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INTRODUCTION

Wilhelm van Rensburg

…

Ja c o  v a n  S c h a l k w y k ’s  b l a c k  i n k  d r a w i n g s  i n v o l u n t a r i l y  i n v o k e  t w o  t y p e s  o f  e n t e r p r i s e :  explaining 

t h e  m e a n i n g  o f  t h e  a b s t r a c t  w o r k s ,  o r  discovering  t h e i r  m e a n i n g  b y  e x a m i n i n g  t h e  f o r m a l  e l e m e n t s . 

T h e  f o r m e r  a p p r o a c h  r e f e r e n c e s ,  i n  l i t e r a r y  t h e o r y ,  poet ics ,  a n d  t h e  l a t t e r,  hermeneutics.  Va n 

S c h a l k w y k ’s  d r a w i n g s  a r e  u n d o u b t e d l y  l y r i c a l  a n d  p o e t i c a l  i n  t h e i r  a e s t h e t i c  s e n s i b i l i t y ,  b u t  c o n s i d -

e r i n g  t h e  c u m u l a t i v e ,  c o m p o u n d i n g  m e a n i n g  t h a t  e m a n a t e s  f r o m  t h e  f o r m s  c r e a t e d  i n  b l a c k  p r i n t e r ’s 

i n k ,  t h e  l a t t e r  s e e m s  t o  b e  t h e  m o r e  s a t i s f a c t o r y  o p t i o n  i n  d e a l i n g  w i t h  t h e  c o m p e l l i n g  e n q u i r y  t h a t 

h i s  w o r k  i n v i t e s .   

The materia l i ty  of  the  ink inadvertent ly  draws  a t tent ion to  i t se l f .  I t s  v i scous  nature 

determines  the  abstract  forms:  i t  seems to  f low and congeal  according to  i t s  own 

l iquidi ty.  The heavy  black  ink in  Van Schalkwyk’s  drawings  does  not  necessari ly 

anchor the  picture  plane,  and even sometimes  prefers  to  defy  gravi ty  when i t  drips 

and f lows  freely  from lef t  to  r ight  over  the  paper.  Eva  Hesse  sa id: 

“ I f  a  m a t e r i a l  i s  l i q u i d  … I  c a n  c o n t r o l  i t  b u t  I  d o n’ t  r e a l l y  w a n t  t o  c h a n g e  i t .  I  d o n’ t  w a n t  t o  a d d  c o l o r 

o r  m a k e  i t  t h i c k e r  o r  t h i n n e r… I  d o n’ t  w a n t  t o  k e e p  a n y  r u l e s ;  I  w a n t  t o  s o m e t i m e s  c h a n g e  t h e  r u l e s . 

B u t  i n  t h a t  s e n s e ,  p r o c e s s ,  t h e  m a t e r i a l s ,  b e c o m e  i m p o r t a n t  a n d  I  d o  s o  l i t t l e  w i t h  t h e m ,  w h i c h  i s ,  I 

g u e s s ,  t h e  a b s u r d i t y .  S o m e t i m e s  t h e  m a t e r i a l s  l o o k  l i k e  t h e y  a r e  s o  i m p o r t a n t  t o  t h e  p r o c e s s  b e c a u s e  I 

d o  s o  l i t t l e  e l s e  w i t h  t h e  f o r m .  I  k e e p  i t  v e r y  s i m p l e .” 

In exploring the  uncontrol lable  nature  of  his  medium and process,  Van Schalkwyk 

del iberate ly  lures  the  ink into  ‘bat t le ’  by  blas t ing  i t  from an industr ia l  spray  gun, 

forcing him to  a t tempt  to  ‘contain’  the  ink to  prevent  i t  from covering up the  del i-

cate  marks  a lready  la id  down.
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The meaning of  Van Schalkwyk’s  abstract  drawings  res ides  in  a  comparison with 

Kazimir  Malevich’s   B l a c k  S u p r e m a t i s t  S q u a r e  of  1914:  s imply  a  medium on a  surface. 

Malevich’s  b lack  square  was  painted on canvas,  not  quite  regular,  s l ight ly  t i l ted, 

pi tch black,  i t s  bi tuminous  surface  badly  crackled:  the  most  famous black  in  the 

his tory  of  modern art .  Contest ing  the  concept  of  the  image in  abstract  art  denies 

many of  the  poss ibi l i t ies  of  interpretat ion offered by  f igurat ive  images.  Instead 

i t  demands  an ef fort  of  the  imaginat ion,  a  creat ive  response.  We need to  respond 

direct ly  to  the  dynamic  re la t ion between i t s  v i s ible  e lements  of  colour,  texture 

and form. In an as tonishing moment  of  intui t ion Malevich had seen in that  image 

the  energet ic  origin for  a  whol ly  new way  of  paint ing.  He had real ized i t s  mythic 

potentia l  as  a  painted s ign for  a  new beginning,  the  s ignify ing  progenitor  of  any 

number of  created forms whose  dynamic  re la t ions  would take  place  in  the  imaged 

space  of  the  paint ing  rather  than the  imaginary  space  of  a  pic ture.

The  c r a q u e l u r e  of  Malevich’s  B l a c k  S u p r e m a t i s t  S q u a r e  i s  indicat ive  of  the  fact  that  the 

surface  i s  not  sol id  or  s ta t ic ,  but  f luid,  a l ive.  I t  i s  a lmost  as  i f  the  materia l  engages 

wi th  i t se l f .  Malevich had to  res tore  the  work soon af ter  i t  was  completed,  and he 

of ten had to  apply  fresh coats  of  b lack  paint.  The work thus  became a  repeated ges-

ture,  s ignal ing  ges tural  ar t  and becoming an art i s t ic  act ,  or  a  performance.

The a c t  in Van Schalkwyk’s  drawings is  paramount.   The ink, intended for printing 

newspapers or books,  is  applied by painterly  and by sculptural  means in order to »

Van Schalkwyk’s  chosen materia l  –  ink  –  transgresses  into  a  surpris ing  sol idi ty  when 

appl ied l iberal ly.  In this  sense  his  drawings  are  reminiscent  of  those  of  Richard 

Serra.  The themes  in  Serra’s  b lack,  melted paints t ick  drawings  are  mass,  densi ty, 

volume.  The melted paints t icks  are  spread over  a  large  area,  over  which a  window 

screen mesh i s  la id.  On top of  this  i s  put  down a  large  sheet  of  paper,  which ab-

sorbs  the  black  paint,  a t tract ing  i t  l ike  a  magnet,  to  set t le  e n  m a s s e  on the  surface. 

“ B l a c k  i s  a  p r o p e r t y ,  n o t  a  q u a l i t y .  I n  t e r m s  o f  w e i g h t ,  b l a c k  i s  h e a v i e r,  c r e a t e s  a  l a r g e r  v o l u m e ,  h o l d s 

i t s e l f  i n  a  m o r e  c o m p r e s s e d  f i e l d .  I t  i s  c o m p a r a b l e  t o  f o r g i n g.  To  u s e  b l a c k  i s  t h e  c l e a r e s t  w a y  o f  m a r k-

i n g  a g a i n s t  a  w h i t e  f i e l d ,”  according to  Serra. 

Whether  f luid  or  sol id,  Van Schalkwyk’s  heavy  use  of  industr ia l  print ing  ink seems 

to  cover  up,  and by  the  same process  reveal  that  which i s  hidden.   The seemingly 

random ink marks  and surfaces  are  l ike  words  on a  page.  They  need to  be  read.

“ M a t e r i a l  i s  M e t a p h o r ” ,  says  Anni  Albers:  “ H o w  d o  w e  c h o o s e  o u r  s p e c i f i c  m a t e r i a l ,  o u r  m e a n s 

o f  c o m m u n i c a t i o n ?  ‘A c c i d e n t a l l y ’ ,  s o m e t h i n g  s p e a k s  t o  u s ,  a  s o u n d ,  a  t o u c h ,  h a r d n e s s  o r  s o f t n e s s ,  i t 

c a t c h e s  u s  a n d  a s k s  u s  t o  b e  f o r m e d .  We  a r e  f i n d i n g  o u r  l a n g u a g e .  I d e a s  f l o w  f r o m  i t  t o  u s  a n d  t h o u g h 

w e  f e e l  t o  b e  t h e  c r e a t o r  w e  a r e  i n  a  d i a l o g u e  w i t h  o u r  m e d i u m .  T h e  m o r e  s u b t l y  w e  a r e  t u n e d  t o  o u r 

m e d i u m ,  t h e  m o r e  i n v e n t i v e  o u r  a c t i o n s  w i l l  b e c o m e .  W h a t  I  a m  t r y i n g  t o  g e t  a c r o s s  i s  t h a t  m a t e r i a l 

i s  a  m e a n s  o f  c o m m u n i c a t i o n .  T h a t  l i s t e n i n g  t o  i t ,  n o t  d o m i n a t i n g  i t ,  m a k e s  u s  t r u l y  a c t i v e ,  t h a t  i s : 

t o  b e  a c t i v e ,  b e  p a s s i v e .  T h e  f i n e r  t u n e d  w e  a r e  t o  i t ,  t h e  c l o s e r  w e  c o m e  t o  a r t .”
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Van Schalkwyk’s  drawings  are  informed by  the  i l lus tr ious  legacy  of  abstract  expres-

s ionism, t a c h i s m e ,  A r t  I n f o r m e l ,  A r t  A u t r e  ( s trands  of  ges tural  paint ing  embodied in 

the  work of  Michel  Tapié),  and the  work of  the  Gutai-group in Japan.  The la t ter 

s traddles  the  div ide  between abstract  ges tural  paint ing  and performance and i s  es-

sentia l ly  a  dia lect ic  between materia l  and spir i t .  Jiro  Yoshihara,  i t s  leader  sa id:

“ I n  G u t a i  a r t  t h e  h u m a n  s p i r i t  a n d  t h e  m a t e r i a l  r e a c h  o u t  t h e i r  h a n d s  t o  e a c h  o t h e r,  e v e n  t h o u g h  t h e y 

a r e  o t h e r w i s e  o p p o s e d  t o  e a c h  o t h e r.  T h e  m a t e r i a l  i s  n o t  a b s o r b e d  b y  t h e  s p i r i t .  T h e  s p i r i t  d o e s  n o t 

f o r c e  t h e  m a t e r i a l  i n t o  s u b m i s s i o n .  I f  o n e  l e a v e s  t h e  m a t e r i a l ,  t h e n  i t  s t a r t s  t o  t e l l  u s  s o m e t h i n g  a n d 

s p e a k s  w i t h  a  m i g h t y  v o i c e .  Ke e p i n g  t h e  l i f e  o f  t h e  m a t e r i a l  a l i v e  a l s o  m e a n s  b r i n g i n g  t h e  s p i r i t  a l i v e , 

a n d  l i f t i n g  u p  t h e  s p i r i t  m e a n s  l e a d i n g  t h e  m a t e r i a l  u p  t o  t h e  h e i g h t  o f  t h e  s p i r i t .”

Van Schalkwyk’s  drawings  connect  the  ges tural  wi th  the  materia l  and integrate  both 

v i sual  and tact i le  percept ion,  a l lowing the  v iewer  to  experience  a  dense  intensi f ied 

space  in  re la t ion to  materia l ized t ime.

†

»  make the  marks  and surfaces  of  his  drawings:  he  uses  chefs’  knives  to  apply  the 

ink thickly  on the  paper;  he  drips  the  ink on the  paper  l ike  a  Jackson Pol lack  would 

drip  oi l  paint  onto a  canvas;  he  sprays  the  ink off  the  surface  of  the  paper  with  a 

power  tool  and leaves  i t  to  run down the  paper  and congeal  in  i t s  own t ime.  Layer-

ing the  ink in  this  way  not  only  g ives  his  drawings  a  painter ly  qual i ty ;  the  surface 

a l so  becomes  sculptural .  The paper  becomes  an arena in which to  act .  What  i s  to  go 

on i t  i s  not  a  pic ture  but  an event  unfolding in  t ime. 

The tension between surface  and depth i s  what  g ives  Van Schalkwyk’s  drawings  their 

edge.  Like  an archaeologis t ,  the  v iewer  has  to  peel  of f  one layer  of  materia l  a f ter 

another,  uncovering ever  more evidence  in  an at tempt  to  see  what  l ies  underneath. 

Conversely,  coming up ‘ for  a ir ’  to  the  surface  of  the  drawing,  one i s  confronted 

with  i t s  compress ion,  tors ion and surface  tension,  g iv ing  i t  a  ‘ vulcanized’  appear-

ance.  At  t imes  the  surface  i s  pebbled with  sof t  g lossy  peaks,  and occas ional ly,  wi th 

f la t  puckered patches.  Underneath a l l  this  and part ly  covered or  even obl i terated, 

l ies  del icate  drawings  in  graphite  and pen and ink.  Almost  decorative in their sim-

plicity,  they invoke a different sensibil i ty,  a  different culture.  Emblematic of  Arabic 

interlace,  they connote an intricate mathematical  construct  or geometric pattern.

 

These  drawings  seem to  hold as  much information as  the  narrat ive  of  a  s tory.  At 

the  same t ime they  could wel l  hide  the  chaos  behind or  beyond the  picture  plane: 

a  memory  of  an event  not  captured on the  paper  i t se l f .
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I  used synthet ic  print ing  ink,  which I  can obtain in large  quanti t ies .  I t  i s  the  same 

petrochemical  ink  used to  print  newspapers.  The ink a l lows  me to  create  expanses 

that  spread independently  of  my wi l l .  To apply  the  ink I  used a  spray  gun power 

tool.  I t  i s  averse  to  detai l  and variat ion.  With pen,  I  drew individual  l ines  and 

col lect ive  pat terns.  They  don’t  s tand a  chance,  but  some prevai l .  While  drawing,  I 

think of  the  socia l  contract .  Ini t ia l ly,  I  imagined the  socia l  contract  as  a  series  of 

ext inct  narrat ives.  I  imagined dismay at  the  immeasurable  loss  of  knowledge  that 

surely  must  coincide  with  those  points  of  ext inct ion- when great  r ivers  run black 

for  months  on end. 

I s  t h e r e  a n y  g o v e r n m e n t  t o d a y  t h a t  m a y  c l a i m  t o  r e p r e s e n t  i t s  p e o p l e ?  I s  i t  n o t  o u r  t a s k  a s  c i t i z e n s  t o 

a r b i t r a r i l y  r a n s a c k  t h a t  w h i c h  w e  w e r e  b o r n  i n t o ?  To  r e s c i n d  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n s  w h i c h  h a v e  b e e n  a m a s s e d 

f o r  o u r  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n ?  S h o u l d  w e  n o t ,  a s  a  m a t t e r  o f  c o n s c i e n c e ,  d i s c a r d  i n t o  t h e  r i v e r  t h e s e  i n n a t e 

f i l a m e n t s ,  t h e s e  n e a t  l i t t l e  h o u s e s  o n  t h e s e  n e a t  l i t t l e  s t r e e t s ,  i n  w h i c h  w e  f i n d  o u r s e l v e s  a r r a n g e d ? 

W h a t  p u r p o s e  d o  t h e y  s e r v e  b u t  t o  s t a n d  a s  t h e  r u i n s  o f  a n  a l r e a d y  e x t i n c t  a g r e e m e n t ? 

Gradual ly,  as  I  learnt  to  control  the  spray  gun,  I  began to  f ind pert inence  and 

sense  in  the  ext inct ions:  the  socia l  contract  cannot  return as  a  re levant  narrat ive, 

wi thout  having f irs t  ceded priori ty  to  an indiscriminate  loss  of  knowledge.  After 

the  point  of  ext inct ion– when only  the  ramif icat ions  of  the  event  are  a l lowed to 

drip  down the  page–  i t  becomes  c lear  that  our  suffrage  was  not  secured in 50 or 

400 years.  The f low of  our  l iberty  encompasses  thousands  and thousands  of  years. 

And yet ,  we  are  by  no means  free  of  the  tyranny of  men.

Final ly,  colour  returns:  there  i s  so  much joy  in  the  world,  so  much s tuff  we  may 

employ  to  s tymie  dis i l lus ionment.

Pr e t o r i a ,  M a r c h  2 4 t h ,  2 0 1 1

“A l l  t h e s e  n e a t ,  l i t t l e  h o u s e s  a n d  a l l  t h e s e  n i c e ,  l i t t l e  s t r e e t s . . .  I t ’s  h a r d  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  s o m e t h i n g ’s 

w r o n g  w i t h  s o m e  o f  t h o s e  l i t t l e  h o u s e s .”

- D u s t i n  H o f f m a n  a s  C a r l  B e r n s t e i n  i n  A l l  t h e  Pr e s i d e n t ’s  M e n  ( 1 9 7 6 )

HOUSES OF KNOWLEDGE

Jaco van Schalkwyk

…
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DRAWINGS

Part I
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B a i t  a l - H i k m a ,  P a r t  I _ 0 1 .  E t c h i n g  i n k ,  a c r y l i c ,  p e n  a n d  i n k  o n  p a p e r .  1 0 0 0  x  6 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 1 . B a i t  a l - H i k m a ,  P a r t  I _ 0 2 .  E t c h i n g  i n k ,  p e n  a n d  i n k ,  g r a p h i t e  l e a d  o n  p a p e r .  1 0 0 0  x  6 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 1 .
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B a i t  a l - H i k m a ,  P a r t  I _ 0 3 .  E t c h i n g  i n k ,  p e n  a n d  i n k  o n  p a p e r .  1 0 0 0  x  6 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 1 . B a i t  a l - H i k m a ,  P a r t  I _ 0 4 .  E t c h i n g  i n k ,  p e n  a n d  i n k  o n  p a p e r .  1 0 0 0  x  6 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 1 .
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B a i t  a l - H i k m a ,  P a r t  I _ 0 5 .  E t c h i n g  i n k ,  p e n  a n d  i n k  o n  p a p e r .  1 0 0 0  x  6 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 1 . B a i t  a l - H i k m a ,  P a r t  I _ 0 6 .  E t c h i n g  i n k ,  p e n  a n d  i n k  o n  p a p e r .  1 0 0 0  x  6 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 1 .
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B a i t  a l - H i k m a ,  P a r t  I _ 0 7 .  E t c h i n g  i n k ,  p e n  a n d  i n k  o n  p a p e r .  7 7 0  x  5 6 6 ,  2 0 1 1 . B a i t  a l - H i k m a ,  P a r t  I _ 0 8 .  E t c h i n g  i n k ,  p e n  a n d  i n k ,  g r a p h i t e  l e a d  o n  p a p e r .  7 7 0  x  5 6 6 m m ,  2 0 1 1 .
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B a i t  a l - H i k m a ,  P a r t  I _ 0 9 .  E t c h i n g  i n k ,  p e n  a n d  i n k ,  g r a p h i t e  l e a d  o n  p a p e r .  7 7 0  x  5 6 6 ,  2 0 1 1 . B a i t  a l - H i k m a ,  P a r t  I _ 1 0 .  E t c h i n g  i n k ,  p e n  a n d  i n k ,  g r a p h i t e  l e a d  o n  p a p e r .  7 7 0  x  5 6 6 m m ,  2 0 1 1 .



22 23

DRAWINGS

Part II

B a i t  a l - H i k m a ,  P a r t  I _ 1 1 .  E t c h i n g  i n k ,  p e n  a n d  i n k  o n  p a p e r .  1 0 0 0  x  6 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 1 .



24 25
B a i t  a l - H i k m a ,  P a r t  I I _ 0 1 .  E t c h i n g  i n k ,  p e n  a n d  i n k  o n  p a p e r .  1 0 0 0  x  6 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 1 . B a i t  a l - H i k m a ,  P a r t  I I _ 0 2 .  E t c h i n g  i n k ,  p e n  a n d  i n k ,  d r y  p a s t e l  i n  P a r a l o i d  B 7 2  s o l u t i o n  o n  p a p e r .  7 7 0  x  5 6 6 m m ,  2 0 1 1 .



26 27
B a i t  a l - H i k m a ,  P a r t  I I _ 0 3 .  E t c h i n g  i n k ,  p e n  a n d  i n k ,  d r y  p a s t e l  i n  P a r a l o i d  B 7 2  s o l u t i o n  o n  p a p e r .  7 7 0  x  5 6 6 m m ,  2 0 1 1 . B a i t  a l - H i k m a ,  P a r t  I I _ 0 4 .  E t c h i n g  i n k ,  p e n  a n d  i n k ,  d r y  p a s t e l  i n  P a r a l o i d  B 7 2  s o l u t i o n  o n  p a p e r .  7 7 0  x  5 6 6 m m ,  2 0 1 1 .



28 29
B a i t  a l - H i k m a ,  P a r t  I I _ 0 5 .  E t c h i n g  i n k ,  p e n  a n d  i n k ,  d r y  p a s t e l  i n  P a r a l o i d  B 7 2  s o l u t i o n  o n  p a p e r .  1 0 0 0  x  6 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 1 . B a i t  a l - H i k m a ,  P a r t  I I _ 0 6 .  E t c h i n g  i n k ,  p e n  a n d  i n k ,  d r y  p a s t e l  i n  P a r a l o i d  B 7 2  s o l u t i o n  o n  p a p e r .  1 0 0 0  x  6 6 0 m m ,  2 0 1 1 .



30 31
B a i t  a l - H i k m a ,  P r o o f _ 0 1 .  E t c h i n g  i n k ,  p e n  a n d  i n k ,  g r a p h i t e ,  d r y  p a s t e l  i n  P a r a l o i d  B 7 2  s o l u t i o n  o n  p a p e r .  7 7 0  x  5 6 6 m m ,  2 0 1 1 . B a i t  a l - H i k m a ,  P r o o f _ 0 2 .  E t c h i n g  i n k ,  g r a p h i t e  o n  p a p e r .  7 7 0  x  5 6 6 m m ,  2 0 1 1 .



32 33
B a i t  a l - H i k m a ,  P r o o f _ 0 3 .  E t c h i n g  i n k ,  p e n  a n d  i n k  o n  p a p e r .  7 7 0  x  5 6 6 m m ,  2 0 1 1 . B a i t  a l - H i k m a ,  P r o o f _ 0 4 .  E t c h i n g  i n k ,  g r a p h i t e  o n  p a p e r .  7 7 0  x  5 6 6 m m ,  2 0 1 1 .
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