
Education rEsourcE for sEnior sEcondary studEnts

This resource is designed to assist Year 9 and 10 teachers and students in exploring the 
exhibition William Kentridge: Drawn from Africa. Activities and inquiry questions for each 
of the ten key works of art focus on Modern History and The Arts subjects, and have been 
based on relevant content descriptions in the Australian Curriculum. 

William Kentridge is South Africa’s most renowned artist. The diversity of Kentridge’s 
practice, his strong interest in political and social justice, and the turbulence of South 
Africa during his lifetime make this exhibition rich in possibilities for further study. Many 
of the works can be related to English, Geography, Sustainability, Drama, Media Arts, Legal 
Studies, International Studies and Civics and Citizenship. There are numerous comparisons 
to be made with modern Australian history, for example through the Year 10 depth study 
‘Rights and freedoms’.

This exhibition also provides a good foundation for an understanding of human rights 
concepts. Curriculum-based classroom resources for studying human rights can be found 
on the Australian Human Rights Commission website. 

All of the questions can be completed by students as pre-visit preparation for viewing  
the exhibition or post-visit follow-up.





Casspirs full of love (1989)

A Casspir is a heavy-duty military vehicle used to transport troops. The meaning of this 
work’s title is ‘With truckloads of love’, the sentiment of a mother to her sons, in stark 
contrast to the chilling scene that confronts us. The use of this title is laden with dark irony. 
Such trucks were a common sight in apartheid-era South Africa, having brutally rounded 
up protestors who resisted the government of the day. 

VISUAL ARTS

What is your first reaction to this image? What feelings does it bring up you? Look very 
closely – are there any objects, symbols or hidden words that you recognise? Describe 
what you think the artist’s intentions were, and give your reasons why.

HISTORY

William Kentridge was born in Johannesburg in 1955. What are some of the major political 
and social developments that have shaped South Africa during his lifetime? Create an 
historical timeline featuring key figures and events. Where possible, illustrate the timeline 
with selected works by the artist, and for each work write a brief caption explaining its 
historical relevance. Where would you place Casspirs full of love on this timeline?





Felix in exile (1994)
In this print, individual scenes are sequenced like a film storyboard. In fact Kentridge 
made this print after his film Felix in exile (1994), which features the semi-autobiographical 
character Felix Teitlebaum. The print was made in 1994, the year that South Africa held its 
first democratic elections. Kentridge’s work from this time explores the question of whether 
this new society would be willing to remember and learn from its recent past. 

VISUAL ARTS, DRAMA

In the style of a film script, describe what is taking place in each of the nine scenes in this 
print. Who are the characters and what are their stories? Are the scenes taking place in 
the past, present or future? Use graphite pencils to draw your own series of three further 
scenes to add to this narrative, and write a script to go along with them. 

HISTORY

Examine this print in close detail. While Kentridge has portrayed a fictional narrative, what 
does it reflect about the historical and social reality of South Africa at this time? Consider 
not only the roles of the characters, but also the presence of the landscape, objects that 
appear, and any other clues you can find.





Bakelite radio (1994)
Although Kentridge lived in an era of great injustice in South African society, we can find  
in his work moments of nostalgia for the happier memories of his childhood in the 1950s 
and 60s. Images of old-fashioned mechanical technologies appear frequently in Kentridge’s 
art, including manual typewriters, megaphones, gramophones, telephones linked by 
cables, and surveying instruments. This nostalgic item bobs along the cityscape, combining 
joy of the past with hope for a new South Africa.

VISUAL ARTS

Such a large expanse of vivid colour is unusual in Kentridge’s art. How does it contribute 
to the overall mood of this work? Write a formal visual analysis of Bakelite radio (including 
shape, line, colour, composition, texture, style of mark-making and anything else you can 
see, and how you interpret these different elements). 

Draw your own homage to a technology from your childhood, using a similarly limited 
colour palette. How do you feel about this object? How will you share its personal meaning 
for you with the viewer? 

HISTORY

Choose a piece of technology depicted in the art of Kentridge. You can refer to the full 
exhibition gallery online for a wider selection. Research and write a short summary of this 
technology’s function in the modern era, particularly with respect to political and social 
change. Has this been replaced by digital technology in the current day? Compare the old 
and new technologies and their respective historical impact.





Walking man (2000)
This enormous linocut is richly detailed and nearly life-sized. The subject – a man turning 
into a tree – recalls the epic Metamorphoses by Latin poet Ovid, who invented many stories 
of human beings transformed into non-human things. Here the man wears a crumpled 
business suit and marches against a skyline of industrial equipment. His dark pinstripes 
and stocky figure suggest he may be Soho Eckstein, a character that appears in many of 
Kentridge’s works. There is a touch of whimsy in his predicament here.

VISUAL ARTS

List the different printmaking techniques and technologies used by Kentridge in this 
exhibition, and compile a glossary with a brief definition of each term. Notice how 
Kentridge uses a wide variety of lines, textures and shades to give his monochromatic 
prints depth and movement. When you’ve completed your glossary, use whatever 
printmaking techniques you have available (stencilling, relief printing and monoprinting 
are all options that can be performed with basic art and craft supplies) to create your own 
picture on the theme of ‘metamorphosis’.

HISTORY

The fictional character Soho Eckstein is a wealthy white property developer from 
Johannesburg. Research the historical events that you think might have inspired Kentridge 
to create this character. What themes and ideas does Eckstein represent in the context of 
South African society? Refer to Walking man in your response. 





Baggage I, II, III (2000)

A recurring image in the work of Kentridge is a procession of shadowy figures marching 
across the landscape. Such scenes reveal the influence of Soviet filmmaker Sergei 
Eisenstein on the artist. Kentridge’s figures are often wearing strange costumes or have 
bizarre body parts – such as the figure here with pylons for legs – which gives the 
atmosphere of a dreamlike carnival or theatrical parade. It is also a scene that suggests the 
mass movement and displacement of people from their homes, carrying all their worldly 
possessions on their backs. 

VISUAL ARTS

Working in small groups, create a large-scale procession of figures against a wall in your 
classroom. For this collaborative artwork, use collage materials in a limited palette: torn 
black, white and brown paper; photocopied and recycled printed materials; your own 
drawings in charcoal, pastel and graphite. Where are your figures going? What are they 
carrying? What landscape are they moving against? Look to Kentridge for inspiration,  
and also to the inventiveness of Dadaist and Surrealist theatre designs. 

If there is an overhead projector in your classroom, you can begin to animate your 
procession by cutting out additional silhouetted figures with articulated parts and 
projecting these on top of your artwork from several metres away, or introducing layers  
of overhead transparencies.

HISTORY

Research the modern history of population movements within and from South Africa. 
What are some of the reasons that have caused its people to become refugees, itinerants 
and displaced from their homes in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries? Can you find 
parallels in Australian history? Discuss.





Drawing for The Magic Flute (Tamino’s Rhinoceros) 2004
In 2005 Kentridge staged a production of Mozart’s opera The Magic Flute, a love story that 
tells of the triumph of Enlightenment values over chaos and darkness.  The magic flute 
itself is an instrument with the power to tame wild beasts, including this magnificent 
African rhinoceros. Kentridge used imagery of the rhinoceros being tamed by Tamino, and 
eventually slain by white colonial hunters, as a metaphor for his concerns about the violent 
legacy of colonialism. The artist has said, ‘What history has shown is that the one thing that is 
completely toxic … is the combination of certainty, of being right, and a monopoly of power’.

VISUAL ARTS

There are some very famous rhinoceroses in the history of art. Can you find one?  
Do you think the artist had ever seen a rhinoceros in real life? What do you think this 
impressive animal symbolised to the artist? Research the artist you’ve found and write  
a brief discussion of their choice of subject matter. Do you think Kentridge was influenced 
by your selected artist? Why or why not? 

HISTORY, DRAMA, MUSIC

The Magic Flute is a classic story that has been transposed by artists, writers and directors into a 
number of different historical settings. Choose a modern historical era (such as Germany during 
the Third Reich, the United States in the 1960s, the Khmer Rouge period in Cambodia,  
or apartheid-era South Africa) and see if you can find how it has been represented using 
canonical works of art, music, literature or theatre. Do you consider any of these representations 
to be historically accurate? What criteria can you use to make this assessment?





Nose series (2008–10)
Kentridge created this series of thirty intaglio prints as he developed ideas for his production 
of Shostakovich’s opera The Nose, a satire about a Russian bureaucrat whose nose goes on 
its own adventure through the baffling layers of social hierarchy in Tsarist Russia. Kentridge 
thought this story was akin to life in South Africa in the apartheid era.

VISUAL ARTS, DRAMA

Design a set of masks and costumes for your own production of The Nose that bring to life the 
characters pictured in these portraits. Make notes to accompany the designs, explaining how 
you would like the characters to be acted. What kinds of voices and expressive movements 
might each character possess? Are they old or young? Comical or deadly serious? Provide a 
rationale for your interpretation, with reference to Kentridge’s work.

These works recall a period in Soviet history where Communist Party members were 
scrubbed or airbrushed out of incriminating group photos. What is the effect for the viewer 
when the artist removes a person’s face or certain features from their portrait? Try it out 
with some copies of famous portraits and discuss in class.

HISTORY

Kentridge’s interpretation of The Nose alludes to three turbulent periods in modern history 
– Tsarist Russia of the 1830s, Stalinist Russia of the 1930s, and the more recent history of 
apartheid-era South Africa. What did these three regimes have in common? 

The four portraits shown here depict real Soviet political figures found guilty in Joseph 
Stalin’s Show Trials in the 1930s. What were the Show Trials? Compare with similar trials  
in either Mao Zedong’s China or Nazi Germany.





Reeds (1996)
Reeds is what Kentridge calls a ‘colonial landscape’. It was inspired by details of engravings 
made in Europe in the nineteenth century, reproducing the sketchbooks of colonial 
explorers of Africa.

VISUAL ARTS

The artist has said that his images of landscape seek to avoid ‘the plague of the 
picturesque’. What do you think he means by this? Refer to the meaning of this term within 
the context of art history. Why do you think Kentridge might avoid the ‘picturesque’ in his 
work? Do you think he succeeds?

In order to avoid relying on a conventionally attractive view of the landscape, Kentridge 
had some clever techniques for finding new ways to see his subject. One was to select a 
pleasing view of the landscape, and then turn his body 180 degrees and draw whatever he 
saw facing that way – the ‘opposite’ of the picturesque. Another of the artist’s techniques 
was to take a predetermined number of steps, and then draw whatever he found directly 
in front of him. Try these outdoor drawing techniques for yourself. How do they change 
your view of the landscape?

HISTORY

For Kentridge, the landscape is something that holds memories and history. The 
countryside around Johannesburg has been given its shape by mining and industry. What 
evidence can you see in Kentridge’s work of human intervention in the South African 
landscape? Discuss the impact of colonial settlement on the natural environment of this 
region. Compare to the colonial settlement of Australia and discuss any similarities or 
differences you find. 





Other faces (2011) 
Drawing is at the heart of Kentridge’s artistic practice. His drawings stand alone as powerful 
works of art, and they also form the basis for works in other media, especially film. 

VISUAL ARTS

Kentridge’s method of making films is highly labour-intensive. He films a carefully 
sequenced process of drawing, filming, erasing and refilming so that images seem to grow, 
disappear and move around the page of their own accord. Make your own animated story 
in small groups, by filming or photographing changes to a single large drawing. You could 
use erasing, collage, sculptural elements, cutting, pasting and more – just make sure that 
each change is documented in your film as part of the story.

Alternatively if you have access to a digital tablet, simple applications like iMovie will help 
you to make a hand-drawn film in the style of Kentridge.

HISTORY

The film Other faces returns to Soho Eckstein, opening with a street accident where 
Eckstein collides with the car of a black African preacher. What happens next? What does 
this tell you about what it was like to live in South African society in the post-apartheid era? 
As well as referring to this film, in your answer use at least one primary historical source 
(such as interviews, photographs, news film footage, diaries, autobiographies and official 
records. You can access these digitally – your library is a good place to start).





Remembering the Treason Trial (2013)
This burnt-out tree holds some important clues in its branches to a significant event 
that shaped modern South Africa. It is a 63-panel lithograph, printed over pages from 
a colonial-era textbook on the history of mining and strewn with the red marks of 
geographic surveying.

VISUAL ARTS

Text is an important element in this work, so take time to read and consider each phrase 
you can find. Why do you think Kentridge incorporates words into his art so often? Create 
your own multi-panel artwork that uses found printed pages as a surface for painted, 
drawn and collaged additions. You can use recycled books, magazines or even maps –  
op shops or junkyards are a great source for these. What impact does your choice of 
printed material have on the finished work – not just visually, but in terms of its meaning? 

HISTORY

William Kentridge grew up in a family of prominent lawyers who supported resistance to 
apartheid in South Africa. His father Sir Sydney Kentridge QC defended Nelson Mandela 
in the Treason Trial, represented the family of Stephen Biko after Biko’s death in 1977, and 
played a role in investigating the Sharpeville massacre of 1960. Research one of these three 
infamous events in South African history and write a short summary of each, commenting 
on the influence these events had on the artist’s themes and subjects as you see it.

Extension activity: What contemporary international artists are working as witnesses to 
current political events?
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