t . ”

And how does Van Schalkwyk draw with colour? The conversat ion he has 

with himsel f  about th is matter goes something l ike the fo l lowing: “How can 

I  draw atroci ty? With a good, f leshy pink.  Why pink? I t  is  unexpected and 

remains invis ib le.  Unless i t  shows you i t ’s  b i ts of  red.  And then? You might 

go mad: Atroci ty erodes one’s facul t ies of  percept ion.  How do I  keep mysel f 

f rom madness? By grounding each colour empir ical ly as an at t r ibute of  my 

Beloved.”
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FUN AND GAMES.. .JACO VAN SCHALKWYK

I  wanted to play a game: To make a few drawings whi le quest ioning 

the dist inct ion between form and colour,  as expressed in the work of 

Br idget Ri ley.  Please read her compact essay “At the end of  my Penci l 

:  My Lines” (2009).  On the other hand, I  looked at  the work of  Odi l i 

Donald Odita,  part icular ly his highly personal  connect ion wi th colour.

I  landed up with the fo l lowing unintended consequences of  an inquiry:

1.  DRAWING THE UNDECIDABLE

How can I  make a drawing where I  can communicate both decidable 

and undecidable composi t ional  decis ions?

By rel inquishing control .

But won’ t  each composi t ional  decis ion be undecidable then?

Only i f  I  l imi t  mysel f  to dry media or pens, at tempt ing to draw a loss of 

control  wi thout in fact  losing control .

So the drawings wi l l  be more l ike paint ings?

I f  they are to speak of  the undecidable,  yes,  they need to include a 

select  lexicon of  paint ing:  Viscosi ty,  f low, medium, gravi ty,  appl icat ion.
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2. DRAWING CHANCE

How can I communicate the nature of chance without reverting to randomness?

By framing lyr ical  events in formal ism.

Then these drawings are just  interpret ive i l lustrat ions?

Unless they are themselves instances of  chance events.

Is that  even possible?

Given the div is ion of  space and the inaccuracies of  measurement wi th in a 

c losed composi t ion,  yes,  anything is possible.

Real ly?

Possibly.

3. DRAWING COLOUR

How can I  draw atroci ty?

With a good, f leshy pink.

Why pink?

I t  is  unexpected and remains invis ib le.  Unless i t  shows you i t ’s  b i ts of  red.

And then?

You might go mad: Atroci ty erodes one’s facul t ies of  percept ion.

How do I  keep mysel f  f rom madness?

By grounding each colour empir ical ly as an at t r ibute of  my Beloved.

4. WORKING TOWARDS A DELICATE USAGE OF IDEAS

Can an idea be wel l  formed when hanging, or must i t  be wel l  grounded?

I t  depends on what colour i t  is .

Is a low-key idea more easi ly wel l  grounded?

Only i f  i t  is  hanging from a high-key l ine.



DRAWINGS



9

F U N  A N D  G A M E S . . .  H a n d s .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  7 6 5  x  5 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .
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F U N  A N D  G A M E S . . .  E y e s .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  7 6 5  x  5 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .
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F U N  A N D  G A M E S . . .  S e c r e t .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  7 6 5  x  5 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .



12
F U N  A N D  G A M E S . . .  B l u s h .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  7 6 5  x  5 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .
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F U N  A N D  G A M E S . . .  To u c h e d .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  7 6 5  x  5 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .
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F U N  A N D  G A M E S . . .  V o i c e .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  7 6 5  x  5 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .



15
F U N  A N D  G A M E S . . .  F i n g e r s .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  7 6 5  x  5 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .
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F U N  A N D  G A M E S . . .  F u n n y  J o k e .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  7 6 5  x  5 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .
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F U N  A N D  G A M E S . . .  L i p s .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  7 6 5  x  5 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .
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F U N  A N D  G A M E S . . .  H o l d  o n  T i g h t .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  7 6 5  x  5 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .
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F U N  A N D  G A M E S . . .  W a n t .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  7 6 5  x  5 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .
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F U N  A N D  G A M E S . . .  L i g h t e r  T h a n .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  7 6 5  x  5 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .
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F U N  A N D  G A M E S . . .  C a u t i o n .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  7 6 5  x  5 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .
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F U N  A N D  G A M E S . . .  D e s i r e .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  7 6 5  x  5 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .



23
F U N  A N D  G A M E S . . .  D i s c o m f o r t .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  7 6 5  x  5 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .
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F U N  A N D  G A M E S . . .  F r a i l t y .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  7 6 5  x  5 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .
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F U N  A N D  G A M E S . . .  H a n g i n g  o n  T h r e a d s .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  7 6 5  x  5 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .
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F U N  A N D  G A M E S . . .  L o s t .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  7 6 5  x  5 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .
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F U N  A N D  G A M E S . . .  W h i s t l e .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  7 6 5  x  5 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .
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F U N  A N D  G A M E S . . .  I f / W h e n .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  7 6 5  x  5 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .
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F U N  A N D  G A M E S . . .  A n  O l d  F r a m e  i s  a  D e a d  M a t c h .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  7 6 5  x  5 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .



30
F U N  A N D  G A M E S . . .  A n y  G a m e  W o r t h  P l a y i n g  i s  W o r t h  P l a y i n g  T w i c e .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  7 6 5  x  5 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .



31O f  C o u r s e  Yo u  C a n ’ t .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  1 2 5 0  x  1 7 4 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .



32O f  C o u r s e  Yo u  C o u l d ’ v e .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  p e n c i l  o n  p a p e r .  1 2 5 0  x  1 7 4 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .



33O f  C o u r s e  Yo u  D i d n ’ t .  L i t h o g r a p h i c  i n k ,  w o o d  g l u e  o n  p a p e r .  1 2 5 0  x  1 7 4 0 m m ,  2 0 1 2 .
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