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For our twentieth edition, we are focusing on an artist who, like no other, continually re-exa-
mines the concept of series, traces and repetitions – William Kentridge. His work is a tapestry of 
drawing, film, sculpture, music and theatre, a play on transience and memory in which history 
always retains a second voice. Born in Johannesburg in 1955, the artist is now one of the most 
important contemporary voices internationally. His major double exhibition Listen to the Echo 
at the Museum Folkwang Essen and the Dresden State Art Collections marks the highlight of an 
anniversary year that impressively showcases the breadth of his work.

Together with the PArt Foundation team and photographer Helge Mundt, we had the privile-
ge of accompanying Kentridge for five days in March 2025 at his studio in Johannesburg – in his 
workshop, the weaving studio, the Workhorse Bronze Foundry and his Centre for the Less Good 
Idea. This centre is a place for experimentation, for the courage to embrace imperfect ideas – and 
at the same time a laboratory for artistic promotion that embodies his spirit.

Our anniversary edition also reflects this approach. While Kentridge explored his polyphony 
between language, form and material in the series of works created for the NZZ art edition – the 
sculptural Dada Heads and the woodcuts of the Headlines series – he continues this line of thin-
king with his new unique drawings, Trees. The twelve sheets, created especially for Unikat XX, 
unfold as a poetic meditation on the fragility of life, on knowledge, growth and memory. In their 
mixture of spontaneous gesture and contemplative depth, they reflect the core of his worldview 
– the visualisation of time, history and inner movement. The proceeds from these special works 
will benefit the work of his Centre for the Less Good Idea in Johannesburg and support our foun-
dation projects part.education and Artists in the Classroom.

Kentridge‘s belief that promoting young artists is part of his responsibility is also evident 
in his choice of cover artist for this issue: South African artist Unathi Mkonto, whom Kentridge 
personally nominated, exemplifies the art of a new generation with his powerful, performance-
driven works. His upcoming exhibition at the Goodman Gallery marks another important step 
in his development.

Dr Tobias Burg, curator of the exhibition at the Folkwang Museum and author of this edition, 
describes Kentridge as ‚an artist who does not reconstruct historical events, but brings them to 
life – in order to reveal the lasting effects of power, language and memory in the present‘. It is 
precisely this attitude that characterises Unikat XX: a homage to thinking in images, to doubting 
in the process, to the beauty of the less good idea.

Stay tuned!
Yours, Rene Spiegelberger

Dear art lovers,

William 
Kentridge

Listen to the Echo
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William Kentridge, born in Johannesburg in 1955, is not only one of the most res-
pected contemporary artists, but also one of the most versatile. He gained international 
recognition in the early 1990s with his animated short films Drawings for Projection, 
which address the political and social conditions in his native South Africa. These films, 
based on large-format charcoal drawings that Kentridge reworked many times, form 
the starting point for an extensive oeuvre that includes drawings, prints, sculptures 
and tapestries as well as multimedia film installations. In addition, Kentridge has also 
worked for the stage since the beginning of his career: As early as 1992, in collaboration 
with the Handspring Puppet Company from Cape Town, he created the play Woyzeck 
on the Highveld, which was followed by several puppet theatre productions in which 
Kentridge addressed important issues such as colonialism and apartheid. Beginning 
with his production of Mozart‘s opera The Magic Flute in Brussels in 2005, Kentridge 
continues to direct regularly at major opera houses and music festivals worldwide. For 
several years now, he has also been creating his own chamber operas in close collabo-
ration with composers, musicians, performers and scenographers – such as The Head & 

William Kentridge – Heads, Headlines and 
the Echo of Dada

WILLIAM KENTRIDGE, DRAWING FOR SELF-PORTRAIT AS A COFFEE-POT (2 Private Thoughts), 2021
Ink, coloured pencil, charcoal, pastel chalk and collage on paper, 152 × 208 cm
Courtesy Mark und Dana Strong, Illustration.: Thys Dullaart, © William Kentridge, 2025

the Load (2018), Waiting for the Sibyl (2019) and The Great Yes, The Great No (2024). 
As part of the major double exhibition William Kentridge. Listen to the Echo, art lovers 
can gain a broad insight into various aspects of his work at the Dresden State Art Coll-
ections and the Museum Folkwang in Essen until January 2026. What links Kentridge‘s 
diverse artistic activities is his concern to bring historical events to life and trace their 
repercussions to the present day. This primarily refers to socio-political events. Howe-
ver, Kentridge‘s interest in modern artistic movements, with which he feels an affinity 
and to which he draws connections, is inextricably linked to this.

With the editions Five Heads for Zurich and Headlines, created to mark his 70th bir-
thday, William Kentridge takes a look at an epoch-making art movement of the early 
20th century that began quite inconspicuously in a small theatre. The fact that Head-
lines was partly printed on reproductions of the front page of the Neue Zürcher Zei-
tung newspaper from 1 February 1916 already points to the historical time and place of 
the event: in early February 1916, the ‘Künstlerkneipe Voltaire’ (Voltaire Artists‘ Pub) 
opened at Spiegelgasse 1 in Zurich on the initiative of Emmy Hennings and Hugo Ball. 
The walls of the small hall were hung with works by artists such as Hans Arp and Pablo 
Picasso, who were breaking new ground in the field of visual art. But what happened 
on stage there over the next six months was decisive: Emmy Hennings performed as a 
singer and actress, reciting her own texts, often accompanied by Hugo Ball on the pi-
ano. Ball himself developed sound poems, which he recited in a cubist costume. The 
writer Tristan Tzara invented simultaneous poetry for several speakers – a polyphony 
of words. What all these activities had in common was that they cultivated a completely 
new, downright revolutionary approach to language.

When a printed ‘collection of artistic and literary contributions’ from this creative 
laboratory, now known as Cabaret Voltaire, appeared in May 1916, Hugo Ball descri-
bed its mission in the foreword as ‘reminding the few independents who live by other 
ideals, beyond the war and the fatherlands.’ It was, therefore, a decidedly anti-national 
and pacifist undertaking, intended to offer a counterpoint to the omnipresent warmon-

FIVE HEADS FOR ZURICH, 1916, 2025, 35 copies, format up to approx. 285 × 215 × 215 mm, signed & numbered.
Printed using various techniques on handmade paper, each collaged on a wooden & magnetic base.
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gering. The experimental development of language beyond its function as a means of 
communication was also a conscious departure from the rationalism that had led to the 
catastrophe of the First World War. In this respect, this new artistic movement could on-
ly be given a name by a nonsense word that Hugo Ball used for the first time – six times 
in fact – at the end of his foreword: DADA. Thus Dadaism was born, and it clearly struck 
a chord with many, because starting in Zurich, this artistic movement soon spread to 
other European art centres such as Berlin, Hanover, Cologne and Paris.

In 1916, other events took place in Zurich that have gone down in intellectual histo-
ry: Irish writer James Joyce had been living there for two years, having fled Trieste with 
his wife and two children at the start of the First World War in 1914. He remained in Zu-
rich until 1920 and wrote a considerable part of his novel of the century, Ulysses, which 

William Kentridge Procession,
performance on the occasion of 
Listen to the Echo, Dresden 2025

was published in 1922. In February 1916, Russian revolutio-
nary Vladimir Ilyich Lenin and his wife Nadezhda Krupskaya 
moved into an apartment at Spiegelgasse 14, in the immedi-
ate vicinity of the Cabaret Voltaire, which had been founded 
at the same time. By June 1916, he had completed his work 
Империализм, как новейший этап капитализма (Impe-
rialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism), which was publis-
hed in 1917. It is a charming idea that Lenin and Nadezhda 
Krupskaya occasionally went to the Cabaret Voltaire, only 50 
metres from their flat, in the evenings, even if there is no re-
cord of this.

The lithographic sculptures Five Heads for Zurich, which 
William Kentridge created together with master printer Mark 
Attwood in his South African print workshop The Artists‘ 
Press, focus on all these personalities who lived in the sa-
me place for a brief historical moment without necessarily 
knowing about each other. The sculptures depict Hugo Ball, 
Emmy Hennings, James Joyce, Vladimir Lenin and Tristan Tz-
ara. Kentridge used historical portrait photographs as a basis, 
which he reworked in various ways and transformed into col-
lages – sometimes by tracing individual details, sometimes by 
retaining the silhouette of the portrait but filling the interior 
with a different motif. I

A characteristic feature of the entire group is the addition 
of text, which in Hugo Ball‘s case almost replaces his photo-
graphic portrait. In James Joyce‘s case, beneath the famous 
portrait of the author with his moustache and glasses, there 
is a quote from his last novel, Finnegans Wake, published in 
1939: „This the way to the museyroom. Mind your hats goan 
in!‘ The quote refers to the portrait with the hat, but the won-
derful word “museyroom” also proves that Joyce was a lan-
guage creator kindred to the Dadaists. Some passages in Fin-
negans Wake, in which invented words follow one another 
like exclamations (’Brékkek Kékkek Kékkek Kékkek! Kóax 

Kóax Kóax! Ualu Ualu Ualu!‘) are indeed reminiscent of one of the most radical texts 
of Dadaism – Kurt Schwitters‘ sound poem Ursonate, written between 1923 and 1932, 
from which Kentridge uses a short excerpt for the headlines: ’Fümmsböwö tää Zää UU, 
pogiff Kwiiee!“. This homage is no coincidence: as part of his exploration of the forced 
participation of African men, women and children in the First World War, which cul-
minated in the chamber opera The Head & the Load, Kentridge also realised a perfor-
mance in 2017 in which he himself recited Ursonate together with other actors. II The 
meaningless string of syllables was recited as if it were a text in a foreign language. 
Kentridge uses the Ursonate here as a symbol of the lack of communication and un-
derstanding between the European powers and the African colonies they ruled during 
the First World War. III
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I In 2007, Kentridge created the Four Paper Heads, technically comparable three-dimensional paper 
sculptures made from lithographs assembled in a cross shape. (William Kentridge: Five Themes, exhibi-
tion catalogue, San Francisco Museum of Art et al, ed. Mark Rosenthal, New Haven, London 2009, p. 63).

II The premiere took place in November 2017 in New York City as part of the Performa Biennial.
III „For the people in Africa, all the deliberations in Berlin were so much noise. They weren‘t part of it, they 

weren‘t involved. The land would be taken away. And for the people in Europe: all the objections of the 
people in Africa, they didn’t listen to it at all.” (William Kentridge in a rehearsal for the performance of 
Ursonate, quoted from: Self-Portrait as a Co#ee-Pot, 2024. Film series in nine parts,  
episode 6 – A Harvest of Devotion, 5:17–5:30 min.).

IV See Find the Less Good Idea. Bronwyn Lace in conversation with Kathi Loch, in: William Kentridge. 
 Listen to the Echo. Exhibition catalogue, Museum Folkwang and Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden, 

Göttingen 2025, pp. 278–282.

In keeping with the tit-
le of the edition, the other 
woodcuts in the Headlines 
series also feature short 
texts in large letters. So-
me of these also relate di-
rectly to Kentridge‘s work. 
The text ‘I shout ...’ comes 
from his chamber opera 
The Head & the Load and 
also appears at the begin-
ning of the three-channel 
film installation KABOOM! 
(2018), which was deri-
ved from the opera. ‘In 
defence of the less good 
idea’ refers to the Centre 

for the Less Good Idea, a cultural centre founded by William Kentridge together with artist 
Bronwyn Lace in the Maboneng district of Johannesburg – located in the immediate vici-
nity of the David Krut Workshop, where the Headlines were created in collaboration with 
printer Sbongiseni Khulu. The Centre promotes experimental, collaborative and interdisci-
plinary artistic projects; its name comes from an African proverb: ‘If the good doctor cannot 
cure you, find the less good doctor.’ IV The call ‘Let us try ...’ comes from Tristan Tzara‘s 
Dada Manifesto, which the poet read aloud in Zurich on 23 July 1918: ‘If everyone is right 
[...] then let‘s try not to be right.’ The melancholic memory of better times ‘I take a brick ...’ 
paraphrases the motto that Bertolt Brecht placed at the beginning of a collection of his po-
ems: ‘I am like the man who carried the brick with him / To show the world what his house 
looked like.’ As different as the concise texts are, they all question things we take for gran-
ted and consider certain: Does language always serve communication? Isn‘t the less good 
idea the better one after all? Do we always have to be right? Does the future lie in war and 
violence? What remains of what we consider our property? Are madness and shamelessness 
the new guiding principles of our time? What distinguishes William Kentridge in a special 
way is that his work repeatedly inspires us to pursue such questions.

Dr. Tobias Burg

OH TO BELIEVE IN
ANOTHER WORLD,

(Studio Still Life), 2022,
ink and pencil
on handmade

Phumani paper, mounted
on canvas, 319 × 249.5 cm, 

private collection,
illustration: Thys Dullaart, ©

William Kentridge, 2025



William Kentridge and Anne McIlleron coordinating editions
with Rene Spiegelberger and Ulf A. Herold in the studio in Johannesburg.
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Studio conversation with William Kentridge

William, let us try for once not to be right. You 
allow for mistakes and imperfection in your 
work, perhaps even elevating them to a system. 
What draws you to this? Or are you simply bored 
of perfection?

No, no. I think it‘s not about being bored 
with perfection. We know a family who have 
twins, and one child is called Perfect and the 
other Excellent – African children. In our fa-
mily, we always ask: would you rather be per-
fect or excellent? My wife and my daughter say 
they want to be perfect. My other daughter and 
I say we are happy just being excellent.

I think perfection is the same as certainty. 
I‘m very suspicious of certainty. There always 
has to be authoritarian backup to all claims of 
certainty. Over the decades, I’ve discovered 
that I need to trust the big space for doubt – 
for things being provisional. That‘s also why 
I do a lot of work with animation, where one 
image becomes something else. It is fixed on-
ly for one twenty-fifth of a second, and then it 
can be erased and shifted. So it’s not a princip-
le, but it’s something I feel very strongly about: 
Space for doubt.

You consciously work with analogue media such 
as charcoal drawings and collages. What role 
does chance play in your creative process?

When I was in art school, it was assumed 
you would paint in oil on canvas. That was 
what it meant to be an artist. Drawing was only 
allowed as a preliminary step to painting. I dis-
covered that my sensibility wasn’t at ease with 
paint. As soon as I found charcoal, it wasn’t 
just a tool for drawing – it became a medium 
for thinking. I could think in charcoal. Its chan-
geability and unspecific nature offered me an 
approach to the world that felt very close.

So the medium found me as much as I found 
it. I‘m not interested in a strict program of what 
something should be, but I‘m also not interested 
in pure chance. I’m interested in something bet-
ween program and chance. If you want a name 
for it, you could call it Fortuna – things you‘re 
not fully aware of, but where you‘re still making 
choices. It‘s not like pulling a word from a hat; 
it‘s more like seeing all the words on the table 
and arranging them – even if you‘re not sure 
why you placed them in that order. It’s about 
giving the impulse the benefit of the doubt.

Your works are often defined by fragmentation, 
layering, and disorder. One element may evolve 
from another, turning from political allegory in-
to poetic reflection. This process can take time. 
Is your work a perpetual work in progress?

In some ways, yes. There are images – and 
sometimes film fragments – from fifteen ye-
ars ago that might appear in a project two ye-
ars from now. Images and even phrases move 
through the work and reappear. It‘s not that I 
plan for them to reappear – I keep discovering 
them again. They might shift from sculpture in-
to a theatre piece, into a drawing. They may 
remain a drawing, but then you see the same 
drawing in a performance some years later. It’s 
a gradual accumulation of vocabulary that can 
be spoken in the future. So in that sense, it’s 
less finished than I would like. I keep thinking 
an image is finished, and then it comes back 
a year later.

Do you go through your archives?
With texts and phrases, yes – I’ll look 

through old notebooks. And sometimes I think 
I’m doing something new, and once it’s done, 
I discover: No, it’s the same old thing again.
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Many artists today are exploring AI and digital 
media. Do you incorporate such technologies in 
your work or plan to?

AI is already used in some of the editing 
programs we work with. For example, a pro-
gram can track a camera movement so ano-
ther drawing can follow it. Editors in the studio 
use these tools. But we don’t use AI to gene-
rate images or prompts. All I have to offer is 
what the hand makes. Some people can think 
on a screen – I can’t. Even when I write, I use 
a fountain pen and notebook, not a keyboard. 
That’s also because computers became main-

stream after I finished university. I‘m a dinosaur 
with a fountain pen.

So you think with your sketchbook?
I think with my sketchbook, with my writing, 

with notebooks, I never think on a computer.

And when you go on holiday?
I carry a sketchbook, though it contains mo-

re notes than drawings.

Your collages often deal with history. Is that a way 
to learn from the past and avoid repeating mistakes?

No, I think that’s too optimistic. 
It’s more about asking whether a 
collage of history is a valid way to 
understand the world – in the same 
way we might understand ourselves 
as a collage of memories, dreams, 
impulses, conversations. We are not 
single coherent beings. We‘re pro-
visional selves, with many other sel-
ves inside us that appear at different 
times. My interest in history is simi-
lar. It‘s about breaking down a sin-
gle narrative – showing fragmentati-
on and reconstruction.

That leads to my next question: 
collective memory. What about for-
getting? Are there things that should 
be deliberately lost? How do you ba-
lance memory and the risk of reope-
ning wounds?

That‘s difficult. In daily life, 
there’s only a narrow band of me-
mory we need. If you’re constantly 
haunted by past trauma, you can be-
come trapped in posttraumatic stress 
disorder. But when memory slips 
away – as with many older people – 
that’s also a hard way to live.

A banal example: when I travel, 
I’m good at remembering the room 
number of the hotel I’m in. But I 
quickly forget the numbers of previ-
ous hotels. Imagine carrying all tho-

se numbers in your head! Our brain is good at 
holding on and letting go.

Historically, it’s more complex. In some parts 
of the world, they say that without some amne-
sia after civil war, reconciliation is impossible. 
In South Africa, we’re caught between the need 
to remember what happened – and the fear of 
being stuck in the past if we remember only that. 
So it’s a balance of necessary memory and ine-
vitable forgetting. But neither forgetting nor re-
membering as absolutes seems satisfying to me.

Especially in Germany, the question is very important.
Yes. Many countries in Europe were com-

plicit in the Holocaust – Lithuania, Hungary, 

others that supported the Nazi regime. Some 
have forgotten their history. That’s more pro-
blematic than Germany, where it became a na-
tional project over generations to confront it. 
And that still continues.

We know trauma is passed through gene-
rations. Children of Holocaust survivors we-
re often deeply affected – even if they didn’t 
experience it themselves. Even grandchildren 
show traces – anxieties, unresolved questions. 
I‘m always more on the side of memory than 
of forgetting.

You mentioned shifts. Your work often references 
social and political change. Do you see yourself 

I LOOK IN THE MIRROR, I KNOW WHAT I NEED, 2023, Ink and colored pencil on Phumani paper, 139,5 × 166,5 × cm,
Courtesy Kentridge Studio, Abb.: Thys Dullaart,© William Kentridge, 2025
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as a political artist – or more a chronicler, a war-
ning voice?

Political, social, and historical events enter 
the studio along with questions of a personal 
nature or art history. Some projects are cente-
red on political events. Others are not. So, the 
opera on Orfeo, the journey of Orfeo to try to 
rescue his wife from death, is much more a 
question of fate than of specific South African 
politics. But our last project – about a journey 
from Marseille to Martinique during the Second 

World War – was very much about migration 
and colonialism. It used a historical event to 
look at contemporary issues.

You always include local focus. In China, for ex-
ample, you worked with memories of the Cultu-
ral Revolution.

Yes. I try to find a connection. In the case of 
China, it was what was my memory of 1968, the 
start of the cultural revolution, when I was 13 
in Johannesburg. That was my link.

In an age of fake news and manipulated narrati-
ves: can art be resistance? Or is it, in the end, just 
another kind of fiction?

Making art always contains resistance and 
optimism. Choosing to make a mark rather than 
walk away from the page – it‘s already a stand. 
Is it a serious act of resistance? No. But it is a 
way to understand who we are. Art can conso-
lidate our understanding of ourselves.

Few artworks spark political action – but a 
song or a film might galvanize. I don’t expect 
that from my work. But it can still operate me-
aningfully. For example, Mikis Theodorakis’ 
Canto General has a rousing effect. So yes, art 
can prompt change.

If you were to create a public installation about 
humanity’s future, would it be dystopian or op-
timistic?

The only large public work I‘ve done on that 
scale was ‘Triumphs and Laments’ in Rome. It 
looked at both glorious and shameful histories. 
We knew from the beginning the work would 
disappear. Pollution and dust would erase it 
over time. So the changeability was part of the 
technique. I’d be hesitant to make a monument 
that had to be clearly optimistic or pessimistic. 
It should show instability, uncertainty.

There was no paint, right?
No paint. We washed dirt off the wall. Whe-

re we cleaned, the wall turned white. Where 
we left the dirt, the image remained. Over time, 
the wall got dirty again, and the image disap-
peared back into the dirt.

I learned you‘re making a leporello from it?
Yes, a twelve metre folding photogravure as 

a record of the wall. The image on the wall is 
gone, but its trace remains. It was impressive 
because it was so huge and in the middle of the 
town, in this historic place.

Your engagement with time and transience – like 
in The Refusal of Time – feels almost allegorical. 
If your works were messages to the future, what 
would you hope people see?

I was once in an interview with a great Sou-
th African poet. We were asked: what legacy 
would you like to leave? She replied: ‘A big 
scandal.’ I thought – ah, I wish I’d said that!

Is there a spiritual dimension in your work? 
Do ideas like belief in the unknown influence 
your art?

It may appear in the work. But in the stu-
dio, it‘s not spiritual. It‘s very concrete, material 
work. I don’t think: how does this relate to the 
spirits? I think: is it too dark? Too light? Charco-
al or ink? The big questions get translated into 
technical ones. Maybe something else comes 
out of that in the final work. But in the studio, I 
don’t use words like spiritual or metaphysical. 
But it might come to the work. It might come 
to it afterwards. 

One always hopes there‘s more in the work 
than the artist knows. A poet once said: the po-
em must know more than the poet. If the po-
et knows more than the poem, they shouldn’t 
write it. The work must contain what the artist 
doesn’t yet understand.

Let’s talk about humor. Many of your works 
contain subtle or absurd humor. Is that a form of 
resistance or self-inquiry?

Both. It‘s a marker of uncertainty. Absurdity 
– where logic has broken down – is a key way 
of understanding the world. Sometimes come-
dy is the best way to represent that. I‘m glad if 
people laugh, but if I try to write comedy inten-
tionally, it’s terrible.

Still, it brings lightness to serious themes.
Yes. It helps keep the work from being too 

heavy – and it says: let’s not be so sure of the 
answers.

Everyday symbols play an important role in 
your work. Beuys would probably have placed 
them in the context of his social sculpture. How 
do these everyday moments shape your artistic 
thinking?

I‘m very different to Beuys and his idea of 
the social sculpture. So I would not describe 
The Centre for the Less Good Idea, which is a 
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living example of what Beuys was doing, as a 
sculpture. When I first heard the idea of soci-
al sculpture, I thought this is nonsense. Politics 
isn’t talking with students under a bridge. Po-
litics is about police states, repression – like in 
South Africa. But I’ve come to understand that 
kind of engagement as part of an artist’s work. 
I now agree with Beuys more than I used to.

The objects in the studio that get drawn, 
the subjects that get drawn – whether it‘s a city 
landscape or a domestic coffee pot – come into 
the drawings equally easily. Most of the work 
doesn’t try to be universal; it tries to be very lo-
cal and specific. But sometimes, if it’s very local 
and very rooted, people outside of the context 
can still connect to it and imagine it, even if 
it’s a misunderstanding or a mistranslation. No-
netheless, it’s the specifics that one can hold on 
to, rather than universal statements.

We did a project about South African poli-
tics and the Truth Commission. People in other 
countries – Germany, Switzerland, France, Ro-
mania – saw themselves in it. Not because it 
was about them, but because they could iden-
tify with the questions.

I don’t think my work is about eternal 
truths. It’s about questions that return. I’m in-
terested in how we read contexts which are not 
one‘s own. That’s why I’m skeptical of identity 
politics. We often learn most from what is not 
ours – from languages we half understand.

You just mentioned The Centre for the Less 
Good Idea. We visited it today. You support ma-
ny young artists. Is this your way of giving back?

It‘s not so much giving back. It’s knowing 
that public support for the arts in South Africa is 
minimal. Many good projects are possible – but 
not if you depend on government. In that sense 
the Centre was also started in the expectation of 
it not getting any kind of public support

It also shows others the energy you get from 
collaboration. I’ve done many projects the-
re with new artists and musicians – some stay 
within the Centre, others go out into the world. 
I’m often directly involved – directing, creating. 
It’s a gift to myself as much as to others.

Today it was wonderful to see you speak with the 
street artist outside your studio. She was so proud 
you noticed her work.

Yes. Many beautiful projects have come out 
of the Centre.

Final question. Your studio feels familial despite 
the scale of your projects. Does a successful artist 
today also need to be an entrepreneur?

I think it depends on what you are doing. 
If you’re painting oil paintings, historically, 
you needed three things: the artist to make the 
work, someone to write about it, and someone 
to sell it. Picasso had Apollinaire and Kahnwei-
ler. Van Gogh had Theo and his letters.Today, 
that‘s often the gallery, a curator, and someo-
ne writing about the work. That’s not entrepre-
neurship – it’s the shape of the art world.

In my case, with film, theatre, large sculptu-
res, tapestries – you need many collaborators. 
That means not being an entrepreneur, but ha-
ving a strong studio team that handles logistics, 
plus galleries and producers who make things 
possible. Many people in my studio have been 
with me for decades. It’s a stable team. So yes, 
there are personal ties, not just professional 
ones. And Johannesburg is a small city. That 
makes collaboration easier. Dance, theater, vi-
sual arts – they support each other more here 
than in larger cities.

William, thank you so much for these deep in-
sights. It was a great pleasure to speak with you.

Thank you.

The interview with William Kentridge was conducted by Rene 
Spiegelberger on March 25 in his Johannesburg studio.

Workhorse Bronze 
Foundry Johannesburg
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In 2025, William Kentridge began developing what would become the Headlines 
series—an ambitious body of work that merges historical references, typographic expe-
rimentation, and traditional printmaking techniques. The project was realised through a 
multi-faceted collaboration between Master Printer Sbongiseni Khulu of the David Krut 
Workshop in Johannesburg, Lightfarm Studios in Cape Town, the Swiss newspaper 
Neue Zürcher Zeitung (NZZ), and the Hamburg-based international art organization  
P-ART, which coordinated the exchange.

The Headlines series comprises six large-format, text-based woodcuts: Let Us Try 
For Once Not To Be Right, In Verteidigung der Weniger Guten Idee, Oh Madness and 
Shamelessness, I Take a Brick to Show How Beautiful My House Once Was, KABOOM 
KABOOM KABOOM!, and Fümmsböwö tää zää. 

Woodcut is a relief printmaking technique in which an image is carved into the sur-
face of a wooden block, with the raised (uncarved) areas representing the parts that will 
receive ink and print onto paper. The carved-away areas remain blank. In this series, 
Kentridge employed both traditional hand-carving and modern laser-engraving methods, 
demonstrating a hybrid process that respects the history of woodcut while innovating 
within its limits. The choice of hard woods like white ash and oak allowed for fine detail 
and durable printing surfaces, while also contributing to the overall texture and grain of 
the final prints.

Kentridge’s process typically began with conceptual sketches and typography 
studies, from which the final designs were transferred onto the woodblocks. These 
blocks were then meticulously carved by hand in collaboration with Master Printer 
Sbongiseni Khulu. The use of custom-blended inks and multiple print layers and par-
ticularly the digitally printed archival newspaper backgrounds, required close coordi-
nation between analog and digital methods, balancing precision and spontaneity. This 
labor-intensive workflow reflects Kentridge’s broader practice, in which the act of ma-
king becomes a form of thinking through materials. 

Each woodcut was printed using a custom red ink mixture combining Charbonnel 
Madder Lake, Hanco Fire Red, and Hanco Process Black. This mix was further modified 
with Handschy and Setswell compounds, and Renaissance Graphite Arts Inc. Litho Var-
nish No.3 to achieve the desired viscosity, sheen, and tonal depth.

Lightfarm Studios printed the base layers: digitally rendered backgrounds composed 
of NZZ articles from 1916, sourced from the Swiss National Library. These texts document 
the founding period of the Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich—widely considered the birthplace 
of the Dada movement. Kentridge’s integration of this archival material, alongside the ex-
pressive, often absurdist titles, underscores the series’ conceptual link to Dadaist themes 
of disruption, contradiction, and play.

Technically complex and historically resonant, the Headlines series is both a reflec-
tion on the fractured narratives of the past and an exploration of the materiality of lan-
guage through print.

David Krut

Woodcuts as a process

Woodcut from
Headlines, 2025
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With his Trees, William Kentridge revisits one of the central motifs of his oeuvre – the 
tree as a symbol of memory, growth and rootedness. Since the early 1990s, trees have fre-
quently appeared as a central element in the artist‘s drawings, films and stage designs – as 
a living archive of human experience that embodies both vulnerability and permanence. 
The combination of black ink and the yellowed pages of an old dictionary creates a ten-
sion between language and nature, knowledge and transience, which precisely reflects 
Kentridge‘s artistic thinking.

The twelve unique pieces, created especially for the anniversary edition of Unikat XX, 
show variations on this theme: gnarled figures, some weathered by the wind, which as-
sert themselves on the printed pages like memories in the flow of time. Each tree has 
the character of an improvised score – spontaneous, rhythmic, yet imbued with a deep 
poetic rigour.

In this series of works, Kentridge intensifies his exploration of drawing as a trace and 
a movement of thought. As in his animated films, the trees become witnesses to a conti-
nuous process of becoming and passing away. They are rooted in paper, which itself is a 
carrier of history, and unfold as fragile signs of human existence.

If you would like to enrich your own collection with one of these master drawings 
by William Kentridge, priced at ten thousand Euros, your purchase will also support the 
work of his Centre for the Less Good Idea in Johannesburg – Kentridge‘s venue for inter-
disciplinary experiments and the promotion of young artists – as well as the foundation 
projects part.education and Artists in the Classroom.

Series of works – Trees

LEXICON OF TREES: XI – 2025, Indian ink on found pages, 30.5 × 22.3 cm, (15904)

Series of  works

„Trees“ 
William Kentridge



26 27

LEXICON OF TREES: IX – 2025, Indian ink on found pages, 30.5 × 22.3 cm, (15902)

LEXICON OF TREES: III – 2025, Indian ink on found pages, 30.5 × 22.3 cm, (15895)

LEXICON OF TREES: XII – 2025, Indian ink on found pages, 30.5 × 22.3 cm, (15899)

LEXICON OF TREES: V – 2025, Indian ink on found pages, 30.5 × 22.3 cm, (15897)

LEXICON OF TREES: I – 2025, Indian ink on found pages, 30.5 × 22.3 cm, (15893)



28 29

LEXICON OF TREES: VI – 2025, Indian ink on found pages, 30.5 × 22.3 cm, (15898)

LEXICON OF TREES: IV – 2025, Indian ink on found pages, 30.5 × 22.3 cm, (15896)

LEXICON OF TREES: VIII – 2025, Indian ink on found pages, 30.5 × 22.3 cm, (15901)

LEXICON OF TREES: X – 2025, Indian ink on found pages, 30.5 × 22.3 cm, (15903)

LEXICON OF TREES: VII – 2025, Indian ink on found pages, 30.5 × 22.3 cm, (15900)
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LEXICON OF TREES: II – 2025, Indian ink on found pages, 30.5 × 22.3 cm, (15894)

William Kentridge (1955, Johannesburg) works across mediums of drawing, writing, 
film, performance, music, theatre and collaborative practices, to make work that is groun-
ded in politics, science, literature and history, always holding a space for contradiction 
and uncertainty. 

His work has been seen in museums and galleries around the world since the 1990s 
and can be found in the collections of art museums and institutions across the globe. He 
has directed operas for the Metropolitan Opera in New York, La Scala in Milan, English 
National Opera in London, the Sydney Opera House and the Salzburg Festival. His ori-
ginal works for stage combine performance, projections, shadow play, voice and music, 
and include the Refuse the Hour, The Head & the Load, Waiting for the Sibyl and The 
Great Yes, The Great No.

Kentridge is the recipient of honorary doctorates from several universities inclu-
ding Yale, Columbia, Brown and the University of London. He has presented public 
lecture series at Harvard University and Oxford University. Awards include the Kyoto 
Prize and the Praemium Imperiale Prize (Japan), the Princesa de Asturias Award (Spain) 
and an Olivier award (London). He is an honorary academician of the Royal Academy 
in London and a Foreign Associate Member of the Académie des Beaux-Arts in Paris. 
The Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden (until February 15, 2026) and the Folkwang 
Museum Essen (until January 18, 2026) are celebrating the 70th birthday of the world-
renowned artist from Johannesburg with a cross-collection exhibition festival entitled 
Listen to the Echo.

Curriculum Vitae William Kentridge



32 33
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(1) The foundation bears the name ‚PArt Foundation/

Spiegelberger Foundation‘ (922.51-10(2194)
(2) It is a foundation with legal capacity 
 under civil law.
(3) The foundation has its registered office in the 

Free and Hanseatic City of Hamburg.
§ 2 Purpose of the Foundation
(1) The purposes of the Foundation are to promote 

education and upbringing as well as art and 
 culture. (...)
(3) The Foundation shall serve to promote young  

artists and introduce young people to art. The 
foundation shall achieve its purposes in parti-
cular

(a) by establishing and maintaining an art  
collection featuring the works of contemporary 
and young artists.

(b) by providing financial and non-material support 
to young artists (e.g. scholarships, exhibitions, 
events, publications),

(c) by organising and promoting art events for 
young people (e.g. exhibitions, guided tours, 
seminars, publications). The promotion of the 
aforementioned purposes includes the dissemi-
nation of the results of the promotion. (...)

(5) The foundation pursues exclusively and directly 
charitable purposes within the meaning of the 
section „Tax-privileged purposes“ of the German 
Tax Code. (...) 
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Cardboard is omnipresent. We encounter it almost daily – in the form of packaging for 

products, as moving boxes or as transport crates for our online orders. No sooner have 

we opened it than we fold it up, throw it away and forget about it. It is a material that we 

rarely pay attention to, even though it constantly surrounds us.

In the works of Unathi Mkonto, however, this everyday material is transformed into a 

carrier of emotion, space and memory. His sculptures and installations, which are often 

made of cardboard, plywood or vinyl, defy clear classification. They are neither pure con-

struction nor mere gesture; they are a way of thinking in material, a draft of possibilities. 

Mkonto‘s works appear suspended in the moment of their creation, as if they could re-

assemble themselves at any time. A fragile balance emerges between lines, volumes and 

spaces, appealing to our sensibilities.

For Mkonto, every material has its own unique qualities. Stone, wood and cardboard 

affect us differently – he translates this physical experience into his art. He is drawn to 

overlooked, forgotten or discarded materials. To him, everything around us has the po-

tential to be alive. Even a rubbish bin can be habitable, provide sustenance, and har-

bour possibilities. This concept transforms his creations into breathing spaces: temporary 
structures that ‚speak to people in their own language and enable a new interpretation‘.

William Kentridge recommended Unathi Mkonto as the artist for the cover of this 

Unikat. He describes Mkonto‘s work as an ‚inventive yet rigorous use of everyday ma-

terials‘. Kentridge is particularly familiar with Mkonto‘s Thinking in Cardboard series, 

which consists of objects intended as cardboard prototypes for more robust materials 

that also exist as independent works. ‚These intriguing constructions,‘ says Kentridge, 
‚resist immediate interpretation and hover somewhere between sculpture and architec-

tural maquettes.‘ 

Mkonto‘s works unfold their effect precisely in this space – as open structures that 

aim not at function or meaning, but at experience. They encourage us to observe our 
surroundings more closely, to notice what we have overlooked and to view the ordinary 

with new attention.

Enjoy reading about and discovering his works!

Sara Göttelmann

Dear art lovers,

PArt Editions 
www.parteditions.ch
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By purchasing a work from the PArt Editions series, 
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part.education and Artists in the Classroom.

Stephan Balkenhol
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Unathi Mkonto’s work lies at the intersec-

tion of art and architecture, where sculpture 

becomes a language of space, form and hu-

man interaction. He continuously studies and 

reflects on processes that aim to make built 
environments, shaped by the legacy of apart-

heid, more human-centred. Mkonto’s structu-

res draw from the edge of the city, from in-

formal sites and the gestures of everyday life, 

questioning how architecture dictates the ways 

people live, move and perform within and 

around it. Constructed from cardboard, wood, 

and paper, his pieces use geometry, line, mass, 

and scale to create a new vocabulary of form. 

Through these materials, Mkonto develops a 
language that is both architectural and intima-

te, both constructed and fragile.

He is currently exploring the idea that 

anything can be viewed as a space that can be 

inhabited. This concept extends his explorati-
on of how space can embody presence, me-

mory and identity. In Mkonto’s work, sculp-

ture is not a static object, but rather a spatial proposition — an invitation to 

inhabit and rethink the structures that shape us.

Unathi Mkonto (b. 1982 Peddie, South Africa) is a Cape Town based artist 
working with drawing, sculpture and installation. Mkonto pursued a Bache-

lor in Architecture at Nelson Mandela University and was a design fellow at 

Architecture for Humanity in Johannesburg. Residencies that he has partici-

pated in are To Let at Zeitz Mocaa (2023), AVOID at the A4 Arts Foundation 
(2018) as well as In Place at Stevenson Amsterdam (2024) and Alma Martha 
(2016) in Cape Town. 

Solo exhibitions include flat (2018) at Blank Gallery in Cape Town; Jux-

tapositions at Stevenson gallery (2023), Enclosed Camp (2022) at Open 
24 hours Gallery in Cape Town as well as Mkonto l Mazwana (2021) at Spa-

ceby in Cape Town.
Mkonto has also experimented with performance art, most notably in 

the seventh season of mentorships at the Center For The Less Good Idea, a 
space for collaborative and cross-disciplinary arts practices founded by Wil-

liam Kentridge and Bronwyn Lace.

Unathi Mkonto – Rooms that breathe
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Dear Unathi, your practice often blurs the bounda-
ries between art and architecture. How do you con-
ceive the relationship between these two disciplines 
in your work?

I make architecture with art. So, I haven‘t re-

ally moved to art and left architecture behind. 

The architecture that I‘m making now is a diffe-

rent kind of architecture – it‘s architecture that is 

also anti-architecture at the same time. I under-

stand how this world is possibly viewed someti-

mes between art and architecture. But for me, it‘s 

always one thing, it‘s one world.

You originally studied architecture at Nelson Man-
dela University, after which you became a Design 
Fellow at Architecture for Humanity in Johannes-
burg. Was there a key moment when you decided to 
pursue art instead of architecture?

I’ve always been an artist, even before stu-

dying architecture. Architecture was more of a 

Interview with Unathi Mkonto 

curiosity for me into science, sustainability and 

the future, how far we could push things. But 

once I started working, I realized architecture 
doesn’t happen in a day; it unfolds over centu-

ries. You dedicate your life to creating a future 

for the next generation.

Art felt more romantic, less tied to practi-

cality and necessity. At first, it seemed like so-

mething you did only if you had time to ma-

ke beautiful things. Architecture, on the other 

hand, was serious – about impact, responsibili-

ty, even money. Eventually, I realized I had to 
follow the work that gave me energy, and that 

was art.

Your works seem constructed but at the same time 
feel very fragile and vulnerable. How do you de-
!ne the boundary between construction and vul-
nerability? 

That tension between construction and vul-
nerability is central to my work. Architecture 

always pushes toward functionality, but my 

practice moves in the opposite direction. I’m 

not concerned with whether something works 

in a practical sense. I’m interested in emotion, in 

what happens in the brain when you encounter 

a form. That’s what I call my anti-architectural 
approach: I use construction materials, but they 
end up carrying no functional purpose. Instead, 

I use form and tension as my tools. That’s my 
paintbrush, my sculptural signature. By placing 

masses together or pulling them apart, I create 

a sense of rhythm, of patterns in space. The fra-

gility comes from this constant push and pull: 
It’s a structure that looks like it could collapse, 

but it holds, and in that uncertainty, you feel 

its vulnerability. Of course, my background in 
architecture never disappears. The language 
of line, volume, mass, space – those are buil-

ding blocks of architecture, but I rearticulate 

them through art. A point connecting to ano-

ther point, a line that joins them, the negative 

space in between. These elements migrate from 
architecture into sculpture, but they no longer 

describe a building. They describe an emotion.

You often work with materials such as cardboard, 
plywood and vinyl. What appeals to you about 
these materials? 

Cardboard has always represented fragi-

lity in my practice, while wood brings solidi-

ty, grounding, and presence. With cardboard, 

there’s a sense of vulnerability; with wood, 

the work commands space and allows peop-

le to move through it. Each material carries a 

different sensibility: Walking past a stone wall, 
wood, or cardboard feels different, and I try to 

bring that experience into the studio. I’m al-

so drawn to materials from the street – things 

overlooked or discarded. I believe there’s life 

in anything, even in a rubbish bin. For me, a 

bin is habitable, it provides, it carries possibi-

lities. That’s the argument: everything has life, 
and therefore everything has value. Architec-

ture taught me that systems always work for its 

people. Johannesburg works for Johannesburg, 

London for London. A church in Europe is not 
the same as a place of worship in an African 

town, yet both are built for the communities 

they serve. I try to capture that same spirit in my 

work: materials and forms that speak to people 
in their own language, that allow for reinterpre-

tation and use.

You grew up in the countryside in Peddie, later stu-
died in Gqeberha and Johannesburg, and now live 
and work in Cape Town, a city of almost 5 milli-
on people. Do these very di"erent places recur in 
your work?

My centre will always be Peddie. No mat-

ter where I live, my dreams, my senses of 

smell and taste all return home. But living in 

FLAT SHEET SENTENCES 1, 2023
Wood trim, balsam wood, plywood 

cardboard and mounting paper.
50 × 50 × 15 cm
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FIELD LINES 10 – 2020,  Soft pastel on canson, 65  × 50 cm

big cities allowed me to reflect on that. Cape 
Town gives me the distance to tap back into 
my childhood memories and understand what 

was missing.

Growing up, there weren’t many buildings 

around me, so I started drawing them. Later I re-

alized I was trying to build the opposite of what 
I had – bringing the city into the countryside. So 

yes, these different places appear in my work, 

but not always as a direct source of inspiration. 

Where do you draw your inspiration from, and 
could you describe your creative process from ini-
tial idea to !nished piece? 

I‘m interested in how people use words, es-

pecially around cities and how we live. Langua-

ge reveals how we think about space. A “house” 

and a “place to live” are not the same thing. 

That difference opens a path: what is necessa-

ry for someone to live? I start there, stripping 

ideas down with a kind of extreme minimalism 

and then building them back up. 

I take concepts that already exist 

and expand them until they be-

come something I can work with. 

Right now, I’m looking at still life. 

What if you could live inside a still 

life painting or a still life sculpture? 

What would that space feel like? 

I also ask: what does portraiture 
look like in architecture? If a por-

trait is supposed to describe you, 

is it your face, your room, your ha-

bits? Is it the way you arrange ob-

jects, or the voids between them? I 

keep peeling off layers to get past 

the surface.

My process is rarely a straight 

line from A to B. I look for the in-

between – the part that doesn’t an-

nounce itself as the solution. Even 

with difficult topics, I assume there 
is a way through if I keep asking 

better questions. Sometimes that 

takes the form of a city thought 

experiment. For example, I‘ve be-

en thinking: what if Johannesburg 
had a beach? It sounds exciting, 

but when I worked through it, I 

realized the city doesn’t need a 
beach. It needs time, leisure. May-

be a park. People in Joburg work 

incredibly hard. A beach wouldn’t 

matter if no one had time to go. 

It’s not the South of France; it’s a 

city that runs on large numbers of 

people at work. When you read 

cities that way, you also see why 

things are “fine” as they are, because they’re 
built around the lives of the people who use 

them. So, the work becomes a way to show the-

re are other ways to think about space, architec-

ture, and infrastructure. I use ideas from eve-

ryday language, test them against how people 

live, and let the answers shape the forms. The 
piece is finished when the question feels clear 
not when the object becomes “functional,” but 

when it holds a way of thinking you can move 

through.

Once you’ve found inspiration and go into the 
studio, how do you begin? 

I start with drawing. The drawings are read 
as buildings. You follow the lines as if they we-

re walls, doors, or pathways, and through that 

you begin to imagine space. That’s where I start 
abstracting: Taking the language of architecture 
and slowly moving away from what a building 

“should” be. From the drawings, the work often 

shifts into wall pieces. At first you look at flat 

surfaces, then you walk around them to get a 

sense in relation to your own body. That’s when 
the work moves off the wall and into space to 

installation. My next step is walking inside, 

being surrounded by the piece, inhabiting it in 

some way. I draw then construct something so-

lid, and then I let the work tell me the next step 

it requires. 

During your 2023 studio residency TO LET at the 
Zeitz, you explored the theme of “the edge of the 
city”. How do your works re#ect forms of bound-
ary or transition?

For me, the edge of the city is the space bet-

ween the center and the places where people 

live – the workers, the industrial areas. It’s whe-

re the city ends, but also where another kind of 

life begins. I’ve always been interested in this 

in-between, this obscure zone: what happens 
to people when they leave the center, what 

life unfolds at the margins? That’s where my 
inspiration lies, because it’s both where peop-
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le work and where they live. With TO LET, I 
wanted to create an environment for reflection 
and discussion rather than a polished exhibiti-

on. The studio became a residency space, al-
ways in progress. Nothing was fully complete: 
drawings, installations, sculptural experiments 

were all provisional, like fragments of thought. 

Even the space itself echoed that: it was being 
rented, not finished, not permanent. That sense 
of incompleteness connected to the idea of the 

edge, where boundaries blur and transitions are 

always happening.

Can you explain the title TO LET?
Driving around the city, you constantly see 

the “TO LET” signs. It’s part of the street’s com-

mercial language, a reminder of impermanence. 

I liked the idea of using that as the title for my 

residency—TO LET as both a space availab-

le and temporary. I pushed the idea further by 

subletting my own studio inside the museum. I 

invited students from art, fashion, and architec-

ture to share it, to bring their own practices in-

to mine. So, my rented space became a host, 

a parasite inside the larger institution. It was 

about opening, allowing others in, and creating 

a space of exchange rather than ownership.

William Kentridge recommended you as the 
younger artist to appear on the #ip cover. What 
are your thoughts on his choice? Has Kentridge 
in#uenced you as an artist?

It was a surprise, and of course exciting. I’ve 

always enjoyed Johannesburg as a city and a 

landscape, and Kentridge’s work speaks to me 

in that way – how cities function, how they exist 

for their own people. Johannesburg is compli-

cated, powerful, and unique. 

Through his work, I’ve seen Johannesburg 
differently. He frames the city, positions it as a 

character, and shows how it evolves and survi-

ves. That has been inspiring for me – realizing 
how a city, its landscape and infrastructure, can 

perform inside an artwork.

What advice would you give to a young artist 
about pursuing art and about the relationship 
between craftsmanship and contemporary art?

My advice is always to stick to your story 

and don’t change it. Art trends come and go. 

Sometimes painting is “in,” sometimes photo-

graphy sells, sometimes it’s conceptual or figu-

rative work. Work in your own corner, the right 

people will find you. They’ll connect with what 
you’re doing, write about it, collect it. 

Craftsmanship, for me it’s essential. Even in 

conceptual work, I’m equally interested in form. 

Respecting the material also pushing its bounda-

ries, and allow it to reveal ideas. There are times 
with no inspiration at all, just repetition, cutting 

blocks and discipline, routine and patience.

What topics are you currently working on, and 
what are your plans for the future?

Right now, I’m revisiting the idea that eve-

rything is habitable. That there’s life in anything. 
I want to explore this in any way possible. The 
work is read as a building. What does it mean to 

look at a piece of wood on the wall and think of 

it as a place to live. I’m fascinated by the freedom 

to dream of space differently, to imagine what 

could exist even when you have very little.

For me, the brain is a limitless resource. Art 

can open that space of possibility and inspira-

tion. As for the future, my hope is simple: to 
keep working for as long as I can. To keep ex-

panding the practice so that people can walk 

inside the work. When the work becomes 

a space you inhabit, then explore things like 

weather, light, and temperature. That’s what 
I’m working towards.

Thank you very much!
Sara Göttelmann

TO LET –  Studio Residency Zeitz museum, Studio Installation
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„Unathi Mkonto’s inventive yet rigorous 

use of everyday materials is remarka-

ble. His ’thinking in cardboard’ is the 

body of work I am most familiar with, a 

series of intriguing objects which exist 

as cardboard prototypes to be made in 

more robust materials, and but also as 

things in themselves. These intriguing 
constructions resist immediate interpre-

tation and hover somewhere between 

sculpture and architectural maquettes.“   

William Kentridge

STILL LIFE AS SPACE – 2025
Steamed beech wood
Work: 100 × 100 × 60 cm


