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The Shadow of a Doubt: William Kentridge’s Bronze Age
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Prologue: Forging Ahead

Why, in mid-career, when Kentridge turned to the making of 3D sculptural figures, did he make 
shadows? This struck me as both unlikely and instructive. In some ways his project of casting 
shadows in bronze seems profoundly counter-intuitive. He is after all casting "nothing" in 
substantial form. Shadows are ephemera, more naturally sympathetic to slight materials. But, as is 
evident from the subject matter of the sculptures, many of his shadow images actually arise from 
Kentridge's pleasure in the materiality of the lived life. To this extent he does not distinguish 
between substance and form, the ideal and the real. A shadow is nothing, but merely a trick of the 
eye, a play of light and illusion, that projects a semblance of something elsewhere, as if it were 
present. The shadow has no weight, no substance, no smell or texture, but Kentridge has cast his 
shadows using material, often familiar domestic forms to suggest his parallel world of illusions. All 
artefacts with his purview are now at risk as they are conscripted to his legion of shadows. There is 
a whimsical triad of graces made from corkscrews wearing swathes of cloth; garden shears in a 
diminutive overcoat are transmogrified into a slouching traveller; several pert figures on tip-toes are 
crafted from scissors or twigs; and a fabulous heavy-bosomed dame made from an espresso pot 
sallies forth to do battle with the world.

Bronze is the antithesis of shadow. The casting of bronzes, with its multiple processes of moulding, 
casting, firing and pouring is in itself an extreme alchemy of chance and deliberation. The bronze 
sculpture is a distillation of time and matter. Bronzes are heavy, solid, and in some way that is 
significant, they are stable and fixed forms.


Foreshadowing

In 1999, Kentridge made a short site-specific film to be screened onto the outside wall of the Museu 
d'Art Contemporani de Barcelona for the opening of his one person show. Arising from the filming 
of a series of figurines that are manipulated found objects, the cast of characters included coffee-
pots, Action Man figures, and a domestic cat. The macabre and witty characters move across a 
horizontal plane, occasionally bumping up against one another, engaging in silly chases or mock 
jousts. The figures themselves determine the mode of farce within which they exist. Kentridge had 
filmed these ready-mades in order to capture their silhouettes as if they were shadows. The filming 
minimized any tonal and textural differences in the materials from which they were made, so that a 
stick, a piece of cardboard and a plastic toy were effectively constituted into a whole which was 
greater than the sum of its parts. The result was so inherently interesting and visually compelling 
that Kentridge absorbed this visual event into what was becoming an increasingly idiosyncratic 
exploration in animation techniques. With the easy synchretism characteristic of so much of his 
work, Kentridge then subsequently combined this film with a second fragment, a much more 
sombre procession made for the Sixth International Istanbul Biennale in 1999. Shifting gears from 



the Divine Comedy to the Human Tragedy Kentridge produced a mood of melancholy gravitas, as 
an infinity of human figures (purpose-made, roughly made from torn paper and tape) surge from left 
to right across the plane of vision, pulling burdens, swinging crutches, carrying cities. The black 
paper figures themselves are filmed moving across a flat horizontal plane and the roughly torn, 
rather blunt black shapes deceive the eye into thinking that we are watching shadows. Despite the 
visual and modal stylistic differences, the two segments of the work, punctuated by a brief shadow 
sequence from his film Ubu Tells the Truth (1996-97), are stitched together through the enigmatic 
two-dimensional monochrome world which they share.

This visual style had evolved in large part when Kentridge was filming for Ubu and the Truth 
Commission (1997). The painstaking and time-consuming craft of making and erasing charcoal 
drawings that formed the primary visual language of the "Soho Eckstein" films had generated a 
distinctive tone of nostalgia and loss arising from the drawn mark and residues of the erased line. 
Looking for fresh animation techniques that could capture the blunt technologics of the Apartheid 
state, he had used black paper figures with wire twists as joints attaching the limbs to torsos so that 
the little figures could move. These paper mannequins were then filmed shot by shot, much as he 
had his charcoal drawings, with incremental movements happening across a sequence of frames. A 
small black paper figure stands, arms poised as if to move. Kentridge then films several frames. A 
paper arm moves a few millimeters; a chest leans forward. The shutter opens and captures this 
altered image. So a sequence evolves across a stop-start set of minimal motion. Any loss in fluidity 
of movement only contributes to the rather Dadaist eccentricity of the piece and a rather menacing 
and inept mechanization of the image. The somewhat careless anarchy of the figures provides a 
striking contrast to the muted gradations associated with Kentridge's more familiar charcoal 
universe. This technological innovation triggered something of a voracious experimentalism in 
Kentridge's animation, as he began to seek new forms that would release fresh languages and allow 
him an almost endlessly proliferating emotional canvas. Kentridge has in recent years been 
experimenting with various media innovations which have supplemented his work with a far wilder 
and more diverse set of languages which generates many new moods and modes.

When quizzed about the genealogy of the shadow figures in his works, the artist describes how he 
had for years used the strategy of harnessing pots and hatstands to perform, several times, in 
creating puppet shows for family children's parties. Professionally, Kentridge and Handspring 
Puppet Company had experimented with shadow puppets in the making of the theater piece 
Woyzeck on the Highveld, and the torn paper figures had been used for animation in Ubu and the 
Truth Commission.


Stages in the Process

In 2000 Kentridge and his creative collaborators (composer Kevin Volans, Handspring Puppet 
Company and myself) were working on a theater piece Zeno at 4 a.m. (2001). This multi-media 
theater piece was ultimately to be realized in the larger work The Confessions of Zeno. 
Thematically, Zeno re-examined the Ubu terrain around questions of culpability, accountability, 
authenticity and subjectivity. Formally, though, Zeno is a distinct visual and performance 
environment, and is a meditation on Dream Symbolism, the traditional Shadow Play and the toy 
theater. 

During the performance the Handspring Company puppeteers are powerfully present on stage, and 
provide a very vivid visual event. They pace back and forth inside the diminutive world of the toy 
theater, their bodies co-ordinated, almost choreographed within the confined space of the toy theater 
where they manipulate black paper figures above their heads. The puppets move within a drawn 
world of paper and charcoal, which when projected provides the substance of their universe. The 



puppeteers create an apparently seamless animation event that is filmed and simultaneously 
projected as a live video feed onto a vast screen at the back of the stage. The audience thus watches 
both the live puppetry event and the animation film in the form of resolved although mysterious 
projected figures. It is, in effect, "live animation for the stage."

The Zeno puppet figures are very distinctive in style. They are anti-naturalistic, Max Ernst-like, 
whimsical images. In crafting these shapes, Kentridge and puppeteer Adrian Kohler would play 
with torn scraps of paper while rather loosely holding in mind some sense of an "ideal" image until 
the necessary form presented itself. For Kentridge, the process is akin to playing with "fuzzy felt," a 
child's game in which shapes cut out of colored felt can be positioned and moved, and laid down, 
and repositioned, and moved, and laid down on a board covered in adhesive cloth. Kentridge 
describes an analogous experiment in finding the image with in the shape, with a group of 
schoolchildren.


"I did a workshop with 8-year old scholars at my children's school. They cut or tore roughly the 
elements of a vertebrate - a head, limbs, torso, pelvis. And they made a dog doing a somersault, a 
dinosaur rearing on its hind legs, a monster hiding its head behind its arm. If we had started the 
other way, this would have been impossible of course. None of them could say or draw what a dog 
doing somersault [sic] looked like, but all could recognize it as it appeared before them, made by 
them. It is this seeing in - seeing the face in the cloud that is the basis of the shadow work I have 
done over the last years."


(William Kentridge, In Praise of Shadows, 2002, see pp. 151-161)


This "seeing in," the finding of a figure in chaos, and separating an entity from out of a dispersed 
ground, is surely one of the gymnasium exercises of the intellect. It is in all likelihood fundamental 
to our dualistic order of logic.

The metaphoric models which Kentridge himself uses in order to describe this process are 
historically specific, and are integral to our late-modernist/post-modernist conceptions of selfhood 
or subjectivity. The particularity of his description becomes clearer when we consider a similar, 
though historically distinct, image of shadow-play. The instance I have in mind is the reading of 
clouds which Shakespeare attributes to Mark Antony in the play Antony and Cleopatra:


Antony: Sometime we see a cloud that's dragonish, 

A vapour sometime, like a bear, or lion,

A tower'd citadel, a pendent rock,

A forked mountain, or blue promontory 

With trees upon't, that nod unto the world,

And mock our eyes with air. Thou hast seen these signs, 

They are black vesper's pageants.


Eros:      Ay, my lord.

Antony: That which is now a horse, even with a thought 


The rade dislimns, and makes it indistinct

As water is in water.


Eros:      It does, my lord.

Antony: My good Eros, now thy captain is 


Even such a body: here I am Antony,

Yet cannot hold this visible shape, my knave.


(Act IV, Sc. XIV. 2-14)




This scene of the weary general abstracted by clouds stages Antony's desperate crisis of self. The 
once-great warrior turned lover/statesman has lost his essential definition. It is the measure of 
Antony's catastrophe that having been of late so wholly another to others, he has lost what he had 
cherished as his identity. He can no longer capture a fixed form that will ground his substantial 
being.

Shakespeare is writing at a turning point in the history of Western cultural forms and practices, as 
the great explorer-pirates initiated the drive for goods and specie that would institute the processes 
of global transformation. The anecdote about Antony's dread may well be defining the emergence of 
our own modernity, as a chivalric order that once had legitimated the militarized defense of one's 
self is displaced by the logic of homo economicus, through which money provides the means 
whereby difference is accommodated and exchanged as a positive value. Nonetheless, the imagery 
Shakespeare invokes is classical. This scene is suggestive of Plato's cave, carrying with it the 
suggestion that some fundamental essential core exists beyond the miasma of various figures 
playing seductively upon Antony's eye. Antony experiences himself like the vapors of the air, 
mutable, changing and unstable. This is the source of his melancholy. Antony believes that there 
had been a real self which has been lost. He seems at this point to subscribe to a Platonic view of 
the world, in as much as there is an implied difference between an essential reality and its multiple 
shadowy representations.

By contrast, Kentridge interprets the shadow via an interrogative reading of Plato's parable. He 
posits that perhaps the journey up out of the cave, away from the realm of illusion into the raw light 
of day is not necessarily a progress away from false-consciousness toward the real. Perhaps the 
thing is no more nor less than the image of the thing. He suggests, in his In Praise of Shadows, that 
maybe the shadow of an apple can tell us something about "apple-ness" which the apple itself can 
no longer reveal. So this is a meditation on representation, on art, on the image and the image-
maker.

The Antony of the Shakespearean fragment partakes of a renaissance sensibility, and in this he 
manifests an historical particularity. Kentridge is himself historically situated, though he is 
something of an anomaly in so far as he is both a renaissance man and a post-Freudian one. The 
shadow in Kentridge's terms provides an image of the split subject as understood in contemporary 
terms. We are all of us contradictory, fragmented, and multiple. The roles we play are no less 
substantial than an illusory ideal self "elsewhere." Invoking what he refers to as "An Insubstantial 
Essence," he describes a youthful memory of his relation to his own doubles:


"On the beach, trying to stamp on a sibling's shadow and avoid having one's own trod on. And the 
extraordinary agility and speed that one had in one's own shadows. A much greater speed and 
agility than one could realistically lay claim to, but yet this was one's own speed too. One's 
relationship to one's shadow - which is not the same as oneself, which one does not own, but which 
is an inescapable attribute and accompaniment, was for me a memorable conundrum."


(William Kentridge, In Praise of Shadows)


Mainly Metaphisical

Philosophically, Kentridge's iconography has persistently explored multiplicity within unity, or 
more specifically, the fragmented self. Several of the Soho animation films have a split personality. 
The characters Soho Eckstein and Felix Teitlebaum are in early works conceived as polar, 
antagonistic presences, but the two increasingly merge into one another, and the doubling takes on a 
new form. In History of the Main Complaint, the Soho figure (now identified not so much through 



substance but because of his "characteristic" pin-striped suit) fragments into multiple selves, an 
ailing man and his several physicians.

Other linked experiments include the exploration of the two-page exercise book that has Recto and 
Verso pages inscribed with counter-pointed emblems that are variously shifted doubles of 
themselves. The film Stereoscope takes the logic of the doppelganger to its philosophical and 
formal limit. In this film, the screen is split vertically into two almost identical existential spaces, 
each inhabited by matching figures of Soho Eckstein in his environment. The two spaces are 
initially only minimally differentiated, one from the other, as if seen from slightly distinct 
perspectives, but as the images accumulate that slight shift in point of view (such as one might 
remember from the stereoscopes played with in one's childhood), the two figures seem necessarily 
to diverge from each other. The compounding of minimal differences between the apparently 
similar selves has produced an inevitable rupture, and the two versions of the self split off, separate, 
take alternate paths. Many of Kentridge's recent whimsical experiments in form, such as the 
anamorphic drawings are also exploring the dialogue between a world of substance and a world of 
shadows. In the anamorphic works, the intense universe of exaggerated perspectival distortion is 
made intelligible through a process of surrendering one point of view. A drawing is made in 
distorted perspective, and the perspectivally corrected version of the image, within a naturalistic 
language, is only visible when viewed with the curved mirroring device that distorts the image back 
into a naturalistic scene. Such images were favorite puzzles used to figure the secrets of the heart or 
mystical riddles during the Renaissance, when the pleasure was to be had through subjecting the 
viewer to the singularity and subjectivity of an extreme point of view which would be reconfigured, 
via a viewing device, into the distilled and purportedly neutral point of view of Albertian 
perspective.

Kentridge's meditations on the multiplicity of the self and of desire are also distilled into the 
challenging and confrontational inquiry, "In Whose Lap Do I Lie?," an image produced for the film 
WEIGHING... and WANTING (1997). This, like so many of the works, suggests a split subject with 
contradictory desires. Kentridge's imaging of shadows in bronze sculptures suggests that for him the 
various forms of being have equivalent authenticity and veracity. The shadow IS the essence; the 
shadow has the same substantial authority as the real. Kentridge has produced a recent group of four 
bronze figures which are visual transformers (2003).

They are in much the same scale and visual language as his first group of 26 bronzes, but they are 
constructed in two distinct planes. From one perspective the sculpture is a shadow-figure of a man 
in raincoat and homburg hat. The same form is, when seen from a 90% angle, shown to be, rather 
(or simultaneously), a shower head and a system of pipes [See pages 160-161]. These figures arose 
out of the puppets constructed for the Confessions of Zeno theater piece. It was discovered in 
rehearsal that the impact of such transformations had an astonishing pleasure for the audience, 
whose incredulity was stretched to the limit as they watched "morphing" take place within the 
domain of the real rather than in the world of electronic illusion.


Water is in Water

These meditations about Kentridge's recent work triggered in me new considerations about his work 
over the past decade, and revealed again a strong continuity between his more overly political art 
and the profoundly subjective works. I, in fact, began to develop this line of thought after being 
prompted by a fragment I came across in a work of contemporary political history.

I had recently returned from a research trip to Italy, and was given a kind of nostalgia-gift, not a 
"How to Read Italy" but rather a "How to Have Read It." So, a retrospective guide book: for 
looking back upon the experience in order to make sense of what had gone before. How appropriate 



that the book was The Dark Heart of Italy, Tobias Jones's study of contemporary Italian political 
culture. In the opening pages Jones sets the context of current governance through an account of the 
Commissione Stragi ("Slaughter Commission") which, after thirteen years of investigation, began to 
assess Italy's history of periodic terrorist "slaughters". Looking back at the anni di piombo (the 
"years of lead" from the late 1960s until the early 1980s), the Commission consisted of a series of 
high profile trials instituted to examine the meanings and implications of those traumatic decades 
for present day Italy. One of the Italian defendants, Adriano Sofri, captured the dilemma of 
retrospection in the following terms:


"I had to overcome a resistance to fighting an old battleground I had abandoned a long time ago. I 
couldn't defend myself as I am today, with my more rounded thoughts... My good manners and my 
old books. I had to defend the person I was then, sharp-tongued, vituperative, constantly on the 
move. I was faced with the alternative of confounding time and identifying absolutely with the 
person I was, or denouncing that person and losing my relationship to my own past..."


(Tobias Jones, The Dark Heart of Italy, Faber and Faber, London 2003)


Much of my interest in this account arose from my own engagement in scrutinizing and interpreting 
aspects of the recent South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission, a protracted series of 
public hearings into the recent history of human rights abuses. These proceedings were a pivotal 
element in the forging of the post-Apartheid state. They provided the mechanism for engineering 
the negotiated settlement that led to the first democratic election in 1994.

I had, in the mid-1990s worked with William Kentridge and Handspring Puppet Company on the 
making of the play Ubu and the Truth Commission as part of a series of cultural responses to the 
Commission. What struck me in Sofri's account was that here was the familiar disquiet about the 
self's need to construct a continuity of selfhood across the disparate parts of a political 
autobiography. During the Commission in South Africa, people whom we had witnessed narrating 
prior actions from which they now distanced themselves were attempting under a veil of shame and 
recrimination to give some account of their fragmented selves. Shocking were those individuals 
who refused to capitulate. They were the ones who either in defiance against expediency or through 
inner conviction clung to an anachronistic set of beliefs no longer of any use to the organism of the 
self, and who persisted in a defence of their own past, often extreme, racist actions.

We do not experience ourselves as singular, even though we might feel the compulsion to perform 
ourselves as if we were. This anti-essentialist conception of being has informed Kentridge's recent 
metaphorics and has driven many of his formal and technological experiments.

This is how I return to Tobias Jones, and the act of reconciliation. In the South African historical 
situation, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission sought to reconcile us, as citizens, one to 
another. Kentridge's art repeatedly asserts that the personal and the political inform one another, 
provide metaphors for each other. The project of ego psychology attempts a similar internal 
resolution, reaching for the integration of previous and continuous identities, negotiating between 
conscious and unconscious states. Perhaps, as the multiple men in the pin-striped suits intimate, our 
insubordinate selves do not so readily surrender to the will of the self. 

How did this language of doubles emerge, and what does it say, retrospectively, about Kentridge's 
œuvre, and where is it taking him? Any attempt at locating the point of origin is in some sense a 
fiction, for there will always be a previous experiment, a prior intimation of what is already 
emerging. My account of the evolution of Kentridge's Shadow Works is in these terms necessarily 
both true and untrue.




By Way of an Odissey

In 1999 William Kentridge's three-screen projection event Ulisse:ECHO scan slide bottle (1998) 
was exhibited at the Grahamstown Festival in South Africa. The various and densely evocative 
visual explorations in the work arose through Kentridge's directorial animations for a production of 
Monteverdi's Il ritorno di Ulisse in patria (1640) which he was directing. That theater work had 
deployed a combination of puppetry, live performance, "drawings for projection," original live 
action film and documentary footage.

In directing Il ritorno d'Ulisse (1998) Kentridge generated a cosmology that patterned macro-and 
micro-processes against one another. Events of human scale became emblematic of seismic 
catastrophe, volcanic upheaval figuring as cardiac arrest. He began probing a set of similes about 
the intimate but alien internal workings of the human body, the globular orbs and carbuncles of 
organic matter inside us which are held together by arteries, sinew and bone. In his deeply engaging 
notes for the Ulisse:ECHO scan slide bottle exhibition (which arises out of, but is quite distinct 
from, the Ulisse opera production), Kentridge suggests that these dark realms are known to us 
largely through metaphor, and there is an almost uncanny relation between the world of unknowable 
inner organic matter and the epidermal figure of the self, all surface and style. The language of 
visual parallels that Kentridge generated for the Monteverdi production characteristically became 
the raw data which he reworked into a new projection event using three large screens carrying video 
cycles and sequences of exploration, catastrophe and consolation. The work is, in short, an 
emblematic odyssey.

On one screen a camera lens, mimicking intimacy, scrutinizes (caresses?) the lines of a hand, 
surveys the form of a naked belly, negotiates mysterious crevices and carnal boundary markers. It 
seeks out the ravines between self and self, say where the upper arm presses against the side of the 
body, and puzzles over the wrinkles of the knuckles. These are the slow lingering attentions given to 
a Newfoundland. But suddenly the lens surges and swims beneath the flesh. Following the Fantastic 
Voyagers, it furiously forges along the channels of the body down an oesophagus, into a pulsing and 
nacreous cavern, rather like an invisible Gulliver, or Jonah.

Kentridge suggests that these dark realms beneath the skin are known to us largely through 
metaphor in that our world of substance and form, dream and ideal provides an emblem of the 
unknowable self-beneath-the-skin. There is an almost uncanny relation between the world of inner 
organic matter and the epidermal figure of the self, all surface and style.

In considering this dialogue between form and substance Kentridge provides an allegory. He had 
recently accompanied a five-year-old nephew to have an X-ray, and saw the child's internal world 
on a video-screen. He observed the gently breathing skeletal structure of the lad, and "in the jaw not 
just the child's teeth, but also the adult teeth still on the bone, waiting to erupt." It is as if the nascent 
adolescent waits, a shark unto itself, ready to devour the boy he had once been. Yet although the one 
existence will ultimately displace the other, in this emblem the two are caught within the same 
figure, co-present.

But what of the multiple screens in Ulisse? If Kentridge's film considers relations of surface and 
depth, why are we as viewers constantly displaced sideways? And here is much of the wonder. The 
multiple and simultaneous events of the three screens disrupt traditional reading procedures and 
create a constellation of apparently endless complexity, as we now follow a sequential logic within 
one film but involuntarily, and randomly, the mind is suddenly sidetracked into a new set of 
relationships because the eye has leapt across the boundary and has strayed onto one of the other 
screens. We as viewers try to forge a logic between the parallel events. And suddenly we are 
flickering between the three moving canvasses, transferring meaning and emotion from one domain 
to another. But many of these readings are based upon contiguity and chance, as the viewer finds 



what s/he needs. Sometimes the eye/mind pursues the logic within one screen; but in a subsequent 
viewing (or for another viewer) the eye is distracted by one of the two parallel events and will 
switch across between the frames, forging new narratives with each viewing, endlessly proliferating 
the accumulation of meanings and emotional response. Remarkably, none of the screens is coded as 
"primary," so there is no given master narrative; it is unclear what is cause and what is effect, what 
is metaphor and what is history, where (and if) matter ends and shadow begins.



