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the PLace of VISIoNS



THE VISIONARY IMAGINATION

The phenomenon of receiving of visions, where a mortal human 
being bears witness to an experience that lays claim to a trans-
cendental world from which these visions originate, is closely 
related to the visionary imagination. The clarity of these vision-
ary experiences differs greatly as a transcendental experience 
remains indescribable, unbelievable and inexpressible. This has, 
however, not discouraged various Western artists, like Albrecht 
Dürer, Hieronymus Bosch and William Blake, to attempt to repre-
sent this visionary experience in text and artworks.

As versatile historical phenomenon, the visionary imagination 
appeals to me because it encourages a person to challenge per-
ceptions, inspires hopes and dreams, and lets you conceive of 
other spheres of reality or worlds, more than could be known or 
comprehend. In general, the visionary imagination transforms a 
person’s world to let them recognise the overwhelming possibili-
ties or potential for meaning to transcend their everyday view.

My interest in the way in which the visionary imagination is con-
nected to the animation of the indigenous landscape is informed 
by the prophecies of the contentious Boer prophet Nikolaas 
(Siener) van Rensburg (1864-1926). Certain ritual motifs, like fire 
and blood, are represented in his visions, each time in a land-
scape. This landscape is described as empty and detached from 
the real world.  I am captivated by the spiritual world of his vi-
sions and associate these with the savannah landscape of the        
Northern Cape, which I came to know growing up. During this 
artistic exploration certain questions arose: what is the role of 
landscape motifs in the representation of the visionary expe-
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Doringgreep (2016), digital 
photomontage on matt paper, 91 x 66.2 cm.

rience, and how is it possible for the artistic image to facilitate the 
animation of the landscape through the visionary imagination?

THE ANIMATION OF THE IMAGE

Aby Warburg (1866-1929), the German cultural and art historian’s 
views about the animation potential of images and pictures con-
tribute to the rethinking of the relationship between the landscape 
and the visionary imagination. To Warburg, the image’s capability 
to animate is related to the image’s power to be present. Warburg 
deviates from the image’s function as a ‘representation’ and rather 
emphasises the ‘presence’ of it. To him, images not only refer to 
the absent, forgotten or past but evoke a type of eruption from 
the past or a forgotten culture ‘immediately’ in the present (Sierek, 
2013:3).

The animated image of the landscape leads to new as well as old 
interpretations of the landscape. The viewer is left captivated by 
the view or focal point provided by the image of the landscape. 
The vantage point provided by the artwork is altered and adapt-
ed through the sensitive use of colours, marks, shapes, landscape 
motifs, composition, and other techniques, to suggest movement. 
Thus, the landscape is seen in a different or extraordinary light by 
the viewer. In the visionary image of the landscape a specific ver-
sion of the landscape is created – one that the human eye has not 
viewed before but, however, still seems familiar. In the gallery, the 
image of a seemingly active landscape evokes the distant indi-
genous notions of the animation of nature. The viewer’s personal 
forgotten experiences of euphoria and spiritual delight in the land-
scape manifest in the present through the image.



die veld (Rapture in the veld), Op soek na visioenêre reste (Search-
ing for visionary traces), Faded fingings and Skroeimerk (Scorch 
mark). These figures take on different postures – they lie, crawl, 
bend forward, curl up in a ball, or stumble.  In the photomon-
tages these figures dissolve and even merge with the landscape 
– making them hard to spot sometimes. It seems as though these 
bodies are inseparably attached to the landscape. Further, the 
figures were sketched using script. The text of the script consists 
of expressions that are related to the visionary theme, phenom-
enological exploration and the digital medium, combined with 
translation of these terms in the various Khoisan languages pre-
sent in the region (it is not certain which Bushmen tribe created 
the rock art at Wildebeest Kuil).

Meevoering van die veld (2015), digital 
photomontage on matt paper, 79.2 x 32.3 cm.

Op soek na visioenêre reste (2015) (detail), digital 
photomontage on matt paper, 81.2 x 31.6 cm.

THE BODY IN THE LANDSCAPE

In the artistic representation of the visionary experience in the 
landscape, and the resulting awakening of a distant cultural 
memory through the image, the way in which people experience 
the landscape is important. In lnterpreting landscapes (2010) and 
The materiality of stone (2004),Christopher Tilley’s phenomeno-
logical approach to knowledge acquirement of the landscape has 
assisted me in more systematically considering the representa-
tion of the different types of experiences of “being in the world”. 
The phenomenological perspective supposes an intimate body-
spirit bond between the human body and the environment. This 
emphasises the importance of the unlocking of the sensory and 
also visionary experience. Tilley (2010:26) claims that as environ-
ments, landscapes have a remarkable effect on people’s thoughts 
and interpretations. This is because of the way they are observed 
and understood by the body.

The phenomenological approach helped me to rethink and       
express my artistic experience during my photographic explora-
tion of the Northern Cape landscape. During these photographic 
expeditions I found that different cultures had different spiritual 
attachments to the landscape. During my visits to the rock art 
sites at Wildebeest Kuil near Kimberley, I found remains and 
marks of indigenous peoples as well as Western activity locked 
in the landscape.  The petroglyphs of animals, anthropomorphic 
figures and geometric shapes on rock bear testimony to the 
indigenous Khoisan people (or Bushmen) living closely connect-
ed to the landscape.

I hid figures in certain of my photomontages like Meevoering van 



inspection one can see that certain of the rocks in Wordingsfeer 
and Wildebeest Kuil vortex contain rock engravings of various 
animals and figures. The reference to the visionary, shamanistic 
rapture in the rock art indicates that the cultural memory is laden 
with visionary links.

Wordingsfeer (2015) (detail), digital 
photomontage on coldpress paper, 90 x 90 cm.

Left: Faded findings (2015) (detail), digital 
photomontage on matt paper, 83.2 x 29.3 cm.

INDIGENOUS VISIONARY TRACES

In Mind in the cave (2002), David Lewis-Williams interprets 
rock art as sketches of shamanistic experiences. Lewis-Williams 
(2002: 210) argues that rock art actualised the separated cosmos 
(heaven, earth and the underworld) and journeys to and from it 
for the Khoisan. The different levels of the cosmos were thus not 
only conceptual; they also became visible in the rock shelters. The 
images of another world made sense because of their specific 
placement on the rock surface or ‘veil’ – the separation between 
materialism and spirituality. The rock surface was not a tabula 
rasa on which images were placed; it was part of the images 
because it helped make sense of them (Lewis-Williams, 2002:210).

Lewis-Williams’ interpretation is, however, debatable. It is usually 
difficult to find the reason for Khoisan rock art. In terms of the 
religious interpretation, David Chidester (1996:51) mentions that 
Mathias Guenther believed the religion and cosmology of the 
Khoisan were multifaceted, heterogenic and flowing, without any 
form of standardisation. But for this discussion Lewis-Williams’ 
interpretation demonstrates that the Khoisan people, as indig-
enous tribe of the Northern Cape landscape, had a mythological 
orientation towards the landscape.  

The landscape in works like Wordingsfeer (Creation sphere), 
Meevoering van die veld, Op soek na visioenêre reste, and Wilde-
beest Kuil vortex was deliberately chosen to evoke in the present 
memories of activities from an abandoned and forgotten cul-
ture and time, seeing as they are constructed from photos that 
were taken at the Khoisan shelter at Wildebeest Kuil. At closer 



IN THE VAST, ARID LANDSCAPE

I believe that the desert-like landscapes of South Africa (especially the drawn out, deserted and ruthless Northern Cape savannah and Kala-
hari) hold spiritual potential for the artist who investigates this visionary phenomenon. The desert landscape of the USA evoked a percep-
tion of boundless space and the unique characteristic of this experience of nature within the early landscape artists (Weilacher, 1999:23).

Christian Norberg-Schulz, a theoretical architect (Weilacher, 1999:23), refers to the desert as a cosmic landscape wherein man not neces-
sarily encounters all the earth’s different energies but rather the earth’s most absolute cosmic characteristics. These characteristics reveal 
themselves in a stereotypical ideal of a desert: endless space, dry sand, cloudless sky, burning sun, isolation, silence, abandonment and the 
like. Such landscapes can be experienced as neutral ground as it does not offer man spatial orientation, and thus no existential security.

Vastness in the landscape alludes to eternal time or a transcendental sphere, which operates unlike mortal time in the natural sphere. 
It seems as if such an eternal time is ‘waiting’ to ‘jump’ out of the image by animating the outstretched landscape. Through his sublime 
paintings, Caspar David Friedrich frequently exposed the vast landscape’s ability to suggest endless time.  I interpreted this apparent eter-
nal expansion in the Northern Cape landscape during my artistic exploration. This portrayal and conviction resulted in the transformed, 
circular panoramas in Wondersfeer (Wonder sphere), Wordingsfeer and Verwordingsfeer (Decaying sphere), and the panoramas of Wilde-
beest Kuil vortex, Cloudscape and Dieptes (Depths). These panoramas suggest transcendence and eternity because of the wide, stretched-
out viewpoint offered to the viewer. 

Wildebeest Kuil vortex (2014), digital photomontage on 
coldpress paper, divided into five panels of 46.4 x 44.7 cm each.

Verwordingsfeer (2015), 
digital photomontage 
on matt paper, 90 x 90 cm.



AN ETERNAL CYCLE

The circle is used as predominant shape in Wondersfeer, Word-
ingsfeer and Verwordingsfeer to visually suggest a type of 
origin, or creation story. In this regard, the circle must also be
understood as a cycle. The cycle as phenomenon is present in the 
mythological tradition wherein the view of an infinite life cycle is 
advocated. This cycle includes an eternal recurrence where there 
is no beginning nor end; only a continuous process of creation 
and destruction (Seerveld, 1993:31, 32).

This mythological process is suggested in several video artworks 
like Eternal return, Evocation and Omineus (Ominous) through im-
agery that constantly rotates and changes. Within these a series of 
effects take place - image acceleration and delaying, overlapping 
and gradual transitions from light to dark and vice versa. These 
effects demonstrate the automated mobility of the video 
medium, but not necessarily the animation potential of the 
image. Animation is made possible by the underlying references 
to an unending cycle in the image. Eternal return and Evocation 
are good examples of this.

Eternal return contains footage of a rotating, cloud-filled 
sky.  One specific phase in Eternal return creates a twist; 
the  moment ash flakes begin to fill the screen and a sinister 
image of a camera lens is revealed. This image takes the viewer 
back to the creative process, which restores them to the physi-
cal sphere after they were moments before immersed in the 
seemingly untouchable space of the digital image. The hidden 
creative process of the video artwork (the equipment that is used 
to create the image) appears in the video. The beginning and 

Next page: Evocation (2016) 
(videostills), video and sound installation, 2 min 28 sec.

Left: Eternal return (2013) 
(videostills), video installation, 3 min 39 sec.

end of the artwork is merged through this process. In the last 
moments of Eternal return, the camera (with which the original 
footage was captured) and the projector (with which the com-
pleted artwork is displayed) are directed towards each other as 
polar opposites. In a similar way Evocation also incorporates a 
return to the creative process as the shadows of my legs were 
captured in the footage of the landscape and appear in the 
video. The quality and shape of these shadows are reminiscent 
of the typical figure drawings found in Khoisan rock art. Thus, 
the video hints at the idea of a cyclical return – man’s inter-
action (old and new) with the landscape is revived and converges.



A VORTEX EFFECT

The rotating footage in Eternal return, Evocation and Omineus  
is experienced as a vortex. Specifically in Eternal return it is as if 
everything that follows is as a result of the vortex – as though the 
sky surrenders to the might of the rotation.  Thus, the vortex’s 
ability to animate the image (and consequently the landscape) 
in the imagination is suggested. All the activity in Eternal return 
indicates that the vortex has a transformative quality. New forms 
and movements are revealed and again hidden by the vortex.
According to W.J.T. Mitchell (1983:126-127), the vortex is one 
of the most perfect structures. The vortex itself cannot re-
main in any self-identifying shape seeing as its structure sug-
gest continuous transformation and denies closure – it winds 
inwards towards a perceptual vanishing point or outwards 
towards an unreachable boundary. The vortex contains the 
properties of eternity, power, animation and development.

I regard the vortex as a fitting visual motif for the visionary 
imagination’s representation of the journey through multilay-
ered, visionary spheres. Standing in front of Eternal return the 
viewer is encouraged by that which he/she sees to undertake 
a quixotic journey through the heavens to an unreachable 
visionary sphere. In Cloudscape and Wildebeest Kuil vortex the 
viewer’s eye is led over the landscape to a vortex formation in 
the center of the panoramic montage. This swirling focus draws 
the viewer in and also facilitates a type of imaginary journey.

The vortex is further linked to the visionary phenomenon and 
is also present in descriptions of visionary experiences. An 

example can be found in the experience of Van Rensburg. He 
explained that he experienced a type of pressure in the back of 
his head and his mind began to ‘whirl’ until he became dizzy 
and could no longer stand up. He would then lie on his left side 
with his hands under his head and close his eyes. Even with his 
eyes closed, Van Rensburg could still see a ‘haze’. The pressure 
remained in his head and the fog became thicker and started 
to rotate, like clouds forming. From this vortex things became 
so clear to him that it was as if he was present there. All that              
remained for him to do was to observe that which was taking 
place (Snyman, 1995:32).

In neurological studies the vortex as hallucinatory entoptic 
motif frequently features where people encounter extraordinary 
spiritual experiences. Lewis-Williams (2002:122-123) emphasises 
that different conditions in the spectrum of consciousness can 
be identified. Amongst others there is the intensified path that is 
more strongly directed inward. The experiential space at the end 
of the intensified path – visions and hallucinations – is commonly 
referred to as “an altered state of consciousness” (Lewis-Williams 
2002:124).

Lewis-Williams (2002:126-127) further explains that on this 
intensified path there exists three states, each with specific         
imagery and experiences. The third, and most intense state, is 
of importance for an investigation into the visionary experience. 
During this state many people experience a rotating vortex that 
surrounds and consumes them (Lewis-Williams, 2002:127-130).



Cloudscape (2014), digital photomontage on matt
 paper, divided into three panels of 61.3 x 43.5 cm each.



Dieptes (2014) (detail), digital photomontage on 
matt paper, divided into four panels of 47.8 x 43.8 cm each.

Skroeimerk (2015) (detail), digital 
photomontage on matt paper, 82.9 x 31.5 cm.

FIRE AND WATER’S POTENTIAL TO ANIMATE

The vortex further facilitates a connection with the landscape because it manifests as landscape motif in nature. In the case of the whirlwind 
and whirlpool, the vortex is capable of suggesting movement in the image of the landscape. There are also other landscape motifs that 
are capable of establishing movement in images. The four natural elements - water, fire, earth and air - can provide insights in this regard. 
Boudewijn Bakker (2011:23) claims these four natural elements possess directionality. Water and earth facilitate a downward movement; 
while fire and air create an upward movement (Bakker, 2011:23).

For example, in Dieptes this inherent mobility of landscapes is suggested. In Dieptes (a panoramic photomontage of a pool of water) the 
play of colours, ripples and reflections above and under the water entices the viewer to investigate the levels of depth in the image. The 
effect of inwardness in Dieptes is however fleeting and is interrupted by the hard photo cuts that are present in parts of the panorama. 
Through this process the viewer is pushed back into the physical space of the gallery. 

The ominous, destructive side of the visionary imagination and experience can also be suggested through the use of landscape motifs in 
the image. Omineus, Verwordingsfeer and Skroeimerk are works created from footage taken at a rubbish dump in which the signs of the 
destructive potential of fire were left. With garbage filling the burnt landscape, it is as if all hope has been lost. However, in apocalyptic 
fashion, destruction and death in the visionary tradition leads to renewal and rebirth.  



Right: Omineus (2016) (videostills), 
video installation, 3 min 15 sec.

Left: Wondersfeer (2015), 
digital photomontage on 
coldpress paper, 90 x 90 cm.



Cloudscape (2014) (detail). Wordingsfeer (2015) (detail).

CLOUDS

Clouds play an important part in the awakening of movement 
and a visionary potential in the landscape. There are numerous 
examples in Biblical texts of how clouds function as instruments 
of revelation. Clouds can reveal as well as conceal a visionary 
phenomenon. Victor Stoichita (1995:85) mentions that clouds 
hide the glory of Jehovah in Exodus (24:15-18; 33:20) – a sight 
which no man can behold without perishing. In the book of
Daniel (7:13) clouds are, however, the vehicle of theophany – 
“…there before me was one like a son of man, coming with the 
clouds of heaven. He approached the Ancient of Days and was 
led into his presence.”

The cloud, in all its different forms, is viewed by Hubert Damisch 
(2002:23) as the basis, and possibly the model, for metamorpho-
sis. Damisch (2002:19) claims the cloud provides the viewer with 
access to a world of flowing shapes in movement, and shapes 
deformed by movement. This causes imaginary constructions 
that constantly mutate to powerfully invigorate dreams. The 
cloud’s appearance not only changes over time but encourages 
the imagination to roam free.

In Eternal return, the series of different embodiments clouds can 
take on is suggested by the constant movement and different 
imaging effects. This video work’s enchanting rotations evoke the 
religious viewpoint of the cloud as a sign of the transcendental 
divinity and sphere. In this way the viewer is captivated by the 
primary focus on Eternal return’s swirling cloud formations.

EARTH

‘Earth’ is another landscape motif that is extensively explored in 
this series of artworks. Soil has value for man as a lasting “memo-
ry of the Earth” (Weilacher, 1999:14). This recollection of the earth 
involves a cultural memory that is contained within the landscape 
and is awakened by the image. In Wordingsfeer the viewer’s eye is 
directed towards the centre of the work – the open, red ground. 
On this piece of ground traces and marks of activity were left 
behind that seem flowing and energetic. The centrality of this 
piece of earth, set with marks, indicate that the entire surround-
ing landscape comes together to testify to (or is the result of) 
man’s intimate involvement with the landscape. 

Just like clouds can awaken the suggestion of an ethereal journey 
through the image, earth can also suggest journeys to the under-
world. According to Mercia Eliade (1992:259), the most common 
shamanistic technique includes the passage from one cosmic lo-
cation to another – from the earth to heaven or from earth to 
the underworld. This interaction between the cosmic zones are 
made possible by the very structure of the universe existing on 
three planes – air, earth and the underworld – which is connected 
through a central axis. The view of a central axis can be interpret-
ed in Wildebeest Kuil vortex where the landscape comes together 
in the focal point of a hole or passage that sinks into the ground. 
This hole is located precisely in the centre of the panorama.



VIDEO AS VISIONARY MEDIUM

It would seem as though the video medium could provide a sub-
stantial contribution to the representation of the link between the 
landscape and the visionary experience. A video work can create 
an experience – a visual rapture and return to reality comparable 
to, but different than, for instance painting. Such an experience is 
made possible by the dimensions that make video an experience 
– movement and rest, noise and silence, light and dark, etc.

In video works like Eternal return, Evocation, and Alteration event, 
the feeling of visionary rapture is strengthened by the spatial 
divide between inside and outside in the video installation.  The 
gallery is usually dimmed to sharpen the image projected against 
a wall or displayed on a screen. Through this process the viewer’s 
attention is momentarily drawn away from the gallery in which 
he/she is standing and their focus is directed towards the light 
projection/television screen with its moving image (that suggests 
an unreachable, untouchable sphere). Thus, the viewer becomes 
aware of the physical, tactile space of the gallery as opposed to 
the digital, intangible space of the moving image. It seems as 
though the one space (the gallery) is exterior and the other (the 
digital image) is interior. 

Right and left: Alteration event (2016) 
(videostills), video installation, 2 min 28 sec.



reste, is shrunk to a one-dimensional ink print on paper. A large 
part of the enchantment and links to infinite possibilities is there-
by erased. This reduction reveals the inexplicable and inexpress-
ible nature of the visionary experience that is problematic for the 
visual artist. In Mesmerising artificial flow, Exposures of an outer 
edge and Skrape na die diepkant (Scratches towards the deep 
end) an effort is made to overcome this problem by exposing the 
viewer to the experimentation in multi-layering. Instead of creat-
ing an illusion of depth by overlapping, all the photos in these 
three works are displayed in a grid.

In front of a digital photomontage like Op soek na visioenêre 
reste, the viewer, however, experiences a different type of vision. It 
is a vision where the past is revived in the image of the landscape. 
The intangible levels in the image are exposed to the viewer as 
well as hidden by traces of image editing (like overlapping in 
marks and photos), which are left behind. Through this process 
the artist establishes the animation of the image by evoking 
actions from the past and disrupting more neutral, mechani-
cally produced photos of the landscape with energetic marks 
and interventions.

MULTI-LAYERING IN 
THE DIGITAL MEDIUM

The digital photomontage medium makes the suggestions of 
spiritual journeys to the different spheres even more evoca-
tive. Specifically in the image editing programme, Photoshop 
CS5, where the photographic image is composed out of layers 
of overlapping photos, effects and sketches. It is as though the 
image has a deeper level of existence – contestably deeper that a 
painting on canvas. For example, it can be in more than one place 
at a time and can travel to unreachable locations.  The digital
image can be stored on a memory stick, the internet and multiple 
computers that exist in different locations.

In an image, be it a painted or digital one, it can seem as though 
space folds ‘back’ onto itself. This phenomenon is suggested par-
ticularly in the editing process of a digital image. Different spaces 
and times, through the different photos in photomontages like 
Wondersfeer, Meevoering van die veld or Doringgreep (Thorn 
grasp), overlap to form untouchable layers. The multi-layering 
of such a digital image displayed on a computer screen creates 
movement through the rhythmic overlapping and repetition of 
layers. These layers can at any moment be individually altered, 
duplicated or erased. This provides the artist with extraordinary 
possibilities.

The exhibition of the multilayered, pliable, digital image in the 
art gallery can to my mind be exploited to express the hermetic 
and incomprehensible nature of the visionary imagination. The 
illusionary digital depth of for instance Op soek na visioenêre 

Mesmerising artificial flow (2016), digital 
photomontage on matt paper, 75 x 39.1 cm.
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EXCESSIVE MEANING REVEALED

South Africa has a particularly diverse cultural memory that facili-
tates links between the landscape and the visionary imagination, 
as suggested in the examples of the early Khoisan communities’ 
supposed shamanic practices in the landscape. The purpose of 
this series of artworks is to expose the visionary phenomenon 
– of which the remnants can still be found in the everyday land-
scape environment as well as figures like Van Rensburg and the 
Zulu prophet Laduma Madela. These artworks do not attempt 
to replace religion but rather to conscientise the viewer to the 
excess of infinite meanings, which surrounded humans in their 
everyday experience, and are still noticed and appreciated by 
western and non-western cultures.
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